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I’m a romantic. There’s no hiding it. I’m too sincere. I’m too enthusiastic. I can’t play it cool, so I’m just going to come out and tell you what publishing this first issue of Penny Dreadnought means to me.
I believe that fiction can matter. I believe it can even be dangerous, but only if the writer is fearless. That’s not an easy thing. We tend to be an anxious lot.
A dreadnought is a battleship, but a literal paraphrase for “dreadnought” is “fear nothing.” Penny Dreadnought began as a wish to get my work alongside the most talented and fearless writers I know. Somehow, I was lucky enough that my first choices all agreed. And thus began the accursed fraternity of the Abominable Gentlemen.
These men do not care about false genre boundaries, only making the best stories they can. They don’t care about the next hot subject, only their next impossible-to-ignore idea. They’ve put in their dues and know the rules, so they know exactly when and how to break them.
And they’ve agreed to let me place my stories beside theirs on a regular basis.
So, I’m very proud to introduce Penny Dreadnought, the insidious indoctrination engine of the Abominable Gentlemen.
Writers are still adjusting to the idea that when we sit down at the keyboard, we need only worry about creating the best work possible. We need not dread pouring our time and hearts into something we can’t get past gatekeepers with more conservative (or fiscally-focused) aesthetics. In this climate, I expect our work to only get better. More dangerous.
Stranger.
-Alan Ryker
Lilies
by Iain Rowan
It was autumn, and the city was at war. As the pavements turned slick with wet, yellow leaves, the hills to the north talked to each other in low rumbling voices. Soldiers clattered into the city in trains, spent their money in a whirl of drink and women, and left for the hills. Fewer returned. Those that did, drank more quietly, eyes on the floor, worn coats patched up against the spiteful wind. The leaves fell, the war carried on, and every day the night stole in a few minutes earlier. It was autumn, and the city was at war, and Alex was afraid.
He was one of the lucky ones. He had spent fourteen days on the front, cowering in holes in the ground while the earth erupted around him and men that he had spoken to just hours before lost arms, legs, lives. His entire world had been mud. He had lived in mud, tasted mud, pressed himself into the mud as if it could shelter him from the world being ripped apart around him. Then his sergeant had crawled up to him one morning, spat in his face, and told him that his daddy must have lined somebody’s pocket: he was to report to the back lines for transport to the city, and when—not if, when—he returned to the front the sergeant would make it his personal mission to ensure that Alex was first in the firing line.
Back in the city he was assigned duties couriering messages back and forth, from civil servant to general, to minister, to anonymous civilian. It was tiring, it was tedious, and it was safe, but Alex was still afraid and often when he ate all he could taste was mud. He spent hours shivering outside closed doors, shuffling his feet in the rotting autumn slush. He hurried from one side of the city to the other, two stops on the train, six stops on the rattling tram, hours of getting lost in strange streets, and everywhere, the dead.
Alex tried not to look at them, conscious of the impulse to stare, embarrassed by it. He had seen the occasional dead person back in the village, as had every child. He’d even slept under the same roof as one, when his grandfather came back. None of this prepared him for the city. In the village, custom was that families kept their dead to themselves, that the week was a time for private moments, not public display. In the city, Alex thought at times that the dead outnumbered the living. If the war went on much longer, maybe they would.
As he searched an elegant row of tall houses for the address on the letter in his hand, he passed one of the dead. The man stood on the pavement, looking at the houses, slowly moving his head from side to side in an unconscious mockery of Alex’s own search. It struck Alex that the reason there were so many dead in the city was that they could not find their families. They were cut off by the dislocation of wartime, everything in motion. Perhaps the man standing in the street, vacantly considering doorways, belonged to a family who had all died together, and now for a week they wandered the streets with the same cold stare, looking for one another, never finding each other, always lost.
Alex was only nine the day that his grandfather came back. The old man had been ill for weeks, sweating and wheezing in his bed. Alex had spent dutiful hours by his bedside, alternating between fear and boredom. It had seemed that his grandfather was over the worst and would live to sit glowering by the fireside another year, but then he sat up in bed, said something about last year’s apples, and died. He was buried the next day. Alex stood uncertain in the soft rain while his mother cried and the village priest stumbled through his words. Then the mourners walked away, Alex’s uncle putting a hand on his shoulder to guide him. Halfway across the graveyard he looked back.
The graveyard workers stood around the shallow mound while the black-coated priest knelt in front of it. His coat tails flapped around him, and for a moment Alex thought that he was not a man at all, just a swirl of crows, come to reclaim their graveyard from the intruders. Then the priest thrust his hands into the soil and pulled, and Alex saw the thin white legs of his grandfather appear, heard the priest muttering the blessings.
“This isn’t for you,” his uncle said softly, and the pressure of his hand kept Alex walking. He still looked back though, and he saw his grandfather’s rebirth from the ground, the soil falling from him like black snow. When the priest had brought the body back into the world again, he nodded his head and the graveyard workers draped a shroud over it, and carried it slowly into the place of rest. “Now we wait, son,” Alex’s uncle said. “Now we wait for the miracle.”
Three days later, as Alex steered his dinner from one side of his plate to the other, there was a heavy knock at the door. Alex’s mother gasped and closed her eyes. His father stood up and said, “Well. Well.” Alex took the opportunity to drop several vegetables under his chair.
“You go to your room now, Alex,” his mother said.
He looked up cringing, thinking that she’d caught him, but saw that her eyes were still shut.
“No,” his father said as he walked to the door. “No, the boy should stay. He’s old enough.” Standing outside in the rain was one of the workers from the graveyard, and just behind him stood Alex’s grandfather, looking confused, as if there were something very important that he should remember that he could not. Alex’s father handed over the customary couple of coins and the worker nodded and then walked away.
“Come in, father.”
The old man shuffled into the house and stood in the middle of the kitchen as if he were unsure what to do. Alex stared at him, fascinated. He was the same grandfather to look at as always, but his skin was pale and his eyes were clouded, the way fields were by the early morning mist. Alex’s father ushered the old man to his usual seat by the fire, his mother cried, and the boy hung back by the door, wondering, uncertain.
***
Alex climbed worn stone steps and knocked on a dark green door. An elderly man in an ornate servant’s uniform cracked the door open and raised a trembling eyebrow.
“Message for the colonel.”
The old man held out his hand, and Alex gave him the letter. Noise came from the end of the street, a brief scuffle, the sound of running feet, but no voices. Both Alex and the servant turned to look into the gathering darkness, but a voice bellowed from inside the house and distracted them.
“Who’s that? Who is it there, eh?”
“A messenger, Colonel,” the old man said. “Message for you. I have it here, I will bring it up.”
They both looked out at the street again, but whatever the noise was, it had stopped.
“A courier, eh.” The colonel had come down the stairs, and stood in the hallway red-faced, breath wheezing, looking at Alex. “Know what the message is about, son?”
“No—no, it’s sealed sir, I wouldn’t read it—”
“Don’t have to read it, son. Know what it’s about. Know what they’re all about, every damn one of them. They’re about how little by little we are trying our hardest to lose this damn war. Don’t look so shocked lad, you think that’s treasonous talk, you should hear what the generals say. A drink for the cold, eh.”
The servant creaked off towards a side-table in the hall.
“No, my orders—” Alex said.
“Bugger your orders. Who gave you your orders?”
“My sergeant.”
“Bugger your sergeant. I’m a colonel, still counts for something. A drink for the cold.” The servant had returned with two shot glasses. The colonel handed one to Alex.
“You been there, have you son? At the front?”
“Yes,” Alex said.
“Thought so. See it in your eyes. Changes a man. Those who go there, they’re not the same as those who come back.” He raised his glass in a toast. “To the end of the war.”
“End of the war.” The raw spirit burnt Alex’s throat and made his eyes water. He bit down on his tongue, desperate not to cough. The servant took the glass back, and Alex began to retreat down the steps.
“Yes, the end of the war,” the colonel was staring out into the dusk, one hand tugging at his beard, seeing a landscape that wasn’t the city. “Don’t go back there, lad.”
Alex saluted and hurried away down the street. Just before he reached the main road, he saw a dark huddle on the pavement. It was the body of the dead man. Alex looked around, wandering what to do, who to contact. The man had obviously been searching for his family or old friends, and had not found them. Now his week had passed, and he was gone for ever. Given a chance for those last goodbyes, and it was wasted. Sad. Alex bent down over the body, and then he saw the white petals of the lily that had been placed on the man’s stomach.
The fire of the alcohol in his stomach turned to a sour swell of fear. He looked up and down the street, saw no-one, and hurried away towards the main road, towards the light. Alex knew what the lily meant: it meant that this was none of his business, and that he should leave now, before those responsible saw him there, considered him a witness to their crime. It had never happened in his village, but he had heard the stories, knew what the lily, flower of mourning, meant. It meant political support for the enemy over the hills, it was a mark of rebellion against everything—the government, custom and tradition, all the old ways. Those who left the lilies were subversives who put into practice the ways of the enemy. They committed the strangest of murders. They killed the already dead.
***
The night after his grandfather came back, Alex’s father took the boy for a walk in the long field. They said nothing until they reached the river. The night was cold and clear, and Alex stood and looked at the stars which gleamed hard in the sky, pins pushed through black velvet. He could hear his father breathing hard beside him.
“You know that he’s not back for ever,” he said at last. “You remember what I told you.”
“One week,” Alex said.
“Right, lad. One week.”
“That’s not a very long time, father.”
“Not long enough son, not long enough.” A silence stretched out between them, and they thought words that were snatched away by the dark water of the river, carried off before they could say them. At last his father sighed, and spoke. “But one week is what God has given us, and we must be thankful for that, a chance to say our goodbyes, fix your grandfather in our minds. It’s our way, and we must be thankful and respect it. It’s one of the things that sets us apart from the godless filth on the other side of the mountains.”
“I thought the dead came back everywhere?”
“They do son, they do.”
“So why don’t they—”
“They stop them.”
“How?”
He stared out into the darkness, shuffled his feet. “There are ways, son. There are ways.” Alex knew from his tone of voice that he should drop the subject.
“And after a week, will Granda go away again?”
“That he will, to the day, to the same hour he rose again.”
“And where will he go then?”
His father turned and walked away across the field, back towards the house, one hand up at his face. Halfway across, he stopped and waited for Alex to catch up. He put a hand around his son’s shoulders, and they walked back to the house together. A week later he was in his room, lost worlds away in a book, when his mother cried out. Alex never saw his grandfather again.
***
Days passed, the last few leaves fell from the trees, and the lonely routine of Alex’s work took him back into its arms and made everything outside it seem unreal. He lived in a city of shadows that seemed to only exist street by street. The graceful terraces that lined the street he was on were all that there was, and beyond them there was nothing. From the window of a tram halted at a stop he saw a dark haired woman waiting to cross the road. The simple beauty of her face was the only thing in that whole time that felt real to him. Then the tram juddered back into motion and she was gone. One night he dreamt of her, pale skin framed by falls of black hair, and even in the dream she had more substance than anything else he saw when awake. The war went on in the hills, the guns still rumbled, and everywhere Alex went he saw the distracted stares of the dead, as they stumbled lost along misty streets.
The sky was bruising with evening when he returned to the office from his last assignment. There was no-one else there but the sergeant, who sat next to the stove smoking one of his stinking cigarettes.
“No more today. You’re done.”
Alex sat on a stool, warmed his hands, rested his aching legs. “I’ll get away in a minute. Think I’ll just sleep the whole night through.”
The sergeant twisted the stub of his cigarette out on the dark iron of the stove. “I’d get out if I were you. Get out, get drunk, spend your wages on some whore.”
“Don’t have that much to spend, not if I’m going to eat the rest of the week.”
“Don’t worry about the rest of the week, son, live for today. I been talking to an old mate of mine, works as a valet to one of the generals. Rumour is, any day now they’re going to pass this work on to some civil servants.” He spat, and it sizzled on the hot coals. “So that’s you poor bastards back to the front. Count yourself lucky, you’ve had it good here, thanks to whoever pulled the strings for you—no bastard trying to kill you apart from the tram drivers, private room, not in some flea-ridden barracks. You’ve escaped the front this long, must have known you’d end up back there one day, fit young lad like you. They’re running out of fit young lads. They’d send me, if I had two legs. Get out, son. Live life, while you have one.”
Alex walked back to his small room. He thought about the mud and the terror and the choir of the dying who lay sobbing in no man’s land, he thought about the sergeant’s missing leg, he thought about the dead. He considered desertion for a while, melting away into the city, but he knew that he would be caught. And if he was caught, he would be taken to the moor to the west of the city, shot by a bored soldier no older than himself, and thrown in a pit of lime. No resurrection, no chance for his parents to say their sad goodbyes. He had hardly lived life, how could he accept that it could soon be over? He sat on his hard bed for a while, head in his hands, grieving for his future. Then he left, not bothering to lock the door.
***
All the light had seeped out of the sky, and the night was still and cold. It felt as if the whole world was waiting, holding its breath, because something important was about to happen. Thin fingers of fog wavered up from the motionless dark water of the canals. Alex walked towards the heart of the city. He didn’t know where he was going, but the sergeant’s suggestions held little attraction for him. What was the point of getting drunk in an anonymous bar, sliding slowly down a rough wooden counter as the night went on? What was the point in spending the night with a woman who found only his money attractive? Alex had never been with a woman, his head was full of the things he had read in books and poems, stories about passion and love set in worlds that seemed so much more real than that of the cold streets, the quiet small rooms with a bed and a chair and the stink of other men’s despair.
As Alex reached a square near the centre of the city, the streets became busier. Soldiers on leave, the prostitutes and petty thugs who preyed upon them, officers of the general staff in their never-seen-blood finery, the ordinary men and women of the city, trying to lead a normal life amidst the chaos, putting on a pretence of peacetime in a city at war. Alex felt a stranger to them, a stranger to them all. There was so much that he wanted to do in life, so many places he wanted to visit, so many things he wanted to feel, and because a man he had never met would soon sign a piece of paper without a thought, he would never get the chance. A tram sparked through the square, metal grinding on metal. As it passed him, it slowed, and Alex jumped on to the footplate at the back, not knowing where it was going, not caring.
He bought a ticket to the last stop on the line, and settled back on the hard seat, content to let the sway and rattle take him to the place that he always went to while travelling, a place that was neither where he had come from nor where he was going. The tram jolted its way out from the centre of the city, heading for the suburbs. People got on, people got off, Alex paid them no attention. They stopped at a railway station, and all of the passengers left the tram apart from Alex and a short man who flapped and rustled at his newspaper. After a few moments the tram jerked and moved a few feet, and then stopped again. The back door of the tram opened and closed and Alex felt a gust of cold night air on the back of his neck. A dark-haired woman brushed past him, and the tram started moving again. As she passed, Alex smelt her scent. He could not identify it, but it made him think of falling leaves and the embers of bonfires and all the autumnal thoughts of things that he had meant to do and never done, things he meant to say but had left unsaid.
She sat a few seats in front of him on the other side of the tram. It was the woman he had seen a few days earlier. Even though he had only seen her for a few seconds, her face had stayed in his mind like a picture in a locket. She was more beautiful than any woman he had ever seen, even though if looked at part by part her features were no more than conventionally attractive. She had a fragile quality, translucent, like delicate china lit from within. The woman turned her head slightly to look out of the window, and the collar of her coat fell away to reveal her neck, slightly arched, a perfect curve. Alex felt a regret that made his fears seem an irrelevance. What happened tomorrow, or the day after, or the day after that, was immaterial. What mattered now, more than anything ever would matter, was that he had seen beauty, and in another stop or two the woman would get off the tram and walk into the darkness. By luck he might survive the war, live his life, meet a thousand other people, and then die an old man knowing that he had lost something in his youth which he had never been able to find again.
She looked back in Alex’s direction, and he dropped his gaze. After a while, he looked up again. She was watching him, and he wanted to turn away again in embarrassment but for a few seconds he could not do so. Then he looked out of the window beside him, his mouth dry, his hands clenched. The shadows of the city flickered past. He could see her reflection in his window. She was still watching him. He found the courage to look at her again, but as he did, she looked away. Alex thought that she in turn was now watching his reflection, that they both looked not at each other, but at an image of the other.
The tram slowed and came to a halt. The woman stood up, and walked towards the door at the front. As the door opened, she looked back down the tram. Alex looked back at her. Then she walked down the steps of the tram and out onto the street. The door closed and the tram started off again.
Alex jumped up, ran to the back of the tram, threw open the door, and jumped down to the street from the footplate, nearly falling flat on his face. They were in an old part of the city, close to the river, where the streets narrowed and sloped down towards the dark water. The woman had crossed the road, but she must have heard him jump from the tram because she stopped and turned, looked at him crouching in the road between the cold metal tram-lines. The warm red lights of the tram receded into the mist, then it turned a corner, and was gone. She looked at him, said nothing.
“Don’t be scared, please,” he stammered. “I don’t mean—I just—I had to talk to you.”
She stayed on the other side of the street, but didn’t walk away, didn’t look around in alarm for help. He crossed the road towards her, hands held wide, making trembling circles in the air.
“Please, you must be freezing. Let me just walk with you, wherever you’re going. Just—just let me just walk with you a little while, and then I’ll go, I promise.”
She smiled, a slow sad smile, and nodded. Alex knew that whatever happened in the next few days, whether he was sent to the front or not, whether he lived or not, he would remember that smile until he had memory no longer. She began to walk, and he fell in beside her, talking more than he knew he ought to, but desperate to try and say in a few minutes what it could take a lifetime to tell.
The road came to an end facing the high brick wall of a warehouse that overlooked the river. An alley ran off alongside the warehouse. The woman hesitated, as if she were uncertain of the direction to take. She turned towards the alley, and then stopped, and looked at Alex for a moment. Her perfection made him want to cry. The autumn air was cold on his face, the night was still, everything was quiet and perfect. Everything was sharp, the world more real than Alex had ever known it, beauty and meaning in every damp brick, in every tree that reached dark fingers towards the night. She held out her hand to him, and he took it. Her skin was like the most delicate statue carved from ivory, unblemished, pale, cold as stone.
Alex had known that she was dead from the first moment he saw her on the tram. He did not care. In this city, amongst the rotting leaves and the distant thundering of the guns, the difference between the dead and the living did not seem very important to him any more.
“Let’s walk,” he said to her, “I’ll help you find them. Your family. I’ll help you find them.” Her fingers tightened on his, and they walked on together. Halfway down the alley, Alex heard footsteps behind them. He turned, and saw three men. One of them carried a large knife, the sort a butcher would use to cut joints of meat. Another swung something in his hand, something that was white and indistinct in the soft mist that rose from the river. As they came closer, Alex saw that it was a bunch of lilies.
He looked around the alley. If they ran, the men would catch them before they reached the end. A yard or two away, a solid door was set into the brick of the warehouse. It was padlocked and barred, there was no way through, but leaning in the doorway was an old iron shovel, its edges corroded and half eaten away with rust. Alex picked it up.
“Go,” he said to the woman. “Go. Find your family. Be as quick as you can. Do you understand? And thank you. Do you understand? Thank you.”
She looked at him and he could not tell if she knew what she was saying or not. Then there was a slight squeeze of her fingers on his, and his hand was holding nothing but air and she was walking away down the alley.
“We’re going to pass,” the man with the knife said in a conversational voice. “Whether you stand there or not. You know what she is. Move.”
“Who is he?” the man carrying the lilies said, sounding nervous. “I don’t know him. He’s not her family, I told you, I know the family, that’s how I knew she’d be coming back. They’re all waiting for her in the house. It’s only on the next street, if we don’t take her now, here…”
The three men kept walking towards Alex. The man with the knife was slapping it gently against his free hand.
“Get out of the way,” he said. “We’ve got no quarrel with you. Walk away and let us put nature back how it ought to be. It’s the new way. Way things ought to be. Soon the war will be over and it will all be like this. You’re either with us, and the future, or you’re with them, and the past. Stay where you are, and we’ll make you like her. What do you care anyway? Why are you bothering? She’ll be dead inside a week.”
Alex thought of his grandfather, of the way that the river at home curved between the fields and shone secret and silver in the light of the moon, of the trains full of soldiers that rattled off up into the hills towards the mud and the fear, of the dead that walked the city, and he thought about the gentle curve of her neck and the feel of her hand upon his.
“So will I,” he said, and raised the shovel.
~~~
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by Aaron Polson
Start with the remnants of a desert town, a little girl, a man with a truck.
The town consists of shacks and ruined shells of larger buildings, rolls of barbed wire and sharpened lumber surrounding it on all sides like a great, prickly tortoise slumbering in the heat. The girl is too thin, like the rest of the survivors, with naps of sun-bleached hair in long, disordered strands. Her large eyes call from an impish face, blue and clear like the sky on good days, the days without dust storms. Both the man and the truck wear layers of grime like armor.
He only works after a moonless night, the ones survivors call “nameless.”.
The Ruined Ones come with secret, padding feet to the edge of the wire. They learn the hard lesson of sharpened lumber and rolls of razor wire after scores of their brothers and sisters—should they even consider the word—thrust themselves into the teeth of the village’s defense. On nameless nights, their hot, angry cries scald the sky. In the morning, the man starts his truck, a rusted, grumbling thing, and rides it toward the gates. The men at the gates collect the dead—humans wrapped in burial shrouds and those grim-grey husks impaled on the fortifications—and heave body upon body until the bed of the truck hunches under the load.
On most days, no one watches him drive through the broken remnants of city streets.
No one expects anything from the man but to be rid of the bodies. For this, they keep him fed from their gardens. For this, no one expects more. On the days with cargo, the man and his truck chug across the dusty flats to the pit. He earns his food and shelter on the days with cargo.
Since Red shot himself in the mouth, he does the job alone.
He carries dozens of dirty pseudonyms, glares, and hateful, whispered rumors so the rest of the survivors can pretend they are safe and different and far away from the rotten, dying world. After the nameless nights, the others shut themselves in. They live without the burden of the dead. For nearly a month, they pretend the world can be good again and they all love one another.
Everyone but the man and his truck.
No one knows his proper name.
***
After one “nameless” night, the girl stands by the side of the road and waits as the truck rumbles past. The man hardly offers a glance, but the girl’s bone-thin hand reaches out. Dust blows in her face. She squints through the cloud of brown ash, studying as the men piled bodies onto the bed. She watches until the truck fades from the gate into a dark speck in the desert.
***
The man wears one long scar across his left cheek and nose. Red’s face had been scarred too many times to count, his skin a latticework of pockmarks and lines. Before the end of everything, Red raced dirt bikes, and half the scars dated from that far back. The survivors chose Red because of fear, because no one else had enough courage to leave the wire barricades even during daylight. Red chose the man because he could drive the truck, and the man wasn’t afraid, either. Handling corpses, tossing them into the pit like garbage, meant nothing to either of them. At the pit, the smell lingered, always lingered. Death and decay and ruin in one, cloying stew.
Red claimed he lost his sense of smell in a bike crash.
The man never said much at all.
***
On the night after she watches the truck, the Ruined Ones grow bold and attack again despite the sliver of moon. Howls of pain and hunger break through the whispering, desert winds. Behind walls and under roofs, children huddle with the elderly, clutching at each other to fight away the real boogiemen that probe the edges of their fortified oasis.
In the center of the village, the man sits on the cab of his truck and watches. He sees waves of Ruined Ones fall upon the defenses in the dim moonlight, and then those behind scramble over the bodies of their dead to get into the compound. The man smiles when defenders push forward carrying sharpened timbers, scrap lumber fashioned into pikes to impale the coming monsters. Bullets are precious, and the Ruined Ones are legion. Nights are cold in the desert.
He climbs down, ducks inside his shelter, and goes to sleep despite the shrieks in the distance. Tomorrow will be a busy day, and he needs his rest.
***
In the morning, she waits again, standing in the same spot. The man downshifts, and the truck protests with a shuddering stop. Already, volunteers pile the dead near the gates, but the rest of the city is silent.
“You got a pickup?” he asks through the window.
The girl hesitates, kicks and the ground with the toe of her shoe, and shakes her head. “Just wondered what you looked like,” she says, lifting her eyes to his. “Grandpa calls you the Grim Reaper. I’ve never seen the Grim Reaper.”
The man scratches his stubble, grunts, and drives away. Spouts of dust kick into the air, swirling like brown ghosts as he passes. The girl starts to run. Her mouth opens and shuts like she has something else to say, something she wants the man to hear, but his eyes aim forward. When he glances behind, she’s stopped running, just a shape behind a tan cloud.
***
Red shot himself in the mouth with snub-nosed .38 revolver six months before the man met the girl. Six months ago, the end of the world was a fresh, palpable thing. They both carried guns then, both the driver and Red. The survivors in the village told stories about the Ruined Ones, how they ate flesh or drank blood, how their teeth carried poison. How they could change shape in the shadows. Not much was really known about them, what their limits were, how they thrived only in the darkest nights. Only stories. Stories could lie. Each man carried his weapon with fear-charged hands.
But that day the truck lurched unexpectedly and came to a sudden stop. Red, often asleep during the short, jostling ride to the pit, woke with a start.
“Whassthat?”
The man peered out his open window. “Nothing. Nothing I can see, anyway.” He scanned the rearview mirror, checking the load of corpses for movement. “Can’t tell.”
Both men gathered their guns, Red his .38 and the man a Luger older than either of them. They hopped from the cab onto the dusty, sandy ground, their boots grinding into the earth with a crunch. Heat shimmered in the distance, dancing from the horizon in all directions. The man held his gun in front of him in one hand. He walked with even, slow steps. By the time he rounded the end of the truck, Red knelt over a black mass thirty yards away.
Bodies slid off at times, especially those shrouded with cloth or plastic, unfortunates among the survivors. When the man reached Red, he knew without looking. A body had fallen from the side and the truck’s rear tires dragged it under, smashing the chest and lower abdomen. Crushed and twisted, the bag opened at one end to reveal a face, a young girl, pale and almost peaceful. The desert wind caught the plastic cloak and rattled it in the wind.
“Shit, man.” Red closed his eyes.
The man wrapped the corpse as well as he could and helped Red carry it to the truck. They finished the run at a slower pace, neither talking, just listening to the rattle of metal and grind of tires against rocky path until they reach their destination. The man’s eyes roved the horizon, scanning for a shift in the rough brown smudge of a world. Nothing but scrub grass, sand, and dirt. Wasteland.
Before them, the pit showed itself, a scar on the earth, a black, hungry mouth. The truck slid to a halt at the lip of the pit. Dust skittered across the landscape in a game of chase.
Both men continued in silence, tossing body after body into the smoldering remains below. The charred remnants of a thousand lives lay in the pit, broken and blackened bits of bone and scorched flesh. The bodies landed with tiny thumps. Without rain to quench its thirst, a fire burned at the bottom. At last they tossed in the girl’s body, the last body, each taking one end and heaving it together, until it hung in the air, suspended for a moment, then twisted and tumbled with the others into the reeking smoke below.
The man climbed into the cab.
Red didn’t move. He slid his .38 from his waistband. “Fuck this, man. I’m done.”
The gun made a tiny noise in Red’s mouth, a quick, muted pop. A spray of blood, flesh, bone and brain matter colored the sky momentarily, and then his lifeless body tumbled over, and slid into the pit.
***
The girl is gone when the truck lumbers toward the gate after the third consecutive night of attacks. There are mutters from the men near the fence, mutters of creatures not afraid of death, a host of horrors willing to run themselves onto a stake, clawed hands and yellow teeth snapping at the air. The black eyes, they say, are the worst. The Ruined Ones have lost their fear of the moon. Casualties are high, and the man looks away when a tiny, shrouded body is loaded on the truck.
He drives alone, in silence, the Luger sitting on the empty seat next to him. The grind of rubber tires against packed desert sings through the metal of the truck. At the pit, the work is hard for one man, but no one else will come. No one else dares the awful, pungent stench of burnt flesh. No one else carries enough courage to tread in the silent, dead places of the world. He pulls the bodies from the bed one by one, saving the small, shrouded victim for last.
He avoids it until—
It shifts.
He staggers back.
A thin hand pokes through the fold, and the man wishes for his gun. The girl’s face emerges from the shroud. Her cheeks are smudged and dirty, but her eyes steal the blue from the sky.
She doesn’t move for a few, sluggish seconds. “Sorry,” she says. She stretches and dusts off her clothes, and the cloth falls to the bed like a discarded shadow. Desert winds kick up and chase her hair across her face.
“I wanted to see outside the village.”
“Dangerous,” he mutters.
She nods. Her eyes soften. “Sorry.”
The man hoists the girl to the desert floor. Her body doesn’t weigh much. For a moment, they stare at each other, the girl with her blue eyes and the man behind his shell. Smoke winds from the bottom of the pit. The girl’s eyes follow a tendril of dark grey until it fades into the clouds. She climbs into the cab as the man brushes sweat from his face, realizing the girl must have crawled into that shroud before the night had ended, before the men near the gate had collected all the bodies from the night’s butchery. He climbs into the driver’s seat.
“Where’d you get that scar?” she asks.
The man touches his face, runs a finger over the shallow groove in his skin. “Before…this,” he says.
Neither speaks for a minute. The man pinches the wires together, starting the truck. The engine spits and growls to life. Another gust tosses some dirt into the air, and the dusty cloud gallops across the flats. Behind them, in the distance, the remains of the city stand out like a smudge of black in the tan wasteland not much different than the pit.
“What’s your name?” she asks, eyes forward.
“Does it matter?”
She studies him. “Not really, I guess.”
He forces the metal beast into gear. Neither speaks as they crawl toward the remnants of civilization. The flats stretch on, seemingly an endless plain of brown nothing.
“I’d like to help you.”
He shakes his head.
“When I’m older,” she adds quickly. “When I have to choose something for my life, I want to help you do what you do.”
He drives, thinking of the choices already made for her, for all of them. Back inside the fence, the truck slows. She glances at the man as the truck idles in front of her shack. The weight of her blue eyes presses against his chest. He looks away and watches the volunteers work the defenses, string barbed wire, and push sharpened stakes into the ground.
Less than a year, and the Ruined Ones are this strong?
He closes his eyes. “Maybe.”
Her hand brushes against the rough skin on the back of his. In a moment, she’s gone, running into the shack. A voice rises over the grumbling engine—her grandfather’s, berating her for being gone, asking why she was with the man in the truck. The reaper. The man who will always be unclean.
He smiles, pushes the shifter into gear, and rumbles away.
~~~
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by James Everington
They made an offer on the house on the day they first heard the term ‘credit crunch’, and a vague feeling of unease dogged them until completion. A few months before they had been conscientious readers of the economic pages, alert to any twitches of the interest rates or movements in house prices. Now they avoided such things, not wanting to know if their new home had lost value before they had even moved in. Before it had even been built.
“At least it’s a new-build,” Kat said the night before they moved, “so at least they’ll be no repairs to pay for. And no ghosts.”
“Hmm?” Alex said, not really listening. “Ghosts?” On the TV people were already marching, waving placards. Already looked tired.
“It’s new. So no ghosts—no cursed history or...”
“I wouldn’t mind if there were ghosts. It might add value.”
“It was just a joke!” Kat said. “C’mon love, it’s our first house!”
Their new house was part of an unfinished estate on the edge of the town where Kat and Alex both worked. Any industry which had existed had been replaced by quickly built and temporary looking office blocks and business parks; the new housing estate was no doubt intended to attract those who worked for the call-centres and debt agencies who were now the only big employers.
Soon after Kat and Alex signed, the building company stopped all work on site, while they reconsidered the number and style of properties they wanted to build - a rethink driven by the worsening economics no doubt. No one was buying anymore. As a result Kat and Alex moved into the middle house of a row of completed yet empty homes, behind which unfinished houses and flats stood in various stages of completion, deserted and somewhat unnerving, with their empty window-frames like blind eyes, like bad teeth. No builders had been on site for weeks.
The sound of Kat and Alex popping open a bottle of champagne that first night seemed very loud in the silence, and echoed around the unfinished and ghost-less houses.
***
The next morning Kat took Sheba for a walk around the building site (the roads for the new estate were already built, and there was a small grassed area already finished). Sheba was a spaniel she’d picked out a few months earlier, who ate twice as much as she should but was never full. There was an early morning mist moving through the bare window-frames of the unfinished houses, and a silence that Kat, brought up in the city, wasn’t used to. Even Sheba seemed subdued, sniffing at the earth in a desultory manner—“there probably isn’t much to smell yet,” Kat said, “no other dogs at any rate.” No other people yet either—she shivered as she looked around again. It was easy to imagine that the houses weren’t halfway through being built at all, but halfway destroyed, as if she and Sheba were the last survivors of some apocalypse. What are those bombs, she thought, that killed people but left buildings standing? She must ask Alex (Alex too, Alex had survived). He would know.
She pulled on the small dog’s lead. “C’mon then,” she said with a yawn; “if you’re not enjoying this there’s not much point.” (It’s not talking to yourself, she thought, if it’s to a pet...) She took one backwards glance as she walked the compliant dog away, and of course it was easy to imagine things moving in that mist; easy to think she saw something watching her from an empty window-frame of an empty house, which ducked back out of sight when she glanced around.
***
“You’re back early,” Alex said. “Shut the door for Christ’s sake, you’re wasting heat.” He was pulling on his coat. “I was just off,” he said, not meeting Kat’s eye. They’d had a few arguments about Alex going back to work the day after they’d moved. “It’s a new job,” Alex had said, “I can’t just take a week off like you...” Now he was rushing off to his office, leaving Kat with all the unpacking. She didn’t say anything.
Even on normal days Alex left for work early, and arrived back late. This suited Kat, for it gave her chance for a couple of hours writing each night (although she rarely took that chance anymore). She told Alex, and herself, that her writing was the reason she’d remained working for a temping agency—she wanted something where she wouldn’t have to work late regularly, or waste her mental energy. When she and Alex had first started renting together it hadn’t mattered, for they’d both earned the same and split everything equally. But now Alex had his ‘new job’ and earned more than she did, and although he never said anything she wondered if he resented it—he was paying the brunt of the mortgage for their new home. She watched him leave for work with a certain absence of feeling—his pinched face, his painfully thin looking body. He said “love you” without kissing her, shut the door.
Kat wandered into the lounge, where all their possessions were still packed in cardboard boxes. She heard Alex’s car pull away—the only sound on the estate. When did you start to feel so adult, so tired all the time? she thought, looking at all the boxes. “Yesterday, when you bought this place?” she answered, out loud to Sheba, to show that it was only a joke.
***
After a few hours unpacking, Kat had had enough of the silence, of one-sided conversations with the dog. They needed groceries, so she decided to walk to the local shops. The quickest way was through the heart of the unfinished building site. Without the distraction and companionship of Sheba the abandoned buildings seemed even more eerie; except not abandoned, she reminded herself, there’s been no one to abandon them yet. But it was hard not to imagine that around her was an ending not a beginning; “what if the building company goes under?” she mused aloud. It could easily happen, people weren’t buying houses at the moment (except them) - would all these half-complete and skeletal houses be left as they were?
A movement in the mist distracted her.
The figure she saw running was adult-sized, but skinny to the point of looking child-like. Its round head looked completely bald, and it ran with a queer, stumbling gait, bent over so that its long white arms looked hung almost to the ground. It was crossing the waist-high and exposed foundations of a row of houses about fifty meters away, seemingly unaware of Kat’s presence.
Kat felt a moment’s fright; then a moment’s irritation with Alex—she knew just what he would say if he knew there were squatters in these unfinished houses (something about the apparition’s appearance had made Kat think of squatters immediately; of the homeless on the news). She felt ambiguous about the idea—the houses were standing empty, but she didn’t particularly want any addicts around. And surely the figure had to be on something, to be running around in this cold mist in just a long-sleeved white t-shirt (so tight that Kat could see the ridge of his spine)? Like an animal determined to be away the figure moved quickly out of sight, not so much hiding as fading into the mist.
Continuing, Kat examined her quick and instinctive frustration at Alex, at how she’d assumed he would have sneered at that poor wretch. But was that what really annoyed her, or was it the fact that he’d blame the area too? Blame her, in fact, for Alex hadn’t wanted to move here, or yet. (“Prices will come down,” he’d said. “Let’s go in equally when you’re earning more.” “But it might be years before my writing takes off,” Kat had said.) If there were squatters or undesirables around, he might blame her.
“No need to tell Alex,” she said to herself.
When she reached the local shops, half were boarded up or simply closed. Outside the one shop she did enter, a white hand reached out to her, but she didn’t have any change.
***
“It’s so quiet,” Alex said that evening.
“Isn’t that a good thing?”
“Yeah I guess.” Alex sighed, although not for any particular reason as far as Kat could tell. He’d started doing that a lot—at least he’s too tired for an affair, she’d said to herself, all this working late could make a girl suspicious. She’d fixed him a drink on his return, and so far he didn’t seem bothered about food. He just sprawled on the sofa and sighed quietly to himself, fingering his collar.
“I mean it’s so quiet!” he said suddenly, causing Kat to jump, “that you imagine something is outside, you know what I mean?”
“I’ve been doing that all day,” Kat said. No need to tell him what she had seen.
“Or it would be quiet if it wasn’t for that damn dog,” Alex said. “Sheba be quiet!” For the dog was whining and for some reason pawing at the backdoor.
“Alex, this is a new place for her too, dogs are territorial and...”
“Damn dog,” Alex repeated. “You’ll get fed when it’s time Sheba! When are we eating anyway?”
Now there was a noise outside, which they both heard, and Sheba too, for the dog suddenly ceased its commotion as if listening. But the noise, which had been a clattering sound from the back garden, didn’t repeat itself.
“Is there someone out there?” Alex said, getting up to look out the back window. Kat joined him. But there was no street lighting on the new estate yet, and no light from the other houses obviously, and the glow from their cheap light-bulbs didn’t even penetrate to the end of their garden. “Who can it be? No one else has moved in,” Kat said, telling herself that it wasn’t quite a lie.
“I guess I’ll have to go out there,” Alex said reluctantly—not reluctant from fear, but from the same sighing tiredness that was beginning to get on Kat’s nerves. “Know which box we packed the torch in?”
Kat didn’t, and so Alex went out into the dark garden without one, watched from the doorway by Kat and Sheba. In just a few seconds he was gone from her sight, and she was left staring at nothing but blackness. Kat wondered again if she should have told him about the figure she’d seen that day. But the squatter or whatever couldn’t get into their garden, couldn’t get over the fence. “Surely?” she said to Sheba.
The dog was making a quiet growling sound in her back of her throat.
Kat was starting to feel nervous, her eyes itching as they pointlessly strained against the dark. She couldn’t even hear Alex moving now, and she was on the verge of calling his name when she heard him shout.
“What?” she shouted back, eyes widening. There was a horrible second’s pause before Alex replied.
“The bins,” Alex said, coming back towards the house. “Damn foxes, must’ve been at the bins. We’ve hardly put anything in them yet. They were all tipped over.”
“Foxes?” Kat said. “Then that’s why Sheba...” For she always defended the dog when she misbehaved, because secretly she knew Alex hadn’t wanted to buy a pet, even though he’d never said.
They went back inside, and put on music to drown out any other sounds.
***
Kat’s eyes felt like they’d been crying all day.
She’d just got herself together when the doorbell rang, and Alex got wearily up to answer it...She heard him open the door, and a gruff voice asked for money. There was a pause.
“But it was just here,” she heard Alex say to the window cleaner (they’d been in the house just a week and already the windows were filthy from the dust of the building site; it made Kat’s eyes itch). Had the money gone missing? She could picture the way Alex would be gesturing at the table near the front door, where he’d left the fiver that morning.
She heard Alex sigh and get out his wallet; she opened her eyes as he came back into the lounge looking baffled rather than angry. Kat relaxed slightly, even though the house was still freezing because the windows were all flung open, because of the smell of fish.
Kat had thought she’d been in a bad mood when she awoke, for it had been her first day back at work. The thought that she should count herself lucky that she had a job wasn’t much consolation. She was late (Alex had already left) and she dragged Sheba double-time around the deserted building site—it was creepy, how the sense of being completely alone could paradoxically make you feel watched too. And then the cramped bus to town, where all sense of being alone was utterly erased by the close coughs of her fellow passengers. Still bleary eyed she’d put her company ID-card around her neck, and swiped into the office. Her fellow temps had greeted her warmly, all asking about the new house. Kat had just been starting to cheer up when their manager had called them all into a meeting room.
She’d left straight after, too furious for tears. True, she was hired by an employment agency, but even though she knew that they could get rid of her with a day’s notice it didn’t mean that they should...After a year working there! The fact that the manager had been given notice himself didn’t dull her anger, but made it more unfocused, more diffused, for there was no human face to be angry at, no words to argue with. Just the sense of the big machinery of the economy faltering and grinding somewhere, making internal adjustments for the benefits of the financiers and shareholders, which had resulting in her being spat out...She thought of cog-wheels turning high above her, their aloof motion turning other wheels, and those wheels still others; and did whatever was turning the big wheels even know what effect they had down at her level?
She called her employment agency, but there was no employment to be had. They’d been many companies ‘downsizing’ recently, and the agency had more temps on their books than there were jobs available. She realised she still had the damn company swipe-card hung around her neck, and tore it off and stuffed it in her jacket pocket.
It wasn’t until she got home that she started to cry—the new, expensive house around her seemed like a trap. And making it worse was the fact that Kat knew her misery was mispriced, over-inflated. For they could still pay the bills, on Alex’s new salary. The loss of her job meant she was crying over the fact that there would be no foreign holidays this year; no wine when they felt like it but only on special occasions—she was crying over losses such as these when if she turned on the TV or picked up a paper people would be losing their homes, their hopes and businesses...Kat had a brief, guilty image of legions of stick-thin white figures creeping into the abandoned housing estate.
“Oh Sheba,” she said, hugging the dog to herself. Alex wouldn’t be home for hours yet; she supposed she could no longer begrudge him working late to make his new job a success, because now they really needed it to be.
When Alex did get back she told him, and his face was very stiff and calm, as if concentrating on not flinching from a blow. He seemed very slow in absorbing the fact and its ramifications; he sat sunk into himself and didn’t look at her. And that was when Kat has started to cry again, alone in the kitchen starting dinner. She’d ran upstairs to the privacy of the bathroom, and it was when she was trying to sort out her makeup in the mirror that the smoke-alarm had started to shriek, and she realised she’d left the salmon under the grill. And she’d come out the bathroom and their house was already starting to stink of fish, and Sheba was howling at the alarm, and Alex was shouting why the hell did she let that happen, and she’d started to cry again, new trails on her fresh mascara.
She’d calmed down now, although her eyes still felt fuzzy and sore. Alex came and sat next to her and gave her the hug she’d needed all day; but she could feel his head turning, his eyes casting around the room for the missing money. But she didn’t say anything, for she suddenly thought how all the windows were all wide open (which was her fault) and of the skinny, fleeing figure of the squatter she had seen the other day. Could he have crawled in, taken the money somehow? You heard about such things but...
“I’ll take the dog for a walk,” she said to Alex. “Calm me down. Come on girl.”
***
There was more mist on the building site, curling like long arms around the incomplete silhouettes of the houses. Wasn’t it unusual, Kat thought, for there to be so much mist at night? But she was a city girl, and didn’t really know. Had there been a bog or marsh on this site before? She’d not properly read the surveys they’d signed, but there had been something...—no buildings before, just some bog-land no one had previously thought profitable to develop. “And they were probably right,” she said to Sheba, looking around at the unfinished buildings. There was something sinister and almost gothic about them tonight, a sense of age they had no right to.
Now she felt guilty about jumping to conclusions about the squatter and the missing money—just because people were poor and homeless didn’t make them criminals. She could almost hear Alex’s counter argument: well, statistically they are more likely to be...And hadn’t she made the same kind of assumptions as Alex would have, and wasn’t she out here in the dark to look for evidence to confirm those assumptions?
“Or refute,” she said to Sheba, “or refute.” She could at least be honest and admit she wasn’t taking the dog for a walk for the animal’s benefit, for the dog was following her reluctantly, and sticking close to her heels rather than pulling ahead.
When they reached the grassy area she let the dog off the lead, and watched Sheba trudge round, mark her territory against one of the newly planted saplings, and come quickly back. Kat was shivering as she fitted the lead back to Sheba’s collar.
It came out of the corner of her vision—a white figure dashing across the grass towards a terrace of unfinished houses. It was undoubtedly the same person, for Kat recognised the odd, loping gait, the painful thinness (when did he last eat? she thought). The figure moved with a surprising speed, and she realised that he wasn’t so hunched as she’d first thought, it was just that his stick-thin arms were so long that they almost hung to his knees. Is that even possible, she thought, is he deformed in some way? And she imagined those long, white arms reaching through the open windows of her house, and she shivered.
“Hey!” she called after the figure. “Hello!” She was distantly aware of Sheba straining at the leash and she tightened her grip. The figure turned its head in response to her cry, but didn’t stop running. It reached the row of houses it had been aiming for, and seemed to vault through the window of one. Kat flinched at the thought of breaking glass, but of course the window-frames were bare. Once in the house the figure quickly moved away from the window and out of sight. The building site seemed as empty and quiet as before, the only movement being the faint drift of the mist.
“Jesus,” Kat said, relaxing. As she did so she loosened her grip on Sheba’s lead, and with a sudden growl the dog was away from her, running across the patchy grass with the lead trailing behind, directly towards the window which the figure had disappeared into.
“Sheba, no! Sheba!” Kat cried, then ran after the unheeding dog. She remembered the dog’s restlessness and barking the other night when something had been at the bins. But that had been foxes, Alex had said so. And after all, people didn’t raid bins did they, not even if they were really hard up? But you’ve never been hard up, she told herself in a different voice, how would you even know?
Sheba reached the window-frame before Kat was even halfway to the house, but fortunately she was a small dog and couldn’t jump through; instead she was up on her hind legs, front paws against the bricks, barking furiously at the empty window above her. Out of breath Kat reached the dog, dropped to her knees and hurriedly grabbed for the lead. “Sheba be quiet!” she whispered. The poor squatter was probably cowering inside, a young runaway scared that the residents of this estate siced their dogs on strangers. She just wanting to drag Sheba back home and sit down with a drink. As she straightened she glanced at the window that the dog was still fixated on. A face glanced back at her.
She recoiled with a cry that sounded loud in the silence. The face was a sick, drained colour, hairless except for a few wispy tuffs, even the thin lips white. The bone structure was prominent beneath the thin skin, and even though Kat could see eye sockets, there were no eyes...Nevertheless she could sense the thing’s attention move from the yapping dog to her. Its mouth dropped open and the red of its gums and thick tongue was livid in contrast to the paleness of the rest of it. Kat was reminded, simultaneously, of the staring TV faces of those caught in a famine, and of those white fish trapped in lightless cave lakes eons ago, which lost their sight and colour.
The face seemed to try to speak but its tongue was so thick in its mouth it couldn’t; all that emerged was a choking, coughing sound. Its choking had the rhythm of lost speech, without the sense.
Kat tried to back away, but Sheba was still growling and pulling forward with all her strength. Kat fell on her behind and almost lost hold of the dog lead again; she imagined Sheba rushing to the window and those long, white arms reaching out, grabbing the small dog and pulling her into the empty blackness of the house...But she held onto the lead, and kicked herself backwards a few feet, and then the face in the window-frame was gone.
“What..?” she said out loud, unaware she was speaking.
She got to her feet, distantly surprised at her own calmness, and at the calm and silence all around her. Only Sheba was still frantic. She started back home, dragging the dog behind her. Already what had happened didn’t seem quite real.
How could she tell Alex about what had happened? If she told the truth he wouldn’t believe her, and she could imagine him using it against her writing: “You spend too much time in your head, you’re imagining things, you need to get out and get a decent job while you’re young...” He’d only value her writing if it ever paid the bills, she realised, and value it only at that amount. She wished she could make some quick money of her own to show him, to get him off her back for a little while...
She stopped suddenly, and looked back into the mist behind her. And maybe she just didn’t want to think too directly about what had happened (the white face, the choking mouth); maybe it was just a product of shock, but when she spoke to the dog to hurry her along, her voice was no longer calm, but oddly expectant.
***
“I don’t have to get up early, I don’t have a job remember?” Kat said, covering her eyes against the sudden light. Alex was blundering around in the en-suite bathroom—an en-suite had been on their ‘list’ when looking for a new home, although now Kat didn’t know why.
“You won’t get a job unless you get out of bed,” Alex said from the bathroom.
“Don’t shout, there’s no need to shout!” Kat shouted.
“It’s not my fault you stayed up until...” she heard Alex, mutter, but she chose to ignore it. After all, tonight when he came back things might be different. She did love him, obviously, but it would be nice to prove the know-it-all wrong sometimes.
She wasn’t thinking about what she was going to do, just the happy consequences afterwards.
She feigned sleep until she heard the front-door close, then immediately got up and dressed. She would shower afterwards. Her eyes felt numb with tiredness, so after a quick coffee she got her camera (annoying she still couldn’t find the torch), grabbed her keys, and headed to the front-door. Sheba followed hopefully, but Kat remembered the way the dog had reacted to the white figure—Sheba would just be a hindrance. She’d walk her when she got back.
Outside, she shivered in the early morning chill. She could hear the faint sounds of the rush hour, but these faded as she headed into the deserted building site. For once the day was clear of mist, and her head felt clear with purpose.
She put her hands in her jacket pockets to warm them, and found something in one of them. It was the swipe-card from the company which had fired her—she must have put it in her pocket without realising. Stupid bastards hadn’t even asked for it back. She briefly thought of returning, of the revenge she could reap. But all her fantasies were petty; this was the better revenge, for how much would photographs of that...thing...be worth to the tabloids? As much as that place had paid her in a week? A month? A year? Enough to show them, anyway. Enough too, she decided, to give her leeway not to work for six months, to really concentrate on her writing...Alex wouldn’t be able to say anything, it would be her money. New ideas would come, she was sure, if she had time to herself. “No such thing as writer’s block really,” she said aloud.
Kat started her search in the grassy area where she’d first seen the figure appear. She followed the route she guessed it must have taken; but the ground seemed too hard for footprints. She peered into the glassless window from which it had stared at her. She could see the dark outlines of something that might one day be finished and habitable. There was debris scattered all over the floor, but it looked like evidence of untidy builders rather than squatters; rather than something living there. And there was a strange musty smell, but she couldn’t photograph that. She almost gave up and went home, but the thought of Alex flopping himself on the couch that night, and pointedly asking her what she’d done all day stopped her. Kat climbed through the window-frame of the unfinished house, and lowered herself carefully to the floor.
Her eyes hadn’t adjusted and they itched in the dark, but she took a few, cautious, steps. Although it got darker as she moved away from the window-frames, the layout of the house was identical to the one she and Alex had bought, a tumbledown version of their own home. She was standing in what was going to be the living room, but at the moment its wooden innards were exposed; wires hung loose in bunches from holes in the walls; everywhere dust motes turned and drifted. There was an abandoned builder’s helmet in one corner, a pile of wooden beams on the floor, and a single chocolate bar wrapper. Kat tried to move quietly but the uncarpeted floor creaked at every step. She moved through the doorframe, to the hall—the staircase wasn’t finished, there was no way of getting upstairs. There was even less light here (the only source being the space in the front door where the letter box would go) and Kat’s eyes strained against the gloom. Maybe they were adjusting, for she saw something small and bright red on the floor. Recognising it, she stooped to pick it up, feeling oddly troubled by the coincidence.
It was an ID swipe-card, with a clip to attach it to a shirt pocket. Kat recognised the company logo—they had got rid of nearly a quarter of their staff about three months ago. There was a name (Jason Holmes) and an overexposed photograph of the unsmiling employee: male, small eyed, thinning hair, wan skin...
“Now don’t be silly,” Kat said out loud. But it was true; the photograph did look somewhat like the face that had peered at her from this very house the previous night. True, but surely ridiculous, for there was a whole world of difference between this guy’s admittedly poorly looking face, and the sick, pallid thing that had gabbled its nonsense at her the other night. Why, that face hadn’t even had eyes!
There were marks in the dust where the ID card had been, like Jason Holmes had torn it from his shirt and thrown it in the corner. When he got fired, she thought to herself. Yet why would he have been here in the first place, in this as yet to be occupied house? She had always been too imaginative, and she imagined the scene again: Jason Holmes, red eyed, tearing the swipe-card from his breast, and throwing it in the corner of the unfinished house which he had been going to buy, but now couldn’t afford...And then sitting in a dusty corner, rubbing the palms of his hands against his itchy eyes. Kat threw the swipe-card down in the dust herself; she was tempted to do the same with her own but kept it in her pocket.
The house creaked around her, no doubt not used to being occupied; there were even creaking sounds from the inaccessible top floor.
Kat stifled a sneeze; the dust was getting to her nose, and throat. Her thoughts of just a few seconds earlier already seemed ridiculous—there was no connection between Jason Holmes and the face she had seen. People didn’t just become other things. Whatever the creature she was looking for was, it was some creature created like that, some throwback or undiscovered...thing. In truth, she hadn’t really speculated beyond the financial possibilities.
“He’s just some poor unemployed sod,” she said, still thinking of Jason Holmes. She passed beneath the space where the staircase should be, the creaking floorboards hiding any other sounds. Was she talking to herself because she was scared? She laughed nervously to herself (more nervously than she’d intended) unaware of the long, white arms reaching down from the first floor towards her.
***
Alex arrived home bone tired. He worked late every day but hadn’t told Kat why; he’d lost his ‘new job’ almost as soon as gaining it (“last in, first out,” the management has said). As a consequence his redundancy payment had been meagre, but Alex had assumed he’d find another job easily enough. It had been a month before the move. So why, he had reasoned, pull out of buying their new house and lose their deposit?
And he hadn’t told Kat—he had tried, that first evening, but the words hadn’t come. And to tell her after that first opportunity would also mean telling her why he hadn’t told her before, and that he didn’t know.
He was just shutting the garage (the car would have to go soon, if things didn’t work themselves out) when he realised he still had the hated red ID-card holder clipped to his shirt. Hurriedly he stuffed it in his jacket pocket, not wanting Kat to see him wearing it. Alex had signed up to a temping agency as soon as he’d become attuned to the noises of the economy, and what those clanking and clunking sounds of ‘adjustment’ had meant for his chances of finding an equal job to the one he’d lost. With his temp wages and some savings, he was keeping up the pretence; they could last another couple of months as was. But the temporary work he’d been lucky to find was paid hourly, and so Alex worked late every night.
Yawning, he paused before going inside. Arriving home from work each night he still didn’t feel relaxed, for he was terrified of Kat finding out his deception. The place where he temped was somewhere Kat had worked about a year before; Alex remembered her ID-card around her neck, a red and jaunty noose. They’d taken his picture on a cheap digital camera and in any other circumstances he would have shown Kat for it was hilarious—his image had come out so pale and emaciated that he looked death-like. He’d accidentally blinked when they’d taken it and they hadn’t even bothered to take a second one. Time was money, and he’d a poorly paid data-entry job to begin...
He opened the front door and wondered if there had been a power cut, for none of the lights were on and there was an odd, bad smell—food defrosting? “Kat?” he called as he reached automatically for the light switch. To his surprise it worked, and he blinked as if coming up from underground. No power cut then. “Kat?” he called again.
The silence of the house was broken by the sound of something animal pounding towards him; suddenly Sheba was fussing round as if desperate for some attention. He reached down to pet the dog (he was fonder of Sheba than he cared to admit). He could still smell something that he didn’t like, and he walked cautiously towards the utility room at the back of the house, where they kept the dog food and Sheba had her basket. But the food and water bowls were completely empty, and in one corner...
Sheba cowered as if scared she would get punished. “It’s not your fault,” Alex said quietly, feeling vaguely foolish about talking to a pet. Had Kat not taken the dog out for a walk at all today then? He felt a mounting anger—he really didn’t need to come home from his poorly-paid, mind-numbing, soul-crushing job to this. Cooped up all day Sheba had had no choice, she’d chosen a corner in the utility room at least. “Kat!” he yelled, although he was already convinced she wasn’t in. Where the hell had she gone?
A quick tour of the house confirmed her absence. Alex cleaned up, fed the ravenous dog, then let her out into the garden to prevent any further accidents (he noticed, but ignored, the fact that something had been at the bins again). Then he sat fuming in the lounge, drinking whisky, waiting for Kat to come home and explain herself.
***
After an hour, Alex’s anger had turned to worry. It was dark outside now; where was she? He tried her mobile repeatedly, but there was no reply. He was flicking through yesterday’s newspaper to distract himself, but it was hardly comforting—rising bankruptcies, rising unemployment, rising homelessness. And his understanding of those words—bankrupt, homeless—had changed in the past months. They were no longer things that couldn’t, even in potential, threaten him; they were plausible, if still unlikely, fates. The town, Alex read, still hasn’t fully recovered from the downturns of the previous decade; many of the ex-miners still haven’t found permanent work since then...And Alex imagined terraces of houses that looked empty, but with people whitening inside, not so much hiding as hidden by the people who didn’t want to know...“Jesus, she’s supposed to be the imaginative one,” he said to Sheba. The dog was for some reason sticking so close to Alex that she was practically asleep on his feet. “Where is she?” Alex said again, seeing the dog’s ears twitch. He was no longer embarrassed at talking out loud to Sheba, for he’d been asking the same question every ten minutes.
He heard a noise outside—something at the bins again. He remembered now he had noticed the bag from the bin had been ripped, but he’d not done anything about it. Now those damn foxes were back! His anger flared up again. He stood (waking Sheba in the process) and ran to get the torch from where he had put it under the sink. He opened the back door, and the light from their house seemed completely overwhelmed by the unlit darkness outside.
His anger already dulling, Alex went out into the garden and clicked the button on the torch, but nothing happened—the batteries must be gone or corroded. He swore softly, and then jumped as Sheba barked from the back doorway, sounding excited and frightened. He carried on walking down the path—he could still hear the noise of something snuffling at the bin bags, but he couldn’t see the fox yet. He was surprised it hadn’t run from his presence, or Sheba’s barking. It must be starving.
Feeling somewhat unnerved, Alex looked back at the light from their house, the only one lit up in the sea of uninhabited, unfinished, unworked on houses. Like a wasteland, like the whole city was as dark and abandoned as this. Stupidly, he imagined seeing someone shutting his backdoor, locking him out of his warm and well-lit home. “She’s supposed to be the imaginative one,” he whispered.
The noise of the creature at the bins had stopped, but Alex hadn’t heard it flee. He imagined it frozen, poised for flight at his approach—he assumed the fox’s night-vision meant it could see him, whereas his straining eyes could only make out a smudge of even darker dark in the corner of the garden. One of the bins was overturned, he could tell. But other than that he couldn’t see much—was it misty out here, as well as dark?
“Hey, hey get out of here!” he shouted, but there was no sign of his words scaring anything off. He knew urban foxes were supposed to be unafraid of humans, but this was ridiculous. Indeed, it sounded like it had regained confidence, and had started rummaging in the garbage again.
Have you ever seen a fox around here? his mind chose that point to ask. Ever?
Then there was a horrible, guttural sound that certainly wasn’t a fox, and something white and very long came into his vision and grasped his ankle. Alex cried out; Sheba howled from the doorway. In his shock he dropped the torch, and it must have been a loose circuit for as it hit the ground it turned itself on; it bounced and rolled on the ground sending its beam this way and that, randomly illuminating the scene like some crazed nightmare. Alex was never sure whether there was one or two creatures at the bin bags, and if one escaped monkey-like over the fence or not, for his attention was focused on the one that was wearing Kat’s clothes and had paused in the act of eating raw, out of date steak-mince to look up at him. Her face was astonishingly pale, as if made up, and the bone structure was visible through her skin, like she hadn’t eaten properly for days. Her eyes seemed very small, receding into her face; but that was no doubt because she had them squinted to shut out the sudden torchlight.
“Kat?” Alex said. “Kat?”
Kat tried to reply but the words seemed to be catching in her throat, and all she could do was choke around the syllables of his name.
***
He’d gathered her in his arms, feeling how cold she was, and carried her back into the house. He’d had the irrational urge to let go of her, as if she were dirty, as if infected. As he’d carried her over the threshold (and she is in white, he’d thought, like a wedding) Sheba had bolted away, barking.
He took her straight up to bed, for she was still so pale, and still struggled to speak. “A...Alexsch...,” she managed, “are we going to be all right?” He’d nodded, soothed her (although his hands hadn’t liked to touch her), and left her to sleep.
Downstairs he poured himself the last drink from the bottle. Although his body felt tired (his eyes itched with tiredness) his mind was still too active for sleep. He noticed that while he’d been upstairs he’d got a message on his phone. It was from his temp agency—the company of the red swipe-card didn’t want him back tomorrow, they were letting all their temps go. He was too tired to feel properly angry that they’d got rid of him, and by late night text message at that. There was a (misspelt) promise at the end of the message from the agency to find him other work soon. You’re a statistic in those newspaper stories now, he thought; you’re one of them now. He sighed, and rubbed his eyes. He got up to feed Sheba, but the dog seemed to be avoiding him.
He was halfway upstairs when he remembered Kat’s long, white arms reaching out of the darkness to grab his ankle, and the fear of something catching that he had felt. So he turned around and went and slept on the sofa.
***
The next morning Alex awoke early, still attuned to the rhythms of employment. He supposed it was for the best, he could start looking for work straight away. But how much had he drank last night? It hadn’t seemed much, but as he looked in the en-suite mirror (Kat was still asleep; in the reflection behind him he could see one pale arm hanging out from the duvet) he was shocked at how pale he looked, how fuzzy his vision was. His eyes itched and felt like they wanted to shut all the time, as if blindness was better than the harsh light.
He opened his mouth to ask Kat if she was awake and how she felt, but it was like his windpipe was shrunken for all he could do was cough and choke. He turned back to his own reflection, which seemed to recede from him in a haze of impossible mist.
~~~
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by Alan Ryker
I connect the hard drive to my laptop and click on a random video file. Leroy’s mustached face fills most of the screen. His age isn’t as inscrutable as most homeless peoples’. He looks to be somewhere between forty and fifty. His hair is buzzed down to salt and pepper speckles across his scalp. Except for the big mustache, his face is smooth-shaven. His deep pit eyes stare through the camera and into our living room. His mouth carefully metes out his words. “…new instincts programmed in, instincts that tell them to wear clothes. Instincts that tell them to smile at certain tones, nod at certain cues. But these responses mean nothing. They’re just reflex.”
Carla walks through the door of our tiny Harlem apartment, hoists her heavy messenger bag over her frizzy head, and says, “Isn’t that Marcus’s footage? David, how’d you get it?”
Marcus was filming a documentary about Leroy, before Marcus disappeared.
Leroy says, “These creatures, these shark-men, feel no fear. They have no pity, no morality, no self-reflection whatsoever. Even if sharks feel some kinship with other sharks, we’re not sharks. We’re prey.”
I pause the video. “I got a hard drive from Marcus.”
“So he’s back, huh? I knew he was fine, just stirring up drama like always. Where’s he been?”
“No, his neighbor brought this over. Said Marcus told him to if he didn’t hear from him in two weeks. It’s been two weeks.” I hand her a cereal box and a letter. “The hard drive was in the box.” On it, our address was scrawled in black marker. She reads the letter. It says:
David,
If you’re reading this, I’m probably dead. That really sucks.
Watch the footage on this drive. You need to know what’s going on in this city. It’s not safe here. And they’ve seen you.
Be safe. I love you and Carla.
Marcus
Carla says, “Dramatic little rich boy. But maybe something on the drive will tell us where he is.”
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