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The king! With beak and talons


The king! In the form of man


Nothing escapes those eyes


He sees everything


Cult of Luna – ‘Ghost Trail’







PROLOGUE


Adam tends to the garden. He works among the flowers where the bees dance. Around his ankles, and up his legs, and across his shoulders coils the snake, its tongue flickering in his ear. Beyond the grove a hill rises high and the twin trees stand at its apex, knowledge and life overlooking all, with their roots buried deep in Eden’s rich earth. The birds overhead are of every colour and they fly high above the trees and call out to one another, and beneath them in the river and the lake swim and play the shining fishes, and among the trees wander the beasts and fowl that walk the earth, and all and everything belongs to Adam; the earth and the plants and the trees, all made for him, so that he might love and care for them; his paradise.


The low-hanging branches of the trees at the edge of the grove shift and Eve appears, her hair so long and dark, her eyes bright. As she approaches she digs her fingers into the skin beneath her breasts, beneath her ribs, until she pierces her flesh and she can grip hold of her ribs. Her ribs she pulls upwards, outwards, until they jut from her in glistening red and white nubs, and her skin tears away, revealing her lungs inflating and deflating, and her beating heart, thudding its own rhythm besides. From her open chest she tears her heart, pulling the arteries from it, dripping blood with every pulse of it, holding it out to him.


Uncoiling the snake, Adam lets it drop and takes hold of his own chest, digging his fingers into his flesh just as she did. He has one rib less and has to worm his fingers around to find purchase, but he manages to get a good grip and rips himself open. For Eve, he tears his ribs aside and reveals his own lungs and heart, so that they are both exposed to each other, breathing and beating in rhythm together. By touch he finds his heart and pulls it from himself, twisting each artery until it breaks and the pulsing organ is free. It is a heavy heart, bigger than Eve’s by far, but he offers it to her just as she offers hers to him, and in that way they make their exchange, their blood pouring into Eden’s soil and feeding the twin trees.


Eve’s heart is so small. Its beat is the fluttering of the wings of a butterfly. He presses it into his open chest tenderly, pulling his arteries and knotting them around the heart until it stays in place. Then, one rib at a time, he pushes his chest closed, and smooths his ragged broken skin over the hole. Eve is struggling to fit his heart into her chest, so he helps her, pushing and pressing until the heavy trembling organ remains in place, knotted beneath a net of veins, and then, together, they close the opening and seal his heart inside.


When they are both shut, her heart in him, his heart in her, they embrace, she so small, so delicate in his broad arms. There is no weakness to him; her heart has made him stronger, for all its tender fluttering. Eve, too, grips tighter than he has ever known her to, as if she might sink into his skin and become him, return from whence she came. Eden’s bright sun sinks, and Eden’s silver moon rises, and as dusk becomes night becomes dawn becomes day, the snake coils around them both, tighter and tighter, like rope, until they are bound so closely together that Adam no longer knows where he ends and she begins.




I


Cinema still seems strange to Adam. He’s always been a great admirer of literature, but he still struggles to get his head around moving pictures. The problem, he thinks, is that he’s too used to the ambiguity of naked words – the way that he’s allowed to be the director of the story when he’s reading it. Watching a film is like watching someone else’s idea of how a story should look, and he prefers the pictures he makes in his mind.


The film he’s watching is about a group of plane crash survivors, marooned on an island. The characters are covered in layers of artfully arranged filth, and when they grimace their teeth are pearly white. They deliver lengthy monologues, and die handsome deaths, and Adam becomes preoccupied with the scars across the backs of his hands, shining in the light cast by the projector.


White rivers through dark skin.


Eventually, a scene draws his attention. One of the survivors has whittled a spear out of a stick, and is standing waist deep in a river. The survivor lashes out with his crude harpoon, and raises his catch triumphantly. The camera zooms in on the fish, speared and still flailing, its shining scales refracting the sky into all kinds of colours. The camera pauses on the fish as it suffocates, and Adam realises that he feels as if the spear through the fish is jutting through his chest as well. The scene changes, but the sensation of being skewered does not fade.


Today, Adam is working security. He has been charged with escorting a young actress by the name of Cassandra Coleman, whose real name is Sally Ainsley, to and from the film’s premiere. From here, he is able to see her, sitting between a grizzled-looking veteran actor and the film’s writer, whose name is Damon Darcy. Cassandra is doing a stellar job of ignoring the way Darcy keeps brushing his leg up against her own; the black trouser of his impeccably fitted suit against the silvery scales of her dress. Whenever she has a scene, Adam watches the way she mouths along with her lines, eyes glassy.


“Adam,” she says, when the curtains have closed. “I want to go home.”


But of course, they can’t go home. There’s still the after-party. So, Adam becomes her shadow and guides her there. Cameras flash and microphones are thrust into her face, and she bears it bravely, all the way to the limousine.


“What did you think?” she asks. “Was I good?” She’s looking out of the window of the limousine. Adam thinks that she was the best bit of the film, but he stays quiet because she isn’t expecting an answer. The night lights of Los Angeles streak across her face in red and green and blue, and she pulls her white fur collar up around her shoulders, and she looks so delicate that she might shatter.


The party is too bright and Adam feels exposed beneath the hot lights strung from the roof of the marquee. Champagne is flowing freely from bottles to glasses to throats, and everyone seems like exaggerated versions of themselves. The more Cassandra drinks, the smaller she becomes. Darcy’s hands rush eagerly across her shoulders and down her spine, making the scales of her dress shimmer, and she does her best to laugh at his jokes. “You and me, baby,” he’s saying. “You and me. I’ll write you in.”


She makes to turn away, but he grabs her wrist. Adam’s hand is upon his shoulder in an instant. “Hey, man,” says Darcy, trying to grin at him. “Hey now.”


Darcy squirms uneasily beneath Adam’s grip as he’s led through the marquee. His red face is reddening further. “Hey, shit. Look, man.” He struggles, jabs an elbow out and nudges a waiter, who spills a tray of champagne. Through an open archway decorated with fairy lights, they emerge into the smoking section, where Adam releases him.


“Shit.” Darcy wipes the champagne from his suit. “Look what you did! Don’t you fucking know who I am?” He digs into his satchel and hefts out an ornament. It looks like a miniature replica of a typewriter, cast in gold. He waves it triumphantly at Adam, eyes bloodshot, nostrils flared. “Do I look like just anyone to you? Anyone you can just push around? Look at you. What have you ever done? This is a fucking Golden Typewriter.” Of course, Damon Darcy takes his screenwriting award with him to parties. “Who the fuck do you think you are?” he demands, trembling.


Adam takes the trophy from him. He can still feel the spear grating against his ribs. He can still see the writer’s hand, lustily caressing the scales of Cassandra’s dress.


“Hey! What the fuck? What the fuck are you doing?”


When Adam kills Damon Darcy, he feels divorced from the action, as if he is simply watching another scene from the movie. There is the motion of Adam’s arm, and the glint of gold as the typewriter flashes through the air, and the crunching of the writer’s bones. There is no passion in the murder – it simply feels like the way the script plays out. A repeat of something he has done before.


When the deed is done, chaos reigns around him.


Adam stands, drops the trophy, and returns inside. Everyone is running away from him. For a brief moment he glimpses Cassandra – the glittering of her silver dress, and the flash of terror in her wide eyes – and there he finds relief; he no longer feels as if he is flailing on the end of a spear. His relief is brief – no more than the slightest ripple through the placidity of his apathy – and when it leaves, he takes a seat at the heart of the abandoned marquee. He looks at his hands and the blood turning his bright scars red, and wonders why all of this feels so familiar.


The authorities arrive. They tear down the tent with their cars and their boots, and they surround him. Dozens of rifles are pointed at his scarred skull. Adam kneels, and presents his wrists, but they don’t have any handcuffs big enough, so they use zip-ties.


They haul him into a van, close the doors, and leave him in darkness.


* * *


“Hey, pal. You paying attention?”


Over the past two days, Adam has seen a lot of different faces. Some are kind, but most are furious. He lets the interrogations roll over him – lets their words go unheard. He finds a hidden place inside himself and goes there. Even when they try fists, their blows go unfelt. It’s been a long time since Adam last saw his own blood, and their knuckles don’t draw it.


“Listen. You’re fucked. You know that and I know that.”


This man has a drooping moustache, hiding his red face. Behind him, another man, clean shaven, is leaning against the wall. Both have their sleeves rolled up. The moustached man has laid out photocopies of documents on the interview table. They spark recognition, and for the first time Adam begins to pay attention.


“We need your help with something else. What can you tell us about these?”


Some of the documents look ancient. Crumbling at the edges. Their presence means that the LAPD have searched Adam’s apartment – turned it upside down, probably.


“My garden,” he says.


The detectives exchange a glance. “What about your garden, pal?”


Adam realises his mistake immediately. If they haven’t dug it up yet, they definitely will now. He leans back and thinks about his cherry tree. He remembers it as a sapling, no more than a twig. Leaves, so small. He remembers the seasons as they passed over it – remembers the way he would fall asleep against it as it grew tall. He remembers the taste of its cherries.


“Look,” says the man with the moustache. “These certificates don’t make sense. You don’t make sense. You’ve gotta help us out here.”


Reaching for the closest couple of photocopies, Adam reads them. The first says that Adam’s name is Adam Reynolds, and that he was born in Massachusetts a few decades ago. The next one says that Adam’s name is Adam Thompson, and that he was born in Kenya almost a century ago. He remembers both of those lives as if he had read about them once in a book – as if they were other people that occupied his head for a while.


“What do these mean, pal?”


They are keepsakes. That’s all. Mementos nobody was ever meant to find.


Embedded into the wall is a mirror. In it, Adam looks like the shadow of a giant. “I’ll tell you if you give me a book to read,” he says, because he knows he can tell them anything. They won’t believe the truth.


“Sure.” The man with the moustache leans back, opens his arms, inviting Adam to speak.


“I got made before death.”


The rest of the interview goes on as before. Their questions bounce off his skull. Before long, he is led back to his cell by an armed quartet of officers. The cell is far too small, but it has a window that lights up in the evening, and Adam is surprised to find that today somebody has left a book for him to read. He makes a note in his head to try and remember the officer with the moustache. Then, he sits on his bunk and begins to read.


The book is nothing good – a well-thumbed pulp noir – but Adam lets himself become immersed in the words. He watches the book’s city rise in his imagination; builds the streets, fills them with people and rain. The book’s protagonist sails out to the middle of a lake, and there, with a hook, fishes out a sunken corpse, and for a brief moment Adam feels the curve of the hook viscerally, through his chest. The feeling fades as he continues, as the book’s characters come to life for him. He reads, and he reads, until the room grows bright.


The sun is setting.


When Adam looks up, there is the silhouette of a bird across the floor, made enormous by the sun. But before he can turn and see it, it flaps its wings and takes flight.


* * *


Recently, Adam’s been thinking about Eden a lot. The problem he’s been having is that he’s not sure which bits of his memories are real. He distinctly remembers waking up early one day and walking through the field of long grasses; the way the grasses cut little red lines across his palms, and the way the waters of the lake at the base of the hill sparkled as if all of Eden’s stars had been poured into it. But when he remembers that morning, it feels as if he’s wearing shoes. It’s not a case of being unable to recall the feel of the grasses beneath his feet, which he knows he should remember; more that there is something faulty with his memory.


The problem, he thinks, is the tangle of thorns growing in his head. He can feel them scratching at his skull, and all the thick, twisted coils of them are making it difficult for him to remember things properly. He’s not sure what the tangle of thorns is – but he does know that it hurts to remember certain things. In fact, the deeper into the thorns he tries to remember, the sharper they get. There is something terrible at the heart of the tangle, he thinks – the root cause of all the dreadful needling growth – and he’s not sure he wants to find out what it is.


* * *


Adam is put into a cold white room with a single table, a single chair, and four lawyers.


Three of the four lawyers are speaking to him simultaneously, and Adam only has the vaguest idea of what they are saying. They have interchangeable faces, as if they have been cast from the same mould, and he is only able to tell them apart by the colour of their ties. The lawyer with the yellow tie is telling him that he should plead guilty; the lawyer with the blue tie is telling him that he should try for a plea bargain; and the lawyer with the red tie is telling him to plead insanity. Adam sits in his chair, idly runs his fingers across the metal surface of the table, and repeatedly glances at the quiet fourth lawyer, feeling like a man who can see an oasis in a desert, but mistrusting what his eyes are telling him.


The fourth lawyer leans against the far wall, and is absorbed in the screen of his phone. He is wearing a suit that looks as if it cost more than the suits of all three of the other lawyers combined. It is a black suit, with a black shirt and a black tie, and his hair is black and tastefully tousled, and the rims of his rounded designer spectacles are black as well. He is pale, and small, but his shadow is cast long before him.


All at once, he lowers his phone and raises a hand towards the door. “Out,” he says. Then, “Bring me a chair.”


The three other lawyers are immediately silenced. They leave with their heads bowed. Only the lawyer with the blue tie briefly returns, to deposit a chair opposite Adam. The lawyer in black unfastens his jacket and sits, and the temperature in the room seems to drop. There is a long silence as he observes Adam, punctuated by the sound of his fingers drumming rhythmically on the metal table.


“Rook, I’m not—”


“Shut up,” says Rook.


Silence reigns anew. Eventually, Rook removes his spectacles, and places them on the table between them. “Fake,” he says. “They create a narrative for me. They tell my clients that I have spent a great deal of time reading and straining my eyes in order to learn the many nuances of law. They give me an air of superiority and, because of that, I remain unquestioned. Just one of the many significant little details I have laboured at in order to create the perfect disguise.”


He leans forward. “Do you know how much effort it takes me to have all the certificates and passports made? This government has a lot of new systems in place – all manner of gates through which a man must pass to prove that he is, indeed, the person that he claims to be. Every year, my role in our grand masquerade grows more complex and, as such, more precarious. Every year, we take one step closer to discovery and extinction. Tell me, Adam. What drove you to murder a celebrity?”


“I don’t—”


“Shut up. It was a rhetorical question.” Rook leans back, returns to drumming his fingers. “I’m sure you’re well aware of the ire I harbour at being dragged down here to fix this. I have a life, Adam, which I am quite proud of. I have a life which you have threatened by your actions. Yes, I know that the police have found a whole selection of your old certificates, and yes, I am angry that you’ve failed to follow my very clear instructions on how to dispose of them. Fire, Adam. The great cleanser. As simple as striking a match and setting them alight. Poetic, even: that, much like the phoenix, you should be reborn into a new life as the old one smoulders. Their discovery threatens my life, and the lives of all those whom I protect. Do you understand the damage which you might have caused, had I not been so swift in rushing down here?”


“They’re not—”


“Shut up.” Cleaning his spectacles, Rook perches them back upon his face. “The question remains: what should I do with you? The obvious answer is that I should leave you in prison for at least a couple of decades, that you might learn some kind of lesson from the mess you’ve created. Indeed, I have an ongoing arrangement with Barracuda which should keep him behind bars for at least thirty years yet. Perhaps it would be best if you joined him, and were given time to reflect. That being said…”


Adam considers the idea of a lifetime spent behind bars. It would be quiet, he thinks; an opportunity to do a lot of reading. And maybe, given time and patience, he could find the cracks in the walls of his confinement and grow things there, like lichen, or moss, or tiny mushrooms. It would be a long, patient, soothing time, free of the pressure of having to remember things.


“Perhaps,” says Rook, weighing the word. “Perhaps it would be better were you to be free, and abroad, away from prying eyes. Out of my hair, as it were. I do have a matter that requires the attention of someone other than myself, and you may very well be able to help with it.” Rook makes a pyramid of his hands. “It would be a simple enough operation. An escalation of your crimes to the federal level, which would necessitate moving you to a far more secure location, remote from Los Angeles. And in the act of moving you, an opportunity would come to free you. You would be a fugitive, of course, but I imagine that you might lose the authorities with the appropriate assistance.” Pausing for a moment to think over his plan, Rook smiles to himself. “Yes. Very good. I think it the best option. You are clearly not in your right mind, but I still believe there’s enough of the man you once were in you to be useful. Let’s try giving you an errand.” He stands, fastening his jacket closed.


Adam finds that he is disappointed by Rook’s decree; he had rather liked the idea of staying in prison for a while. “What’s the job?”


“Oh.” Rook focuses on Adam again. “I need someone to find my brother. His spending habits have become peculiar as of late, and I have been unable to contact him. Indeed, my only means of tracking him is by following his withdrawals, which have been growing steadily more substantial. It’s… unlike Magpie to spend my money. I’ve never known him to not have his own. And while I am well aware of my brother’s eccentricities, this is unusual, even for him. I’d like someone to track him down, and either have him contact me, or questioned; I’d like to find out where my money is going.” Rook knocks on the door, waiting to be released. “Last I knew, he was in Scotland.”


“Okay,” says Adam.


Rook peers at Adam across the top of his spectacles, looking as if he’s been struck by a thought. “When was the last time you spoke to Eve, Adam?”


Her name is like a spark in Adam’s brain. A point of light, reignited.


“I don’t know,” he says, truthfully.


“Mmm,” says Rook, briefly studying Adam’s face, searching for something there.


The door opens, but before he can leave, Adam asks, “Did she name you? Or did I?”


“She did,” says Rook, and then he is gone.


* * *


Adam is denied bail and transferred to a holding facility pending trial. They don’t have an orange jumpsuit big enough for him, so he’s made to wear one two sizes too small. The other prisoners watch him pass in silence – step back from the bars of their cells.


He’s given his own cell. It has a low barred window, through which Adam can see a single leafless tree, standing darkly against the scrubby ground at the centre of the facility. Once a day, he is brought out to the yard to stretch his legs, but he spends most of that time beside the chain-link fence, peering beyond the enmeshed links and trying to get a better look at the tree. It needs some care, he thinks. It’s not getting enough water, and the sun is blocked off from it eight hours a day.


The only time of day he is allowed around the other prisoners is at lunch. The sudden sensory rush after being in his cell is always overwhelming: the rattling and clattering, the conversation and movement; all the stink of a hundred bodies devouring cheap slop in various dull arrangements. When he lines up with his tray, he is given space to move. The prisoners here don’t meet his eye, but the servers are generous with their portions.


Usually, Adam finishes his tray, but on the third day the kitchen serves fishcakes and he loses his appetite. A recent riot means that cutlery is forfeit for the foreseeable future, so that the prisoners must eat with their hands, and Adam becomes preoccupied with the slivers of fish clinging to the fingers and lips of everyone around him. He feels as if he is on the verge of remembering something – the reason why killing the writer felt so familiar. Lunch ends, and the sensation fades.


After the fourth day, two prisoners come and sit with him. The first is muscular, with so many crudely drawn black tattoos that he is running out of untouched skin; the second is slight and downcast, looking as if he has lived through a lifetime of sorrows. “Hey, man,” says the tattooed prisoner. “You the guy that killed that writer. I know you. Seen you all over the news.”


The sullen prisoner swirls his porridge around in its bowl with his finger. “I’m Earl. This is Throat.”


“Yeah, and you Sullivan. Adam Sullivan. Pleased to meet you, man.” When Throat grins, he flashes a complete set of golden teeth. “Fuck that writer, man. Way I see it, you did the world a favour. He’s been puttin’ out shit for years. Wish you’d done it three films ago.” He laughs. “You all right, man. You all right. Way I see it, guys like us, we gotta stick together.”


Adam peels his orange. “Guys like us?”


“Yeah, man.” Throat gestures broadly around the room.


No matter where Adam goes, he’s always singled out for the colour of his skin. He places his half-peeled orange down for a moment and turns his wrists over, studying his scars. “You were all once me,” he mutters, but the words aren’t really meant for Throat and Earl. They’re just a reflection of a thought he’s had for a long time.


“Listen, man,” says Earl, after sucking the porridge from his finger. “Some guys have been saying your lawyers are Corvid & Corvid. That shit is expensive. More important, they don’t even got a phone number.”


“My man’s got connects.” Throat slaps Adam on the shoulder. “Ain’t that right?”


Adam returns to his orange, pulling it apart and digging around in the segments, tugging the seeds free. He lines the seeds up on his tray as he eats, and then gathers them up, sifts through them on his palm like a fortune teller interpreting bones. The orange is old – barely edible – but some of the seeds might still grow, under the right conditions.


“You got a number I could call?” asks Earl, but Adam doesn’t answer. Two of the seeds seem viable. Adam places them carefully into a pocket.


Adam returns to his cell, lays back on his bunk, holds each of his two seeds up to the light and thinks about orange trees. He remembers that he had an orchard in northern California a whole lifetime ago, and he grew a lot of orange trees. He remembers walking among them; treading between bright shafts of light and hearing the hum of bees; plucking a ripe specimen and tasting the fruit; the sharp citrus tang, and the juices rolling down his chin. He clenches his fist and feels the two seeds buried between the folds of his palm, as if they have been planted there and might grow.


* * *


Two days later, Adam is moved.


Men in dark suits and dark sunglasses put him into the back of a black armoured van, and he is chained down opposite an armed guard. The guard’s name is Tom, and he’s talkative. So, as the van rattles away through LA, and the palm trees they pass make the white sky strobe through the small slotted windows at the top of the van, Adam listens to Tom’s story.


For a while, Adam forgets that he is Adam, and becomes convinced that he’s Tom. He marries Tom’s wife, and the wedding is bright and beautiful in his mind. He has his first child, and then loses her at the age of three during the hurricane that ravaged the East Coast back then. But he and his wife remain together, and battle on through their grief, and move to the West Coast to start anew. They have a second child, and he’s fifteen now, and while they do struggle – working for the FBI doesn’t pay as well as it used to – they are happy, happier than they’ve ever been. Tom is happy, and Adam is happy, and he doesn’t want the story to end.


Yet Adam’s absorption is interrupted by a distant noise, which Tom doesn’t seem to notice.


The slotted windows are bright across Adam’s face as he returns to reality, and he stares through them, trying to see what it is that has broken his concentration. It was a sound so familiar. There is nothing but the white sky, at first. But there – something dashes across, too quick to see. It might have been a bird. An enormous, monstrous bird.


There is a scream cut short from ahead, barely audible over the engines of the van’s escorts. Tom is at once alarmed, gripping his shotgun tight. “What’s going on?”


Suddenly, his radio blares into life – confused voices yelling over each other – and from outside the van, cackling gunfire is audible. Tom stands shakily and swings his shotgun around, trying to see through the slots. “What’s happening?” he shouts into his radio. “Tell me what’s going on!”


There’s an inhuman shriek, and claws the size of pickaxes come through the roof of the van. Tom is thrown to the floor. Blinding daylight flashes through the slashes raked through the steel, and the van shudders, tottering on two wheels before slamming back down to four.


Adam breaks free of his chains. Tom, panicked, aims his gun, but Adam grabs it by the barrel and red lines are slashed across his face as the blast skims him.


There’s another animal shriek, and claws strike the side of the van. This time, it teeters and then tumbles – hits the side of the bridge and falls from the edge.


Grabbing Tom, Adam cradles him like a father with a son. Sunlight whirls around them as the van spins, plummeting. Tom is screaming, and struggling, but Adam holds tight. They hit the water, and it’s sudden and cold, filling the van and filling Adam’s lungs as the impact pushes his breath from him. They sink, in a rush of torn metal and froth.


The gaps in the roof aren’t big enough for Adam to escape through, so he breaks the lock on the back door, struggling against the icy water making his fingers clumsy. Grabbing hold of Tom, he swims; powerful strokes, free of the van. He can see motorbikes and cars hitting the river around them; ragged bodies tugged away by the strong current, red rushing from them and mingling with the debris of the motorcade.


There are fish in the water. Silvery fish, that dart to avoid the falling wreckage.


Suddenly, Adam remembers.


There was a valley. A mountain valley, in a country a long way away from here, back when it wasn’t even really a country – just the edge of a continent – where he and Eve lived, and made their own little paradise. There was a waterfall that beat his shoulders when he bathed beneath it, and there were so many birds in the trees that there was never a moment of silence, and there were the soft songs that Eve sang when she floated in the lake, gently rippling the waters with her fingers. Crane lived with them there, and she would often be seen circling the big blue sky, or stalking the edges of the lake; and so too did Pike, the lake his kingdom, his brilliant silver scales each a tiny mirror reflecting lost Eden.


They raised children there, he and Eve. Adam would teach them how to survive: taking them foraging in the forest, and showing them all the different kinds of berries and fruits and vegetables, and the marks that all the creatures left. And Eve would teach them how to love: showing them how to delight in Crane’s graceful, slender movements, and telling them how to be gentle and patient with Pike, so they could feel him glide around their legs, tickling them with the swish of his silky tail.


A stranger came to the valley, Adam remembers. A coarse man, wearing furs around his waist, and carrying a heavy pack filled with salted meats and dried teas. Adam bade caution, but Eve welcomed the stranger with all the kindness she knew how to give. They shared tea down by the lake, and ate of some of the salted meats, and the stranger told them about the world beyond the valley, which was full of marvels that Adam mistrusted and Eve delighted in. Eve slept well, but Adam stayed awake, troubled by the weapon the stranger had brought with him: a long spear with a tip made of polished metal, which gleamed deadly in the firelight.


As the days progressed, and the stranger took advantage of Eve’s kindness, eating readily of their stores of food, Adam began to notice that Pike was absent. This was unusual; the great fish was often to be seen agleam in the lake at the heart of their valley. Adam went down to the waters, and there he waded, and swam, and searched the underside of every pebble for Pike, but he was nowhere to be seen. It was true that the river at the edge of the lake eventually made its way to the sea, and that in all likelihood Pike had simply gone swimming, but it was unlike the kindly fish to leave without bidding anyone farewell. Emerging from the lake, a heaviness set upon Adam the likes of which he had not felt since Eden. He went to go find the stranger.


The stranger had set up camp on the far side of the lake, near the waterfall, and there he was now, surrounded by bones and the ashes of burnt-out fires, working at something with a length of twine. There were flecks of cooked fish-flesh still clinging to his equipment, and there, smeared across his spear, the webbed fibres of a silvery fin. For the longest time Adam simply stood, observing the stranger, consumed by an emotion he did not recognise. The stranger said things to him that he did not hear, and then, so full of pride, showed Adam the results of his labours. It was to be a gift, the stranger said – a wonderful gift to reward Adam and Eve’s hospitality – as he raised the necklace he had been lacing, composed of Pike’s brilliant scales.


Adam had taken the scale necklace from the stranger. Then, with it bunched in his fist, he had murdered the man with it.


The movement of his arm. The crunch of the stranger’s bones.


The recollection is sharp, and painful: a single thorn belonging to the tangle in Adam’s skull.


Adam gasps for breath as he breaks the surface of the river.


There’s the bank, nearby. He swims across and hauls himself free of the river, collapsing to his knees upon the pebbles, coughing up water and feeling his lungs burn. Tom, the FBI man, might be alive, might be dead. He wipes the river from his eyes and looks around.


The broken bridge. The dead everywhere, torn to ribbons. The bright white sky. The quiet scrublands. They must be miles away from LA.


Nearby, a naked, powerfully built man is watching the river wash the blood from his bare feet. His hair is long, wild and unkempt about him, and there is something regal about the way he holds himself – as if he is superior to everything he beholds with his wide wild eyes. His feet are marred with gore, and ribbons of flesh wriggle in the shallows, caught between his toes.


“Owl.” Adam’s throat is raw, so he tries again. “Owl.”


The ragged man’s head snaps around, unblinking eyes fixed on the sound.


Adam stands cautiously, keeping his movements slow, and Owl’s eyes follow him, every twitch. “Where’s Rook?” None are living around them. It looks as if Adam is the only survivor of the attack, apart from Tom, who stirs still – somewhere between life and death.


“Yonder,” replies Owl, gutturally. Walking unsteadily across the pebbles, he makes his way over to Tom, and then places one of his bloody feet upon the dying man’s neck. There is a crunch as he pushes down. Beyond, the blue lights of the armoured van still flash beneath the waves, distant glimmering sparks of blue; but everyone is dead.


Owl makes his way towards the scrubby brush at the edge of the embankment, trailing blood across the earth. He walks as if he is unused to using his legs. There, he raises an arm prophetically, as if answers await Adam beyond the ridge.


Adam leaves the river, but at Tom’s corpse, he pauses.


“Sorry,” he says, and he’s surprised to find that he means it.




II


Leaning against a bright white muscle car is a girl in a summer dress who only has one leg, and even though she is wearing a pair of huge sunglasses the same black as her long hair, she shades her eyes against the sky. Behind her, the Pacific sparkles, and before her, the California road is empty and being swept by a veil of desert dust. Adam twists the silver bracelets around his wrists until they break, and drops them as he approaches – leaning over to do the same with those around his ankles.


“Orange doesn’t suit you,” says the girl, when he’s close enough.


Adam shrugs. “They only had orange.” He looks left, and then right – no cars on the road. They are alone.


“I got you some clothes. Extra-extra-extra-extra large. The guy in the shop gave me a funny look.” There is indeed a duffel bag at her feet. Adam takes it and pulls out a white T-shirt, a pair of black sweatpants and some running shoes. He pauses with them, glancing at the girl, but she laughs. “You don’t need to be coy, Adam. I’ve seen it all before.”


The clothes fit, miraculously. He wanders across to the river nearby and throws his jumpsuit in, before returning to the car. The girl is inside and waiting for him, and when he slips into the passenger side, she starts the engine. “Rook wasn’t kidding,” she says. “You look different.”


“What about Owl?”


Back near the edge of the river, a monstrous silhouette is moving. Owl has changed – is now something between man and bird. He spreads his wings and they glint in colours of bronze and gold, and then he moves out of sight suddenly – a ferocious strike at something. “He’ll catch up,” she says. “He’s got some cleaning up to do. And besides, I don’t think he likes being in the car. He was irritated all the way down.” She inclines her head at the back seat, and Adam turns to see the torn white leather there.


Pulling out onto the highway, she drives them away.


“There’s a new set of papers in the glovebox for you.”


As promised, Adam finds an envelope. He opens it and draws out a new driving licence, birth certificate and passport, as well as a credit card and some cash. “Simon Davies,” he says. “Rook hasn’t called me Adam.”


“I think you pissed him off.”


“Mmm.” Adam folds the documents away and studies the girl. It’s difficult to see her features behind her enormous sunglasses, but she has a way of looking as fragile as porcelain, yet holding herself as if she’s forged out of steel. Her prosthetic leg starts just below the knee, and it’s made of a clear material, which makes it look as if it’s both there and not there at the same time. “I like your leg, Crow,” he tells her.


“Me too.” She smiles.


They drive in silence for a while, with the Pacific to their right, until Crow steers them up a ramp and onto a highway, joining a stream of other cars. A set of police cruisers hurtle past, sirens blaring, but the muscle car’s windows are tinted and none of them slow. Shortly after, a helicopter also sweeps by. Then there is the open road, and Crow lowers her window – dark hair curling and uncurling in the wind.


Adam begins to relax. “What now?” he asks.


“Rook didn’t tell you? You’re going to help me find Magpie.”


“I figured I’d be doing it by myself.”


“It’s my job,” says Crow. “You’re just the muscle. The brawn. I’ve been doing the PI work for Corvid & Corvid for a long time now, and I think I’m pretty good at it. So you just sit back and try to not think too hard.” She turns towards him and lowers her sunglasses, peering over them and pinning him in place. “Don’t kill anybody unless I tell you to, okay?”


“Got it.”


“Good.” She turns back to the road.


The sun is behind them now, and setting. Soon it will be night. “Where are we going? Rook mentioned Scotland.”


“We’ll end up there eventually. But I want to stop off in Louisiana first. Corvid & Corvid have been looking after Owl’s assets since he’s been on sabbatical, and I was going through the papers and noticed that somebody’s been paying to keep the power on in his old Louisiana property. Traced it back to Magpie. They’re big bills, too. He’s been using a lot of electricity. So, Owl and me want to go see what he’s been doing. It’s going to take us a day or two to get over there, though, so you might want to get comfortable. It’s going to be a long drive.”


Shifting in his seat, Adam leans back and yawns. Truth be told, the car is comfortable. “When was the last time I saw you?” he asks.


“French Riviera, I think. You read about it in a book and wanted to go on holiday there, so I came along. Do you remember?”


“Yes,” Adam lies. When he thinks about the Riviera, he thinks about the hot sun, and the mild chattering of the brightly dressed holidaymakers, and the slow boats made wavering by the heat rising from the water. But he’s not sure which bits of his memory belong to the trip, and which belong to the book. He doesn’t remember Crow at all.


“You fell asleep on the beach, and nobody could wake you up or move you, so we just left you there. I came back in the morning and the water was up to your chest, and you were half buried in the sand, but you were still sound asleep. There were crabs crawling over you, and fish in the pools made by your hands. I wish I’d taken a picture. You sleep like the dead, Adam.”


“Guess I’ve got a lot of death to catch up on.” It’s meant to be a joke, but it comes out morbid, as if there’s a truth to it.


With the oncoming dark, Crow removes her sunglasses.


As the last remnants of the day ebb away in red and yellow, Adam closes his eyes. Already, his brief time in jail is beginning to feel like a dream – as if it happened to someone he read about in a book once.
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