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It’s the pretty blond that completes the scene. No question. Pressed up against the side of a building? Check. Life-anddeath situation? Check. Significantly more sweat running down my back than really seems appropriate? Big check for that one. And yes, against all likelihood, there’s a pretty blond by my side. Check.


Because now, after years of paperwork, after years of trawling through minutia, police work is finally fulfilling the promise Tango and Cash made to my impressionable teenage self.


It is time for action.


Except that, in the heat of the moment, my heart beating a sharp tattoo against my ribcage, I rather wish that Kurt Russell had taken the time to turn to the camera and explain the sheer bowel-loosening terror involved in doing this sort of thing. Because right now, even with a killer so close, even with a life on the line, paperwork has never seemed so appealing.


SIX MONTHS EARLIER


The office block is under construction—still in the skeletal stages—so it’s the stairs for Sergeant Swann and me. She just transferred in from Peterborough, lured by the Dreaming Spires, or by dreams of reprimanding drunk students, or some such, but it’s most definitely their loss. I’m huffing a bit by the time we reach the top, which is hardly likely to impress a pretty girl, but so far the most flirtatious thing I’ve managed to say to her is, “Good work, Swann,” so it’s not like I’ve got chances to damage.


Plus, seriously, she’s not even thirty, so it’s about an eight-year age difference or something. And I’m her boss, and that sort of thing is totally frowned upon. And she is far too pretty to be the sort of thing that happens to someone like me.


So, in conclusion, buying Starbucks and staring at corpses are likely to be the main activities we share together.


Anyway, today’s corpse is lying in the middle of the concrete floor five stories up in the air. He’s in more parts than normal. Everything’s business as usual right up until his eyebrows, where someone’s given him a rather extreme haircut. Diagonal slice down through his skull. The scalp lies a few yards away. There’s quite a lot of blood.


First off I think about how I’m quite glad I missed my alarm and therefore my breakfast this morning. Then I think about how, as crime scenes go, this one is actually pretty cool. Then I go back to my first thought because that’s a horrible thought to have when it’s real life. Then I think about how I really need to watch fewer movies.


“Top o’ the morning to you both.” Doc O’Meaney is poking at the scrap of scalp with a ballpoint pen. He looks up and waves as we come up the stairs.


Bit of a strange fish, Doc O’Meaney. We both joined Oxford police force around the same time and back then he had a cockney accent and no “O” in front of his name. Then there was a rather fateful trip to Ireland and he came back... well I heard someone call him born-again Irish. Right now he’s wearing a shamrock pin through his blue coveralls. Still, he’s a nice enough chap and handy with a scalpel, so it’s probably best not to mess with him too much.


“So.” Swann looks at the body. “Heart attack, was it?”


I laugh. Possibly too loudly.


“Not so much the cause of death that’s a stumper on this one,” says the doc, “but more the cause of the cause of death, if you catch my drift.”


“Come again?” I raise both my eyebrows. Never learned the trick of just lifting one.


“Well.” Doc O’Meaney scratches the back of his head. “See it’s just the one slice we’ve got. Comes right through the ear—” he traces a line “—and through the hindbrain. Hits all the important lizard brain bits that control your heart and your lungs. All that good keeping-you-alive stuff.” He shrugs. “Insta-death. Just add machete.”


“A machete?” Quite an exotic weapon of choice for a sleepy university town like Oxford.


“Might have been. Might have been.” Doc O’Meaney chews his lip. “But, well, if it was... I just can’t imagine how it was done, see? I mean, the skull is tough cookie. And this was just one blow to cut through it. I mean, that’s a hell of a lot of force. Mucho newtons. More than a person could manage, I should think. And it’s a downward slice, so that means they’re taller than him, or above him.” He indicates the empty expanse of floor. “Best I can come up with is something mechanical. A machete and an industrial strength spring, perhaps. But...” He indicates the empty space.


“Too empty,” Swann says.


I nod. “No reason to come here. Off the beaten track. It was a Sunday, so no workmen.”


“Someone looking for a quiet place?” says Swann.


“To...?” I don’t have answers. I don’t have any vital clues. I don’t have a German with a suspicious accent and a bald cat standing in the corner of the room.


“Meet someone? Avoid someone?” Swann’s guessing. It’s all just guessing now. Even if it’s the right guess we won’t know for a long time. Interviews. Statements. Forensics. The dreary machinery of detection.


“Could have been a meeting,” says Doc O’Meaney, nodding at Swann.


And it could be the right guess. Except... “Can’t really see a chap standing there,” I say, “while someone lines up the blow. Can you?”


NOW


Couldn’t see it then. Couldn’t see it for another six months. There were five more bodies to work with in that time, and I couldn’t see it once. No signs of restraint. No signs of drugs in the system. For a while we toyed with the idea that maybe the victim had been led there and hypnotized. Except... well, it was a bloody stupid idea really.


Still, I can’t help but wonder now if it was a failure of imagination on my part. Because now a life may be on the line and all I can do is imagine things: great tracts of machinery hastily assembled; a gleaming machete blade, tarnished by only a few traces of blood; a few hacked-at hairs; a coiled spring; a trip wire; me sneaking around this corner and the sharp tug of it on my ankle; a snag, a stumble, a swish... Swann screams. Or... well, maybe she just shrugs and thinks she always knew her bloody awful boss would come to a sticky end.


I’m frozen. I can’t move for the imagined possibilities. I’ve become the inverse of my dreams—a man of inaction.


Insta-death. Jesus.


Behind me I hear Swann shifting her weight. “You planning on moving any time soon, Boss?” she whispers. “I sort of had plans that didn’t involve standing around and freezing my tits off quite so much.”


THREE HOURS AGO


“One more time,” I say.


Swann sighs loudly.


“You don’t have to stay,” I say. Everyone else buggered off down the pub a few hours ago. It’s Friday night. The weekend beckons. “No need for you to suffer just because I have police officer OCD.”


I open a folder, start leafing through notes. Bank records. School reports. Employment certificates. Coroner’s report. Minutia. Details. And the devil is hiding in them somewhere. Just need to find him and arrest him.


“Nah.” Swann picks up the next folder in the pile. “One more time.”


I smile. She’s a good cop.


“Six victims,” she says, shutting down my grin. “Six months. No pattern that we can see. Time between killings varies from ten days to five and a half weeks. Both male and female victims. Still no pattern. Ages spread between twenty-eight—”


My eyes flick up to the whiteboard, to the photo of that first man we found, back before his head became a two-piece jigsaw puzzle.


“—to sixty-three.”


My eyes travel to another photo—a serious-looking woman, all perm and pearls.


“That leaves us with two links.” There’s a tiredness in her voice as she says it. Because both are bloody useless. “One—they’re all newcomers to Oxford. Two—they’re all independently wealthy. Minimum bank balance of...” She consults a Post-it note.


“Eight hundred and thirty-seven thousand pounds,” I quote.


“Eight hundred and thirty-seven thousand pounds,” she confirms. She looks at me. “Good chance you need to get out a little more, Boss.”


I shrug. I’d defend myself except she’s got a point. Details. Always with the details.


She smiles, but maybe that’s just to soften the blow.


“So,” I say, “rich bastard, newcomers.”


“Money scam,” she says. “Got to be money.”


“Except there’s no angle,” I say. “No profit.”


“A very bad financial scam?”


“Worst scammer ever.” I smile.


Swann is serious though. “So he doesn’t like rich people,” she says. “Some chip on his shoulder.”


“Whole bag of chips.” Still no smile. “What else do we know about the killer?” I ask.


“Fuck all.” Swann turns her back on me, fists curled. Sharp white knuckles on delicate hands.


I’m wandering off-topic...


So I stand there, watch her frustration, trying to think of something to say, to diffuse it all. Except she’s totally justified. Hers is the reasonable reaction.


“Go home,” I say after a while. She pushes her hands through her hair. “Sleep on it. Do the sensible thing.”


“We should both go home,” she says.


For a second I almost ask if she means together.


She doesn’t mean together.


She...?


She picks the folder back up. “He always kills them on construction sites,” she says.


My hopes fade. Well, my hopes take a kick in the nuts and fall over.


“Always at night. Always...” Her hand rises unconsciously to the back of her head. She makes a face.


“No physical evidence. Never the same site twice.” I sit down. Put my head down. Think. I need to bloody think.


“Money and construction sites,” Swann says. “Got to be the money.”


And something clicks in my head. Something about absolutes that I’ve learned to distrust. “What if it’s not?” I say.


“Come again?” says Swann.


“Well...” Gears are beginning to churn in my brain. “We’ve pretty much cavity-searched cash as a motive. Nothing doing. But what if it’s the construction sites?”


“But that doesn’t even make any sense, Boss.”


Which is a fair point really. But... “What else have we got at this point?” I ask.


“Sod it,” she says.


We hit the paperwork. And an hour later I’ve got it. Right there in my hands. The devil himself. Hiding right where I knew he’d be.


“Electricity,” I say. “They were all having the electricity put in.” And it feels like electricity, running right through me. An actual bloody break. And it may be a tedious job sometimes, but in moments like this it’s worth it.


“Someone in city planning?” Swann asks.


“Let’s stick with the sites for now,” I say. “Time to make calls. Find out where the electric is being put in, and if there’s nowhere, where the next place is.”


Finding out at eight on a Friday night which construction site is having the electric put in is not the easiest thing in the world. Swann ends up on the phone with a lot of drunk foremen making a lot of wrong assumptions about why an unknown lady might be calling them. One of them kindly offers to put her electric in. Still, the words “Police” and “Department” stop him before he goes too far.


Finally, at ten-thirty, we have it. A growing business park to the east end of Cowley Road. Started putting the wires in on Wednesday.


We stare at each other.


“We should call someone,” Swann says.


She’s right. I know she’s right. But suddenly this is it. This is the moment. I can almost hear the wheels of a car squealing. I can almost hear the synthesizer start to play. The guitar solo begin. This is a chance. To be a man of action. To do something I can be proud of.


“There’s no time,” I say. It feels like an out-of-body experience as I say the words. This is it. “Let’s get the car.”


NOW


I’m an idiot. I’m a little man kneeling out in the cold, gripping a baton. No hero.


Swann makes an irritated noise behind me. The pretty blond. And she may not be in a cocktail dress. She may not have a hairstyle two decades out of fashion. But it’s as close as I’m ever going to get. This is as close as I’m ever going to get to heroism. And suddenly that is enough for me to put one foot forward.


I wince as I do it. I wait for the trip-wire’s line of pressure, for the blade, for death.


“What are you waiting for?” Swann is losing patience with me.


Another step. Another. And still nothing. I’m still alive. A fact that brings a small amount of confidence with it. More steps. We’re in.


I sweep my flashlight round in a broad arc. I hold it out wide. No need to advertise the location of my vital organs. The light picks out architecture that’s become familiar—a concrete framework, interior walls sketched out in plumbing and nascent electrical work. Round and round I go. My baton is sweat-slick in my hand.


Nothing. No movement.


I flick my flashlight at the stairs. Swann’s light follows mine. Up we go. One of us on each side of the wall. At the top we go wide. Another sweep. Stepping lightly toward shadowed corners.


Still nothing.


Another flight of steps. Another empty floor. My heart is beating heavy and hard. My breath is shallow. I have to stop from jumping at the shadows I’m making. Swann is steely-eyed, her flashlight gripped like a pistol.


And then... I hold up a hand for Swann to be still. I want to be sure. I close my eyes, try to calm my breathing. And yes. There it is again. I hear it again. A sound from above. Like metal across concrete.


I look at Swann. And she’s heard it too. We move together. Tight and fast. Fourth floor. And the noise is still above us. More definite now. More certain. We move to the steps. A definite clang. Metal on metal.


I pause. Swann, already a step above me, turns, looks at me.


“What?” she mouths.


I’m thinking. My imagination at work again. He’s got someone up there. He’s setting something up. Some part of his ritual. And when he’s disturbed... He will not go gentle into that good night. He’ll resist. And he’s fast and he’s strong. He has to be. Or he has a gun. Probably a gun. And Swann is the obvious target. Take out the girl, make the escape.


No. It shouldn’t go down like that.


“I go first,” I whisper. “You stay down here. If he gets past me, he thinks he’s home free. But you’re here. You get the drop on him if I can’t.”


She hesitates, her face slowly curling up. “Wait...” she says. “I don’t think...”


“Don’t make me pull rank, Sergeant.” That sounded cooler in my head. In the real world it’s just a bit harsh. And I’m still not convinced I should really be in charge of anyone, but I think the irony of that is lost because I really am in charge of people, and Swann’s face just goes sour.


“I think you just did,” she says.


Another noise above us. And I don’t want a fight here, now. I don’t want her to be pissed at me. I don’t want... I don’t want to lose this collar.


So I head up. A man alone. With each step the thunder of my heart grows. With each step I slow, I crouch lower. By the time I get to the top of the stairs my eyes barely make it above the final riser.


The roof’s not been done yet and it’s colder up here, the wind blowing stronger. A few stars manage to shine through the glow of Oxford’s streetlamps. I don’t need the flashlight to see.


Outlined by moonlight, a figure crouches down by a pile of electrical cable. He’s dressed smartly—dark suit, a navy-blue tie that flaps in the wind. There’s an incongruous red toolbox on the ground next to him. His back is to me. I can’t see what he’s doing. But he can’t see me either.


I tighten my grip on the baton. Tighten it further. It feels like either the steel or my knuckles are going to have to give out. My teeth are clamped down so hard I hear a filling creak. I can make out each bump and crevice in the concrete beneath my hand. I hear the rasp my fingertips make as I move them, getting ready to push myself up into a stand. I hear the movement of my ribs as I fill my lungs to shout.


Then—


—where the hell did she come from?


A woman—five foot six, maybe a little shorter, hair loose and flapping; she’s wearing a large, red, flannel shirt, scuffed jeans. Her back is to me as well. She’s moving silently. Walking toward the man in the suit. And she’s got a sword.


A real bloody sword.


It’s about three feet long, the blade shining white in reflected moonlight, curved slightly, balanced lightly in her hand. She lets the tip fall, brush the ground. It scrapes, fires off pale blue sparks.


The man at the wires hears it, stands up fast, turns around, sees her. He takes a few steps, out into the center of the room.


I want to shout, to yell, to move, to do some-bloody-thing. But I stay there crouched, silent, paralyzed. Just waiting for it. Just like the man in the suit waits. And if I could just curse under my breath, some whispered litany of obscenity, if I could just turn away, do anything, if I could just exhale, get rid of this pregnant breath caught bloated inside me... But I just crouch and I just watch.


She’s about a yard from him. A blade’s length away. He stands, both hands held out, but low, loose, already defeated. She still has the blade by her side. They are both as silent as I am.


Then the woman jumps. It’s so fast I barely see it. But she’s abruptly airborne, abruptly up and to the man’s right, twisting in the air, her arm moving, and Jesus, Joseph, Mary, anybody, it’s so fast I can barely make it out, there’s barely even a blur. One moment her arm is still down, and then it’s up. Straight and high. She seems suspended for a moment, everything hanging still. I know what’s going to come next. I just know. But still when it does, oh God, oh Jesus.


She snaps the blade down. Again I miss the motion itself, only see the aftermath, the arm pointed down, the blade red and slick. Part of the man’s skull is in the air, flipping over and over. The tips of his ears tumble down to the ground, like discarded earrings. But there is something else, something more.


White beads burst from the wound, like translucent pearls, like giant fish eggs, each one half an inch across or more. They shimmer and shine, lit by some inner luminescence. They spray out like the seeds blown from a dandelion. And in the center, thrashing in what is left of the man’s head...


My gorge rises. I taste bile.


It is something like a maggot, something like a caterpillar, except it is the breadth and length of my forearm. It’s the same translucent white as the giant pearls sifting down through the air around it. It seems to flicker just as they do. I can see through it, can see the awful sheer wound surrounding it, can see the blood spraying through the space it seems to occupy. It has a mouth like a beak, a dirty yellow color, and all around are tendrils, string-thick tentacles that thrash through the air as its segmented body bucks back and forth, back and forth in what is left of the man’s skull.


Jesus.


I... Jesus... Maybe the victim isn’t the only one losing his mind here.


Still, it’s the sight of that thing, that inhuman, alien thing writhing as the body slumps to the floor, it’s the way it and the pearls simply wink out of existence that finally loosens the breath caught in my chest. I exhale, a great screaming, braying exhalation of fear, and horror, and sheer bloody outrage that such a thing could exist let alone occur before my eyes.


I breathe in but it doesn’t catch, and I whoop out a noisy spray of breath again. The woman looks up. I hear Swann below me. She’s starting to move, but she might as well be on the other side of the world.


I try to stand up. I jerk spastically. I can’t quite bring everything online, can’t quite get my shit together. The woman with the sword crosses the roof. It seems to only take her an instant. Even her speed is terrifying.


I try to look at her face. Some part of me that is autopiloting the role of policeman in these final moments tries to jot down the details. Long bangs, so I can barely see her eyes. Long nose. Long cheeks. Sallow too. An underfed look. The red flannel shirt flaps loosely over a dark green tank top.


And the sword. The brilliant white sword.


And then the tip is gone from sight. All I see is my chest, and red, and the blade sticking from my chest, and red, and that is where the tip is, right in there, right inside of me, and red, and Jesus I never thought I could hurt like this, and red, and red, and black, and red, and black, and black, and black.
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THEN AND WHEN AND IN-BETWEEN


An alleyway. Dirt-strewn. Trash-spattered. And I think I must have fallen down, must have landed badly, because everything hurts. My chest hurts. Jesus, it feels like I’m splitting in two, starting right there, right between my ribs. And how did I get here?


Behind me I hear a rustle of movement, like a thousand petticoats all moving out of sync, yet together. And then...


...black


NOW


The first thing I’m really aware of, that is really solid and true to me as I come out of the morphine dream, is the beeping. Even before the red vagueness of my closed eyelids. It’s something like an alarm clock. I want it to stop, before it reels me fully out of sleep. I reach for the clock, to flip the damn thing off—


—and then the pain.


My eyes snap open with a gasp, my chest fills with air and the pain comes again, sharper. I go to gasp again but catch myself, the air coming in a thin sucking whistle instead.


“Ow,” I say. “Oh balls, ow.” Not quite up there with Shelley or Yeats, I’ll admit, but honesty is a virtue, as my mum always taught me.


“Ah,” says a woman’s voice I don’t recognize. “Finally.”


The room comes into focus slowly. I want to blink it in faster but I’m afraid that’ll bring the pain back somehow, so I let it come at its own pace.


At first all I see is the shadow of the voice’s owner, then the outline of her, then the dark swathe of her hair contrasting with the whiteness of her skin, and then finally her features.


She is very close to having a pretty face. But there’s a hardness to her that seems reluctant to lapse and let her cross the boundary into simple prettiness. She has a structured look, everything ordered. Her hair is carefully clipped into place. Her suit is straight edges and diagonal lines. Fashionable without being flashy, but without looking comfortable either. She seems a rather severe woman. The sort who’d play a nun in a movie and hit your knuckles with a ruler.


Reflexively I clench my fists to hide the fingers. Then I rather wish I hadn’t because that hurts too.


“Detective Arthur Wallace?” she asks.


I go to answer but it turns out that my mouth is rather dryer than I thought and so my tongue does some ungainly flopping until the woman fetches me a glass of water.


“Yes,” I finally manage, though I suspect she might have forgotten the original question by this point.


“You suffered a punctured lung,” she states without preamble.


“Oh,” I say, and then sit back as the memories pick themselves up off the floor of my mind and organize themselves like some kind of automated jigsaw. Vignettes assemble out of order, slowly taking their place in the whole. I remember the pain. I remember the blade. I remember being stabbed. The whole thing takes me a while, but I’m beginning to suspect I might be a little higher on the morphine than I originally thought.


Finally, I conclude with, “Bollocks.”


The woman clears her throat. “Yes.”


And then, another jigsaw piece floating up out of the miasma. “Swann,” I say. “Sergeant Alison Swann. What happened to her?”


“No need to worry, Detective,” says the woman. “Sergeant Swann went quite unharmed. Your attacker is reported to have jumped off the side of the building.”


“Jumped off... We were... How many stories?”


“Five,” says the woman, “according to Sergeant Swann.” She shrugs. “She lost track of your attacker after that, more concerned with your well-being than making the arrest it seems.”


The arrest... the victim... The victim. I see it again. I see what was in his head. The maggot, worm, thing... I see the impossibility of it all. The reality. I close my eyes.


“Oh shit...” I moan, passing up another opportunity for eloquence.


“Detective Wallace?” The woman sounds concerned, which is decent of her.


A decent woman. A nice businesslike woman, in a nice businesslike suit, in a nice businesslike hospital. And how exactly am I meant to tell her than I saw a monster in a man’s head? An alien?


Stress. It was just stress.


“Nothing.” I shake my head and wish I hadn’t. The world feels loose, wobbly.


“Do you feel up to talking, Detective Wallace?”


I look at her. I imagine a worm, a maggot, an alien in her skull. Another bad idea while on morphine. I close my eyes.


“Not really,” I say.


“Later then,” she says.


I close my eyes, hear her footsteps. The door opens.


“Wait,” I say. Because I’m reviewing the conversation and I realize she told me that the killer escaped. So I still have to get my man. My woman.


“How long until I’m up and about, Doctor?”


She cocks her head on one side. “I have no idea. I’m not your doctor, Detective.” There’s a very thin smile on her face. And then she’s gone, and I think that’s pretty weird right there. But then I sink into sleep and morphine demonstrates that when it comes to weird, it has my visitor rather outclassed.


THE NEXT DAY


The quality of visitor I receive definitely picks up the next day. Swann comes in just as my doctor is about to leave. She stops him in the doorway.


“How is he?” she asks, favoring the doctor, a tall Kenyan, with a dazzling smile. He returns it, possibly at even greater wattage.


“You’re disregarding eyewitness testimony,” I point out. Only slightly jealous of the smiling match playing out before me.


“Men’s stab wounds are like the fish they claim to catch,” she tells me. “They keep on getting bigger and bigger.”


“He’s much better,” the doctor says. “Even took a short walk to the bathroom.”


Which is true, but not really a heroic feat of endurance. But in the absence of genocidal terrorists threatening the hospital, chances to prove my fortitude have been a bit thin on the ground.


Once she’s seated by the bed, Swann checks that the doctor is definitely gone. “When I was a kid all my doctors were giant gangly blokes with sunken cheeks and narrow teeth. You get all the luck.” She pauses, tugs at a strand of hair. “Well, aside from the being stabbed thing.”


“Silver lining to every cloud,” I say


“Plus,” she says, “this cloud rains chocolates,” and she holds out a small wrapped present. Which is incredibly nice of her, and genuinely sweet, and really is a silver lining, and I’m about to tell her she shouldn’t have when she tells me she didn’t.


“Boys and girls at the station had a whip round,” she says.


“Very decent of you all,” I say, though my enthusiasm is about as punctured as my lung. But that’s an ungrateful thought, so I attempt a more genuine smile, and ask, “How’s the case going?”


“Well,” a small smile plays around the corners of her mouth, “we do have an eyewitness.”


“Wait... we... you... you mean... we...” I spray words around the room, taking out innocent bystanders with my abrupt enthusiasm. “This is huge! This is enormous! This is like the Godzilla of breaks. It’s the sort of break that destroys large chunks of Tokyo!” I stop, take stock, try and gain perspective. Punctured lung and all that. “Who is it?” I ask, unable to stop one toe from tapping.


“You, Boss.”


My toe ceases its tapping. I take a mental step backwards. “I’m going to blame the painkillers for me being slow on this one,” I say, “but can you run that by me one more time?”


“He stabbed you, Boss. Stuck a sword in you. He must have been close. You must have seen something.”


A sword. I saw a sword. I saw it going into my body. Blood and black. Black vision. White blade.


I blink, rub my eyes. Memories—a nice place to visit but not necessarily somewhere you’d like to live.


“She,” I say, attempting the whole stiff upper lip thing. “Not a he, a she.”


“See!” Swann shifts from her hospital standard-issue chair to the corner of my bed. “We’re making headway already.”


“Yeah.” I smile but I... No. I don’t want to go back there, I find. The girl, the sword. The thing... My moment of madness. I’m not a reliable witness.


“I’m afraid I don’t remember much else,” I say.


“Come on,” she says, “what do we always tell the witnesses?”


“A pack of lies,” I say. Which is true.


“You remember more than you think,” she says.


“Yeah,” I say. But it’s hard to express that that’s what really scares me. I don’t want to remember any more.


“You’re going to bust this thing wide open,” she says and she pats my hand.


It’s an odd moment. Something between affection and condescension. I think I might be blushing. Then she’s blushing. We stare at each other. I think maybe this is what it would be like if one of us suddenly grew an extra head and it started spouting profanities.


“Sorry,” she says.


“Quite all right,” I manage, and then we disengage the offending body parts and then suddenly her phone goes off and equally suddenly there’s an emergency involving blood work and contamination, and missing paperwork, and all sorts, so she doesn’t even get to hang up before she’s waving goodbye, so I’m left alone with some chocolates and the desire to eat them until I feel nauseous.


Five minutes later I’m still thinking about the hand pat far more than is either healthy or reasonable. It’s almost a relief when Ms. “You-suffered-a-punctured-lung” walks in again.


Turns out that’s not her real name.


“Felicity Shaw,” she says and sticks out a hand. Her suit is paler today but no less severe. “You look like you’re feeling a little bit better, Detective.”


“Thank you,” I say. “Fresh air and exercise. Drugs and doctors. All that.”


She doesn’t smile. I think Swann would have smiled at that. Which I hope makes me funny and not Swann a woman with a terrible sense of humor. Could go either way on that one, though.


“I’d like to ask you some questions about what exactly happened the night you were injured,” Shaw says, because Shaw is serious and businesslike.


Which is fine, of course, except I don’t even want to talk about what happened to someone who thinks I’m funny, let alone to someone who thinks I’m juvenile.


“I don’t suppose you have some ID?” I say, which is a dodge that’s been thrown in my face enough times that I feel it’s only fair I should get to use it.


That does elicit a smile from Shaw. Except I wasn’t trying to be funny. Something is off here, and I don’t know which one of us it is.


Shaw reaches into her pocket, pulls out a card. “Felicity Shaw, director of Military Intelligence, Section Thirty-seven.”


“MI37?” I sound incredulous because I am. MI5, yes. MI6, I’m with you. And if logic persists in military intelligence, though I’m not sure it does, you could probably convince me over time about MI1, 2, 3, and 4. But MI37? Really?


“Yes, Detective,” Shaw says. “MI37. We are a reality We certainly don’t advertise our existence the way MI5 and 6 do, but that just means the politics of intimidation are not useful in our arena. It doesn’t mean we’re not real. We are real, Detective Wallace, as real as the consequences you’ll face if you discuss this conversation with anyone else.”


I take the ID card from her. It has her face, though maybe five years younger, from before she tipped over into forty, and she has shorter hair and longer bangs. But it’s her picture, and it’s her name, and her title, and it does look terribly official, but I have to say I wouldn’t know a military intelligence ID badge if one approached me at a party and offered to show me a good time.


“I’m sorry,” I say. “I just don’t know...”


Felicity Shaw nods, which is a better reception than I’d anticipated. “Your cynicism stands you well,” she says. She looks away from me, out of the window. “Still, I’m surprised to find you with such a mindset after all you’ve seen.”


It’s the conversational equivalent of slapping me about the face. I sit up straight as a bolt, stare at her, while she continues to study the window. “What are you talking about?” I ask her. But I know exactly what she’s talking about.


And she knows I do. “They’re called the Progeny,” she says. “The creature you saw in the victim’s head. It’s called a Progeny.”


“Shit,” I say, which is about as honest as I can get at that moment. “What do you want to know?”


“Actually, Detective, it’s the other way around. I want to tell you about what I know.”


She’s crazy, of course. That’s the obvious explanation, I realize. She’s escaped from another wing of the hospital. Except her madness is the same color and shade as mine. It has the same details. It’s as if she pulled the madness out of my head and into the world. But that’s not what happened, I know. So that means she’s not crazy, and I’m not, but that the world is.


“What is there to tell?” I ask.


Shaw’s eyes leave the window, look around the rest of the room. “Not here,” she says. “I’ll fetch you a wheelchair.”
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I always assumed that if you have a clandestine organization then you’d have a clandestine headquarters. Stands to reason. And—I concede this point—Oxford is, admittedly, short on skull-shaped volcanoes. Shark-infested waters— ditto. But there is some pretty awesome architecture. Dreaming spires and all that. I always thought you could bury something beneath the limestone columns and copper dome of the Radcliffe Camera. Hide something in the depths of the Bodleian Library—down between the winding stacks, through miles of books, with just one ancient tome that acts as a lever to open some hidden passageway. So when Shaw tells me, “It’s about two miles to the office,” I can’t help but be a little disappointed.


There is no romance in the term, “the office.” Then again, Shaw seems more likely to fantasize over spreadsheets than biceps and bodice-ripping. I don’t exactly see her as the type to adore purple prose or books with Fabio on the cover.


There again, neither am I.


She pilots the van through Oxford’s tourist-loving heart, and heads toward the train station. She pulls up outside a shabby building thrown up in the sixties by an architect who clearly was less into dreaming spires and more into concrete squares. Shaw fetches the wheelchair from the boot of the car and I heft myself into it.


“We’re in the basement,” she tells me. Which briefly conjures images of secret passageways and hidden riches, but I’m not that hopeful anymore.


Shaw punches a six-digit code into a pad beside the door, her fingers a staccato blur. I can’t follow the keys she hits. The door buzzes. A second door, another code. No beeps, just the rhythm of her nails on the keys. No clues for me. To take the elevator down requires a key.


“No thumbprint scanner?” I ask. Not my best joke, but I’m trying to make light. Then the elevator doors slide open and, of course, there one is. So I don’t even manage that.


Considering how insecure I’m starting to feel, it’s almost a relief when the elevator doors open onto an utterly mundane corridor, lined with mundane gray office doors. The first word that really springs to mind is industrious, except... the place feels too still for that. I expect to see men in gray suits and sensible ties clutching teetering stacks of folders, running from door to door in acute diagonals across the corridor, but instead when I glimpse through windows in doors I see empty rooms, chairs stacked in corners. The word is less industrious, and more abandoned.


“We’re going to the reading room,” Shaw says, taking a firm hold on my wheelchair and pushing me ahead before I have too much time to stare. “I’ll talk while we walk, give you some background.”


I hesitate, suddenly wondering if this is going to turn out to be a rather involved hidden camera stunt, but then take the plunge and ask anyway. “So,” I say, “the Progeny.”


“The Progeny,” Shaw replies. The wheels of my chair make a light thrumming noise over the linoleum floor. “Are you familiar with the Fermi paradox, Detective?”


A distant bell rings but I can’t place it, and shake my head.


“At its most basic,” Shaw says, “the paradox points out that the absence of alien life in the universe is unusual. The universe is big. Big enough that life should have evolved elsewhere, but not so big that we shouldn’t have found any examples. But we’ve found nothing. There’s nothing there.


“This is a puzzle to scientists, to UFO speculators.” Shaw speaks at a measured, even pace. Still, it sounds a little like a pitch. Maybe I was off with the hidden camera idea. Maybe Jehovah’s Witnesses have just gotten all sorts of creative with their recruitment plans. Shaw continues, “Here at MI37 we have the answers. Both of them.”


“Both?”


“Yes.” Shaw keeps her measured tone. “Two interrelated answers. I am going to tell them to you. For the first one, I need you to think of a radio.”


“I can do that.” I go with my car radio.


“So,” says Shaw, “a radio. FM and AM. Both radio waves, both ways of transmitting sound. But imagine the dial is stuck on AM. The FM stations are still there, but you can’t get to them. In fact, if no one told you about FM you’d have no way of knowing they were there. For all intents and purposes, they wouldn’t exist for you.”


Just like my car radio then.


Still, flippancy aside I think I get the metaphor. “You’re saying people are like that radio.” I’m a little hesitant, but more because I’m worried about getting it right rather than getting it wrong.


“Exactly.” Something in her tone makes me think she’s smiling, is proud. Her footsteps sound a little brighter.


“So, the Progeny,” I say. “They’re FM?”


“Not exactly.” We turn down more corridors, past more doors. This place is a warren. “You see, there are multiple realities, Detective Wallace. There are, to stretch the metaphor slightly, the equivalent of long-wave stations, medium-wave stations, satellite stations. And yet, eventually, the analogy breaks down. In the end we run out of radio stations. The universe, however, doesn’t suffer from similar limitations. There are myriad realities, Detective. And many of them house intelligent life.”


“How many?” Another question that I don’t really want to know the answer to, but asking questions is a habit detectives pick up.


“I honestly don’t know. Thousands. Hundreds of thousands. Millions perhaps. But for all that it matters, they don’t matter to us. We’re tuned to one reality and can’t get to any others.”


“So, you’re telling me that’s why we can’t find any other life in the universe and why it can’t find us?”


“I’m telling you that’s one reason, yes.”


We arrive at a second elevator. A retina scan this time. I’m beginning to think there’s no way Shaw is a Jehovah’s Witness. This is way too big budget for them. She’s probably a Scientologist.


“If you don’t mind me asking,” I say, as Shaw pushes me into the elevator, “if it’s impossible to detect these realities, how do we know about them?”


Shaw hesitates for a moment. As if I’ve caught her with a real stumper, as if she hadn’t thought of that one. And maybe it is all just a big fat happy lie. And then she says, “We have a book.”


“A book?”


“Yes, Detective, a book. A book the British government believes... that it believed...” She hesitates. I want to ask the questions about those holes in the conversation, but it seems that other information is more pressing. “It is a book of significant importance.” Shaw has gathered herself, speaks confidently. “A book that contains information which, if disseminated, could unsettle the power balance of the entire world, which, in the hands of just one of the petty despots or egomaniacs in the world, could crack the very surface of our reality like the shell of an egg.”


She pauses, lets the seriousness of her tone, her look sink in. “I’m sure you’ll find it an interesting read.”


It is by far the most threatening offer to read a book I’ve ever received. It’s like an Ayatollah holding out a copy of Salman Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses with a wink and a dangerous smile. And right then I bottle it. It’s not worth it. I think I’d prefer to live with the idea I had a moment of madness, and that Felicity Shaw is just a good guesser.


“You know what,” I say. “I’m not sure I really do remember anything from that night. It’s all a blur. I was very stressed. Think I got some things muddled.”


“It’s not much further,” says Shaw, pushing my wheelchair resolutely on. I don’t think I can get out of here on foot.


We round a corner. The corridor is short and ends in another dull, gray door. Interest has been added by way of a muscular-looking man in fatigues holding the sort of oversized machine gun no one can ever hit Arnold Schwarzenegger with. I have no illusions that I could prove to be similarly elusive.


Coming along with Shaw is starting to seem like a very bad idea.


This time it’s a nine-digit code, plus the thumb scan, and the retina scan, and some voice recognition just for kicks.


I swallow a lot, and rub sweat off my palms onto my pants.


The room Shaw wheels me into is bare except for a single low table. Four steel legs, a chipped particleboard surface. There’s a book lying on the table. A four-inch-deep doorstop of a book. Heavy leather covers patinated with age. Moth-eaten pages hanging out at odd angles. The sort of book John Carpenter would throw in to let you know Kurt Russell’s day was about to go south.


But that’s it. There’s no chair. No windows. The door swings shut behind us. I swallow again. Hard.


“We’re off the grid in here,” Shaw says. “No wires in and out. Not even radio waves. We’re in a completely sealed environment.”


“And this is where I read the book?”


“Not exactly, no.”


Oh shit. Oh balls.


Shaw walks away, leaves me sitting there. She reaches out to a small switchbox on the table, next to the book. For the first time I notice that the book is clamped to the table by a metal casing. Wires connect to it, trail down the back of the legs. Shaw flicks a switch. There is a hum like a generator.


“No one reads the book,” Shaw says. “That’s not quite how it works.” Which seems an odd thing to say, because how else could a book work? “It was discovered by a British government expedition to the summit of Everest in 1933, twenty years prior to Edmund Hilary’s ascent. You will find no record of that expedition anywhere. But that expedition—and this book that they found—led directly to the founding of MI37 in 1935, and to the magic arms race of the seventies and eighties. Not many people have experienced what you are about to, Detective Wallace.”


What am I about to experience? What is wrong with the book? Why me? But I don’t have time for any questions because then, without any more ado, she turns back the cover.


For a moment all I see is looping handwriting on a browning page. It’s not a Roman script. Cyrillic? Pictograms? Something between the two. For a moment there is a smell like an ancient library.


Then the page ripples. There isn’t a breeze, but still I see distinct movement.


“What—?” I ask.


The page flips. Then another. Another. One by one. Slowly at first. Then quicker. Until they are riffling past a blur.


“Holy—” I manage.


Then the book explodes.


It is noiseless, but I feel the shockwave blow back my hair. Pieces of paper fly past me in a flurry. And then they stop. Then they hang silently in the air. I sit and stare. It is as if I am in a snow globe, the water abruptly frozen, fixing everything, holding it fast


I gawk. I stare. I try to find a vocabulary for my wonder, my confusion, my fear. I reach out with one hand. I can see the hand shaking, like a schoolboy reaching for his first dance.


The paper moves, is suddenly galvanized. Like a thousand tangram pieces they whirl in a blizzard before us. They reassemble. Slowly they construct a vision before us.


It’s me. It’s me, standing there in the room. A perfect paper replica, my hand outstretched just so. I stare in awe. I smile. It is so... simple, perfect, beautiful... And the paper model smiles with me. I almost clap in delight.


Around the model, paper whirls, a fresh snowstorm. And the statue is shrinking, bleeding paper, receding. Surroundings build about it—the corridor outside, the elevator shaft, the whole building mapped out—but then they too are shrinking, being enveloped by the expanding horizons. Oxford is below me. Before me. The surrounding countryside. There is London, the slow twist of the Thames marked out in rippling sheets of white. Then I see England itself. Europe. Eurasia. The globe spins beneath my feet.


I have lost my sense of space. The walls are somewhere else, some place mundane and abandoned. The zoom out has picked up pace now. The solar system swirls before me. Shaw and myself—suspended in space, even as time accelerates, the planets blurring, stars. Everything receding, shrinking, and it must stop, the sense of vertigo is overwhelming, but it doesn’t, it keeps going, and I keep falling away. I am too large, the universe too small, I am filling the whole of creation with my own existence, something must break.


And then it does. Something tears. Something rips. The white blizzard snaps and darts and something comes through, some barrier is breached, I am sure, a certainty beyond what I see. We are abruptly elsewhere.


But it doesn’t stop. Shockwaves run through the paperscape before me, layer after layer of... something bursts. It feels like the whole of reality is splitting, dividing down and down into infinite slices, and I am stretched thinner and thinner between them.


And this is the truth of things. These—the rational part of me still left in the swirling madness realizes— are the dimensions Shaw was speaking of. Each of them a universe to itself. Infinite infinities. And with this realization comes a change. The space around me is no longer expanding, I no longer expand with it. The paper blurs, rustles, whispers over my skin. A change in focus. I am some place now, somewhere definite. Not here, but somewhere.


It is cold here. I feel it, a chill, my breath suspended as a thousand ice particles before me. I shudder and the paperscape shudders with me—a tremor through reality. Shaw is there. As frozen as the water in my breath.


Something is coming. I can feel it, a pressure in the air. I cannot see it yet. But something in the way the paper moves, the way it shifts and presses in. Something vast. The world is crushing down. And still I cannot see it. Until I realize that everything I see is it.


This thing, this presence—it fills the sky, fills the world. It is everything around me. Some vast scaled sheet of its being obliterates all horizons, all distances. And I am insignificant before it. I know that. A dust mote. Nothing more.


I am sobbing or screaming. Because I know. This is death. This thing in the sky, that is the sky. It is death pure and implacable. For it is hunger and I, even small insignificant I, am food, and I must be consumed. I must be. I must fill the vast void of its hunger. Everything must. Even the heat of this place has been consumed. It is death and it comes on.


I barely realize I am on my hands and knees. I barely realize the paper is retreating, blowing away, rearranging itself neatly, page after page lying down to rest between leather covers.


Shaw closes the book. Tears and snot dribble from my face. They puddle on the bare concrete floor beneath me.


“They are called the Feeders,” Shaw says. “The Progeny are their children, and they are bringing them here.”
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Shaw helps me back into my wheelchair. I feel like a puppy someone just kicked. Shaky in a way I haven’t been since I was four and couldn’t find my mother in a department store.


“Others have done worse,” she tells me. And there’s a kindness in that, but it’s going to take significantly more to reassure me everything’s all right on the Western Front.


Because everything isn’t all right. That’s the whole point of this, I begin to realize. You don’t have secret military intelligence departments to look after things that are just peachy on their own. They put things together because—


“The Feeders are coming.” Shaw repeats the fact. “It’s important you understand that.”


Understand? I can barely comprehend. She’s trying to expand my mind, but I think my mind’s rubber might have perished. It won’t stretch that far.


“The Feeders are the other reason for Fermi’s paradox. Just as we know of the multiple realities, so have other races known. But those other races are gone. Are dead. They have been consumed. The Feeders have consumed everyone and everything capable of communicating with us. And they intend to do the same here.”


“Why?” I ask. “Why here?”


Shaw shakes her head. “There is no why that we’d understand, Detective. They are aliens. Their thoughts, motives, are alien. We are simply a place where their spawn, the Progeny, landed. They send them out like spores. At least that’s how we understand it. Blast them out into new realities without thought or reason. The Progeny that landed here found Earth fertile ground. Now they seek to draw their parents to them. To feed us all to them.”


Oh God. Oh bollocks. That’s enough. Staring into the future is like staring at that unrelenting paperscape sky.


“However,” Shaw says, “that does not mean we intend to go down without a fight.”


There’s steel in her voice. Flint and iron. A little bit of bombast to be sure, but to be honest I could use a little jingoism right here, right now. Fighting back. Making a stand. That feels like the right response, like what should be done. I attempt to make my jaw as steely as possible, but I fear all I’ve done is give myself an underbite.


“The Progeny are here for a reason, Detective.” Shaw talks with the same sense of efficiency, the same economy of words as she has since picking me up at the hospital. “The Feeders have not sent their children here simply as a homing beacon.


“The barriers between realities are not as easily broken as suggested by the book. One does not simply fumble through, like a child wandering into a magical wardrobe. It is a difficult process. We are on one side of a locked door, the Feeders upon the other. The Progeny are here to pick the lock. We, MI37, are here to stop them.”


I nod. This is the hard sell, part of me knows that, but still... what am I supposed to do? Shrug and say it’s not my problem?


“Stopping them sounds good,” I say.


Suddenly Shaw smiles. Something warm and wide, and unexpected. “Yes,” she says, “Yes it does. Now, come with me, Detective. There are a few more things I want to show you.”


She grips the back of my wheelchair and we head out of the small bare room with its opulent horrors. I’m happy to leave. To just be in a normal corridor, in a normal building, with a normal woman in a sensible suit.


Part of me still hopes I’m crazy, that this is some morphine hallucination. In fact, even a coma-dream might be preferable. But I’m not crazy, or dreaming. Deep down, I’m sure of it. I can see, as clearly as I see the linoleum floor tiles, the thrashing tentacles inside the man’s head, the alien body twitching inside the human one. It was real. It’s all real.


Shaw opens a door, and abruptly the smell of the sea hits me. There’s a saltwater tang in the air. She wheels me through. A large space. The light is dimmer here, only a few lamps suspended above us. Instead the smell wells up out of a massive swimming pool set into the floor. There are shapes flitting back and forth, casting large deformed shadows over the ceiling.
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