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Mission Skyscraper

 

Eule Grey

 


There’s a time before and a time after. This story is for all those who are trapped in the middle.


Author’s Note

Sensory overload is a vampire. It sucks away our lives. Please hear us when we beg for accommodations.

This story deals with the aftermath of a suicide. Follow the links provided if you need to, and speak up however you can. Shout, shout, SHOUT! You matter.

UK

Samaritans— If you need someone to talk to, they listen. They won't judge or tell you what to do.

Childline—a free, private and confidential service where you can talk about anything. They’re here for you online, on the phone, anytime.

US

The Trevor Project—Here you can reach out to a counselor if you're struggling, find answers and information, and get the tools you need to help someone else.

988 Lifeline—The 988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline provides free and confidential emotional support to people in suicidal crisis or emotional distress 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, across the United States and its territories

American Foundation for Suicide Prevention—a voluntary health organization that gives those affected by suicide a nationwide community empowered by research, education and advocacy


Chapter One

The daydreams of Culleen/Colleen Farcy.

Thief.

Spy.

Lone warrior.

Teenage mutant thief.

My skills are unique, like scaling a wall and hearing bombs before they activate. I’ve evolved from nothing to a top-class thief, the kind you see on TV: stealthy, faster than the wind.

The best time for stealing art is late at night when the world sleeps beneath the cloak of darkness. Whoever snatched the art doesn’t yet realise someone slips through the cracks of the armour, breaking open their codes, taking back what villains stole, reclaiming paintings and sculptures, and returning them to their rightful place—Me.

Once home, the worlds and people frozen inside the pictures and sculptures can return to life, thaw, and then they’re home with their books and possessions, free to get on with everyday stuff like eating toast, making clay models, and watching TV in the middle of the night.

My powers are not superhuman but crafted from stubbornness, persistence, and a Lycra catsuit.

Unfortunately, the world is unaware a crime has taken place, a thing of beauty seized. If the police knew of my mission, they’d look at me with pity and say, “Off home now, lad,” as if I were a boy when I’m not, as if my assignment didn’t matter.

Only the people trapped understand the importance of my mission. Their echoing cries are killing me. Hearing a voice so lost is the saddest thing in the world.

I work alone. It must be so. I’m a cowgirl of the night, a shepherd of shadows.

But wait… My ear buzzes with someone trapped, trying to get out. There’s no way to silence the voices except to listen. You can’t ignore thunder. Whether you hide beneath the bed or not, the skies will rip apart anyway.

The buzz turns into a ringing, and now I’ve got numb hands. It pisses me off. There’s no need to attack my fingers. I try to ignore the voices by covering my ears. It should work.

It doesn’t.

The voices get everywhere, make my home itchy, and the food taste of sand. I can’t get away because they come from inside and not outside. Everywhere I go, they follow.

I want to get away. I hate them. “I don’t want to help you. Go away. Ask someone else. I’m only a kid, unsure whether I’m a boy or a girl.”

The buzzing becomes the voices. They won’t leave now until the mission is over.

It will be full of danger and risk. I expect to be undercover for a long time, maybe a year or ten years. Time is funny when you’re an art thief. I may not survive.

My ears hurt from the intensity of the buzz and the harshness of the light. This job is going to be bad.

Fear won’t stop me. I’m afraid, though, numb with worry.

Numb. You can’t hear the end of the word, the letter ‘b’. It throbs until the end of time. It’s a trapped memory dying to be freed, a swinging rope caught between motion and force. At what point does the ‘b’ cease ringing, and the rope stops swinging to and fro?

To and fro.

Forwards and back.

This time, there are two voices, far away echoes. Round and round, they spin, losing the words and the sense until all that’s left is the raw plea.

‘Hear us.’

It’s not a question.

They’re inside me now. I can no longer walk away or ignore them. I tried for a whole year.

It’s time to act—

—To put on the unique clothes made from the best quality, intended for any terrain. Dressing has become a ritual to switch from ordinary kid to teenage mutant thief.

Jeans, black as Drac, clinging tight against my legs. During a mission last year, laser beams exploded less than a millimetre away. It’s why I don’t wear surplus material that could set off alarms.

I shimmy in quickly and then wriggle into the gloves. I don’t want to leave fingerprints.

Last, my trainers, made especially for this occasion, the most crucial task yet, made of reinforced bounce that will help me run. And if I should need to climb, sucker pads along the bottom and sides will assist.

In these clothes, I could easily run away from home, and they’d never find me. Could I save the world? Maybe.

The voices squat inside my pores and my heart. Their burden is heavy. My ears and throat hurt. An invisible force pushes me forwards and backwards, but what is it?

Ignorance is bliss. I’ve heard it somewhere, but I don’t think it’s true.

“Goodbye,” I say, fading away into the night, whoosh, as stealthy as a ninja.


Chapter Two

Under a blinding light, the teacher responsible for troubled kids barked a command: “Take a seat.” The bark resounded and expanded, entering the canals and the tunnels of Cullen’s ears, where the buzzing lived.

He hunched further, head touching the comforting cloth of his hood, feeling sick enough to cry. A twisted branch with a pointed finger on the tip tapped the window to catch his attention. In the wind, the branches swayed forwards and backwards, to and fro.

If he was quick, Cullen might reach the doors and escape the endless swinging and the intensity of the light. “No, I won’t.”

After Tuesday’s telling-off, he’d dashed from the room, reaching the reception before the teachers caught up.

Mr Parker sidestepped heavily in front of the door, which was the only means of exit. “And take your coat off. I won’t tell you again.” His voice grew quieter. “I’m trying to help you here, but you’re not making it easy. Sit down, and I’ll get you some water, lad. Sit.”

Lad. They always said it here. Lad, bad, sad, mad. If they called you a word enough times, did it come true? What did ‘lad’ mean anyway, besides a flapping, rushing sensation inside his chest because Mr Parker was wrong?

Inside the hood of his coat, Cullen became safe from the day’s stresses, distant from teachers shouting about exams, far enough from terrifying lights, and removed from noisy kids. The heavy cloth muffled all irritations, even if it didn’t suppress the buzzing or the nasty swing of the branches tapping the window.

“Sit!”

Cullen understood he should sit down. Why couldn’t he do what they demanded? He didn’t want to be in trouble, caught like a fly in a web. No matter his choices, each day brought taunting, fights, and detentions. Some days, a scuffle broke out at the school gates. Others, Mum growled before Cullen even left the bathroom. There wasn’t always time to run, and when he hid, they dragged him into the light.

Mr Parker paced the room with a red face and clenched fists, and repeated, “Sit, lad.”

The word stuck in Cullen’s chest. ‘Lad’. After months of deliberation, he’d unravelled the differences in appearance between lads and lasses into lists, though what went on beneath the skin remained a mystery. The conclusions hadn’t helped work out where he fit.

Lads generally wore their hair short. Lasses plastered stuff onto their faces. Lads were sometimes scruffy and rude, standing in groups, smoking, and looking at girls. Girls could be rude, too, but they took the trouble to avoid Cullen, and they often smelled nicer.

Some kids stood apart from the boy/girl gangs, like Samir, who’d started talking to Cullen at break times, seeking him out with wanting eyes Cullen didn’t understand.

Mr Parker clicked his fingers. “Are you with me or off with the fairies?”

Cullen tried to remember why he’d been called into Mr Parker’s room. “With you, sir.” He refused to look into the lights and Mr Parker’s knowing face. Instead, he kept his eyes fixed on a Newton’s cradle sat on the teacher’s desk, with the balls perpetually swinging. Once, in a house far away, Cullen had crafted a similar model.

“Have you ever wondered, sir, at what precise point an object moves—and when it stops?” Cullen pointed to the desk.

Something happened to Mr Parker’s face. “Are you hurt?” His voice quietened.

The room’s atmosphere changed from spiky to soft.

Cullen took advantage of the pause, slithering onto a seat, keeping his chin on his chest and his hands over his ears; sitting down didn’t make him a lad. He’d had a sore throat and itchy, buzzing ears all day. Did those pains mean he was hurt? “I don’t think so. Not more than yesterday.”

Mr Parker started to speak and then stopped. His mouth twisted as if he were trying to taste something he couldn’t find. “I take it today is a bad day. Yes? What made it start bad? You were doing great up to now.” He sat facing Cullen, eyebrows high, anger gone.

Except for the motion toy, the room fell silent. The reprise enabled Cullen to swallow away the memory of the swinging branch that resembled legs, feet, and shoes.

Then Mr Parker rapped the table with his knuckles, and all the silence disintegrated into splinters of red glass. Rap! Some pieces landed on Cullen’s hood, slithering into his ears where the buzzing crawled and writhed. “Take your hands off your head. I want an answer. You were doing great, and then you ran from class and locked yourself in the cleaning cupboard. Not great!”

To gain time, Cullen shrugged. He’d seen a kid doing it at break time. “Great. Not great,” he repeated, thinking about revered historical people like Winston Churchill and Isaac Newton. Nothing about the day resembled such greatness, made from science, politics, and education.

Yesterday, he’d skipped history class and hid under the stairs, which was great because the small space was dark and quiet enough for a lad to become a lass, or maybe both.

He didn’t want trouble. Trouble brought noise. Cullen craved something huge and scary that lived beyond his mind, near the buzzing and the swinging. “I don’t think so, sir. I didn’t do anything great.”

It was the most honest answer Cullen could offer, yet Mr Parker did not look happy, drumming his fingers on the table, one-two, one-two, one-two, you’re in shit.

“This is what I’m going to do,” Mr Parker said. “You can go to inclusion and work there for the rest of today under lock and key. I’m going to call your mum and ask her to come in. Again.” He inched forwards. Cullen tried to believe he was protected under the hood. “Unless there’s something else you want to say? Anything at all? Do you want to? This is your chance, Cullen Farcy. I’m all ears.”

The branch tapped on the window and swung in a great arc, blowing in the wind, kicking the shoes against the window.

The words ‘want’ and ‘great’ tumbled into Cullen’s fear, gathering speed and momentum.

“Want to say? What do you mean?”

Want was a sensation you woke up with, a shadow. It followed and taunted, out of reach, climbing higher in Cullen’s brain than the galloping horses of Mr Parker’s tapping fingers.

Mr Parker exhaled a long, exasperated sigh. “Have a think about it for a few minutes. There’s no need for all this drama, you know. If you’d talk to me; I don’t want much. A few words? Even one word? You can, can’t you?” He smiled kindly.

Cullen could only answer with one word. “Yes.” His head stalled with too many thoughts trapped, like the baby’s plastic letters after he’d shoved them down the side of the fridge.

What would happen if some words escaped their prison and ripped apart the room? What then? Teachers and parents said they wanted to know, but Cullen didn’t believe them. It was exhausting. He was bone tired, too scared to try.

If Mr Parker touched him, it would not be good. The shock would join forces with all the wanting, and Cullen would have no choice but to behave exactly as a bad lad would, even though he wasn’t a lad or a lass at all.

Mr Parker took both sides of Cullen’s hood and dragged it off his face. “I can see you’re trying. I know it isn’t easy. I really do. But if you keep going as you are, you’ll end up in serious trouble. I’ve got an idea—why don’t you and Samir enter the summer art thing? He’s good, and so are you. It would take your mind off—things.”

Cullen looked up into the fluorescent lighting and the sun outside the window. A towering shape flashed behind his eyes. A swinging sensation grabbed his body and ripped him in two. One half moved, rocking in the wind, while the other sat quietly with Mr Parker.

When Cullen opened his eyes again, rotting winter and freshness he didn’t want to think about rose in the air. “Okay, sir. I’ll enter the competition with Samir.”
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