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  Content Advisory


  This collection of stories includes violence, swearing and graphic content which some readers may find disturbing.


  Note: stories have intentionally been presented in US English or UK English, depending on the location in which the story is set.


  This is a work of fiction, and the characters and events in it exist only in its pages and in the author’s imagination. While it includes reference to real locations and famous people, these are fictional representations, which may or may not be factually correct. Any similarity to people, living or dead, is coincidental.


  Slice


  The harsh light glinted off the upraised blade whilst he paused momentarily, as if to savour the first cutting stroke. Within the thick black beard, his red-lipped mouth opened, revealing jagged yellowed teeth as he licked his lips in anticipation of the work ahead, allowing his gloating, bloodshot eyes to linger with pleasure on the limp body laying outstretched before him.


  Sweetly attractive, blonde-haired Carol Thompson’s cornflower-blue eyes stared, wide and astonished, at the gleaming metal poised to slice open the defenceless young stomach, permitting the glutinous, stinking pile of entrails to tumble out.


  A strangled gulp escaped her trembling lips as the razor-sharp blade swept down, cutting through the soft skin, making a sound like material tearing as it sliced down into the lower stomach. From the gaping incision streamed the dark, thick blood and intestines, bringing with them the ghastly odour of the abattoir.


  Beads of sweat gathered on his beetle-browed forehead, multiplied, ran down his black-pored nose and dripped onto the reeking mess. Wielding his bloody knife with dexterity, he continued his grisly work, his hairy, long-fingered hands like huge, blood-spattered spiders as he continued adding to the sickening heap of tangled viscera.


  Finally wiping his gory palms on his stained overalls, he turned from the revolting mound and smiled.


  “Now then, Carol, was it one pound of beef sausage as well as the rabbit?


  Terminus


  The green clockwork-apple timer blared its warning.


  Jack Horton’s thirty-one-year-old head sadly emerged from between Rachel Manning’s thighs.


  “No, Jack!” she gasped. “Don’t stop!” She tried to halt his progress as he licked his way through her carefully trimmed pubic hair and up her sweat-dappled belly.


  He paused at her twin navel rings. “Gotta go, hon,” he murmured softly. His fingers tweaked her plum-like nipples. “The ‘Graveyard Express’ has to keep its appointment with the dead.”


  “Oh, you!” Rachel pouted. Her fleshy arms wrapped around his neck as he nuzzled her full breasts. “Why’d you start something you can’t finish?”


  “Hey, what d’you mean?”


  He rolled to one side, pointed to his penis, still wrapped in its rubber overcoat. “That’s full to burstin’, my dear. You know damn well I don’t leave any job half done!”


  Rachel turned to face him, blonde hair draping across his damp chest. She kissed him, long and hard. “I’ll be waiting when you get back.”


  Jack glanced at his watch and hurried to the bathroom. “No time to shower.” But before he left, he downed a mug of coffee in the café downstairs and planted a brief kiss on Rachel’s waiting lips as she stood behind the counter. Clad again, in her usual uniform, no one would have suspected what had taken place upstairs.


  It was still raining when Jack climbed into the driving seat of the single-decker bus. A double toot on the horn, and he drove away from the welcoming lights of Peg’s Café.


  Torrential rain lashed the windows and hammered on the roof. Rolling thunder almost drowned the diesel-engine noise, threatening to compact Jack’s metal haven. He manoeuvred the elderly thirty-eight-seater into place, switched off the ignition and heaved a sigh of relief.


  It was hell driving in this weather, and he wasn’t keen to get out in it either, but as he moved to leave, a sudden darkness impinged on his consciousness, and he turned to look through the streaming glass at the blackness beyond.


  “Well, that’s bloody great. One spot of rain and the light pops out!” His disgusted gaze verified that the crossroads centre light, strung on cables from five poles, had failed again.


  “Won’t be sorry to get this old heap tucked up for the night,” he muttered as he extracted himself from the seat, glad it was the last trip—the ‘Midnight Express’ or the ‘Graveyard Shift’, as the lads called it. A loss-making run. Passengers who lived out this way were few in number as most families had their own transport these days. However, the managers had to honour their undertaking.


  The additional mug of coffee during his supper break now made itself felt, and Jack stood by the entrance, pulling a raincoat over his regulation navy blouson and grey trousers. Time for a good long slash, he thought as he fastened the hood around his neck.


  The downpour had eased somewhat, he noticed, as he pushed the roof button operating the folding passenger doors. He left them open as he trotted around the rear of the bus shelter. The illumination from his vehicle was sufficient for him to position himself between the back of the shelter, with its overhanging corrugated Perspex roof, and the waist-high wall surrounding the overgrown cemetery.


  Jack smiled with thoughtless self-gratification as his hot stream arced through the chill-inducing rain between the rusty railings surmounting the old wall. It splashed onto the tangled mass of weeds and moss that covered the resting place of those whose journey through life had terminated here.


  Deafening cracks of thunder assailed his ears, and lightning flashed vividly across the sky, briefly dazzling him with demonic pyrotechnics. With the easing of the rain, Jack was able to discern, through the steam of his outpouring, the vaguely ominous outline of the ancient, glassless church tower. The coach lights reflected dully from the crooked gravestones and blackened crosses—age-encrusted monuments to the frailty of life.


  The thunder rolled away, and as his flow decreased, Jack half-heard something different from the steady patter of liquid on stone. He halted mid re-zipping to listen, attempting to peer through the rusted railings into the gloom beyond.


  A dull grinding sound, difficult to identify.


  It stopped. Then, as he moved off, the impression of movement on the periphery of his vision momentarily halted his steps. More lightning fingered its way across the turbulent sky; spikes of blue-white fire prodded the sodden earth. Jack whipped his head to the left but could detect no further movement.


  “Imagination,” he muttered as he returned to his vehicle.


  Standing on the top step, he unfastened his raincoat and tossed it carelessly on the worn driver’s seat. He remained on the step to light a cigarette, heedless of the rain whilst glancing over the fields towards the sparse lights of Werley town.


  “A right hobgoblin night, this is,” he murmured and drew deeply, breaking out in a fit of apoplectic coughing that took a while to subside. Bloody cancer stick. He tossed the cigarette into a puddle and watched it sizzle briefly. As if its death had been a signal, the heavens exploded again with more displays of electric patterns, but this time directly overhead.


  Never before had Jack seen such a fascinating, disturbing demonstration of nature’s frightening powers. Forked stilettos rippled above him, bifurcated and dived earthward, and he actually ducked further inside his coach as a brilliant prong clawed savagely at the broken weather vane atop the ancient church tower. The sound of falling masonry was swiftly obliterated by the avalanche of thunder accompanied by a pounding deluge.


  Jack glanced at his watch and realised he still had time to spare. He buttoned the pneumatic doors shut, then pulled from beneath his driver’s seat a thin, crumpled gaudy magazine. He settled back in the front passenger seat with his legs stretched before him and began to read again the movie guide passed to him by one of his colleagues.


  It was whilst Jack was reading the review of George A. Romero’s early gore-filled horror films of the cannibalistic ‘undead’, several of which he had seen, that he felt he was being watched.


  A peculiar sensation.


  Jack looked up from the magazine and stared blindly at the coach windows, opaque with condensation and streaming water. He shrugged uneasily, but the feeling remained. He rose to his feet, punched the door button, allowing bellows of thunder and myriad swirls of rain-filled air to enter the coach.


  “Christ! What a bloody awful night!”


  The epithet did nothing to assuage his discomfort, but a brief recollection of the smoky, overheated interior of Peg’s Café in which he’d enjoyed an early supper made him smile. Blonde Rachel Manning, Peg’s best waitress, would be waiting for him again when he’d checked the bus in at the depot, and he’d soon forget the thunderstorm once they were in bed. During the past few months, Rachel’s vigour had never ceased to amaze and delight him.


  Jack sat with a daft grin on his face until he became aware of the hairs on the back of his neck prickling unpleasantly. With a reluctance he could not understand, he turned and looked along the length of the brightly lit coach.


  A cold shiver of apprehension ran down his spine as he saw, beyond the shining rows of green vinyl and stainless steel, a bizarre figure in a dark suit, sitting motionless in the centre of the long back seat.


  “Oh. Hi.” Jack hesitantly rose to his feet and tossed the review towards his raincoat. “I, er…I didn’t see you there.”


  The hunched figure made no response.


  Dry-throated, Jack stepped doubtfully towards the rear of the bus, noting water dripping from the figure’s black suit and forming a puddle around his old-fashioned black boots.


  “Dirty old night,” Jack tried, jerking a thumb up at the metal roof vibrating beneath the ferocious onslaught. “Heavy enough to wake the de—” His voice died away.


  Now only several yards away from his silent passenger, Jack halted, disconcerted by the deep-set eyes peering balefully up at him from a downcast head.


  Jack’s first thought on seeing the scabrous skull with its tufts of wet, mousy hair was that the owner should be in a hospital bed. Under the fluorescent roof lights, his skin appeared to be pulsing and had a greenish-grey pallor. The black eyes nestled deep within swollen, suppurating flesh. Glistening blisters exuding foul brownish-yellow fluid covered the stranger’s face. A nauseating odour caused Jack’s nostrils to wrinkle in disgust.


  “Are you all right?” he asked, but his voice faded again. His disbelieving eyes registered with revulsion the long worm which had eased itself from his passenger’s left ear and vanished inside his mould-tinged collar. Before Jack could break from his sudden dread-filled paralysis, two plump white maggots slid from the passenger’s misshapen nose to be swiftly caught by his black tongue and sucked inside rotting lips.


  “Uugghh!”


  Jack backed away on nausea-weakened legs, the unceasing ferocity of the hovering storm forgotten as cold sweat oozed from his pores. Jagged talons of fire ripped their way among tumultuous clouds, stabbing the helpless land with lethal bolts of high energy. The air seemed to quiver with the violence of the thunder.


  Jack’s trance was abruptly shattered by the coach trembling. He knew that sensation. It meant people were boarding his vehicle. Relief brought activity to his legs. He turned and ran towards the doors, a smile breaking through his strained features.


  “No!” he shrieked as he came to a horrified halt. Halfway up the steps were the leaders of a large group of male and female creatures similar to the thing in the black suit.


  Clad in a variety of mouldering garments, the silent mob lurched forward. The sight of their putrescent disfigurements drained the blood from Jack’s Benidorm-tanned cheeks. Abhorrent disbelief widened his hazel eyes beneath his tousled black hair.


  “Jesus Christ!”


  He grasped a chrome seat rail as his legs threatened to collapse. It were as if the lurid video catalogue now lying on the floor had come to life!


  Common sense swiftly asserted itself. Obviously, the guys from the depot were taking the mickey.


  “Come on, lads,” Jack guffawed. Relief amplified his laugh. “Very funny. You scared the bloody shit out of me, all dressed up like The Living Dead!”


  But even as he spoke, Jack realised the mute, shambling, gruesome crowd could not possibly be human.


  The effort to ascend the top step proved too much for the foremost creatures. First one, then another collapsed, and as the second one fell, striking its head against the door, the skull broke apart, releasing a foul sponge-like brownish-yellow mess of sludge and writhing worms.


  Holding back his vomit with an effort, Jack thumbed the roof button.


  The pneumatic doors unfolded and banged into the tight-packed mass of rotting sub-humans. Fortunately, few possessed any measurable strength, and they began to fall off the coach to be trampled by the ever increasing horde now clambering around the entrance.


  George A. Romero’s zombie extras were pale carbons of these horrors, but Jack was thankful these creatures did not have the fibre of the celluloid blood-hungry monsters.


  Moments later, the doors shut together, and Jack’s shock-dazed eyes were locked on the loathsome remains on the steps—two putrefying arms and a foot exuding pale worms and a reeking greenish-black glutinous substance.


  Now that the banging of the doors had ceased, Jack abruptly became aware of something other than the lessening rain drumming on the metal roof. The thunder had stopped, but this was more subtle, menacing.


  A slithering, squelching sound, immediately behind him.


  Whirling around, Jack saw the repulsive thing from the rear of the coach was now only a metre from him, decaying hands outstretched, only strips of crusted skin holding together the yellowed bones. The swollen flesh around the eyes had burst, exposing bloody eyeballs, one of which hung at the side of the half-eaten nose. Streams of snail-like mucus crawled from the ruined sockets into the dark, insanely grinning maw between the dangling lip fragments.


  “Aaahhhgggh!” Jack unleashed a howl of purest horror. Stifled within the confining glass, metal and rain, it died, unheard.


  Forcing himself into action, Jack half-turned, grabbed his raincoat and pulled it towards him. It caught on something, and he tugged desperately until, with a slight click, it came free.


  Holding it before him like a shining-black matador’s cloak, he threw himself at the groping monstrosity. It disintegrated beneath his seventy-six kilos like an overripe tomato, the raincoat thankfully preventing any actual body contact between him and the stinking pulp and rotted bones.


  Jack Horton lay prone, sobbing.


  “Oh, Jesus, I’m sorry. So sorry. Christ,” His body shook as he whimpered through the salt of his tears. “Shouldn’t’ve pissed on them. Oh, shit. Oh, God help me! I’m sorry…”


  As he sobbed, he became horribly aware of the repugnant softness interposed with the brittle hardness of some as yet unbroken bones and the stench arising from the crushed remains beneath him. Dampness, mould and decomposition filled his mouth and nose like some sickening mucus, and then the coach tipped slightly.


  Jack turned apprehensive eyes to the doors as he gingerly raised himself from the mind-numbing spread of festering corruption.


  Too late, he realised that his coat had caught on the emergency handle, and in tugging it free, he had re-opened the doors.


  Already four or five dripping wretches were on the steps, their maggot-ridden features twisted with malevolence, nests of crawling larvae filling their eyeless sockets.


  “Oh, God!” moaned Jack weakly as he stood petrified. “Help me. Please, God, please!”


  The coach was a death trap; he had to get out somehow.


  The undead tried clambering the top step yet again. Disfigured skeletal shapes draped in fragments of decaying flesh knocked feebly on the rain-spotted windows, and a melee ensued on the steps as more things clustered there. A twitching scabious hand, almost fleshless, dropped off and lay oozing fluid near Jack’s magazine.


  Fighting down his aversion, Jack forced himself to approach the entrance, but the charnel-like abomination there was too much for him, and he vomited as he registered the hideous scene glaringly visible beneath the fluorescent coach lighting.


  Decomposing forms became repulsively entangled and merged, forming a reeking, amorphous, heaving gelatinous mass extruding twisted limbs, pus, rags, maggots, fungoid skulls and monstrous squirming worms.


  Sidling past the blindly groping tentacles of the writhing mess and uttering desperate prayers, Jack squeezed himself sideways on his driver’s seat, kicking frantically at the loathsome probes, grasping the driver’s door handle behind his back. He fumbled it open and felt a gust of rain-filled wind strike his sweat-soaked shirt.


  As the fetid breath from the putrid black caverns of a lunging obscenity’s throat congested his nostrils, the terrified man hurled himself backwards onto the wet highway.


  ***


  Jack landed on the bonnet of an old Land Rover being erratically driven by an underage, adrenaline-fuelled joyrider named Desmond Kirby. The youngster’s eyes were set upon the dimly lit road ahead, his mind set on the action of his left hand as he tweaked the hardening nipples of Sandra, his giggling companion. Her shriek of horror as the coach loomed in front of the Land Rover made Desmond stamp on the brake, which caused the overused tyres to lose traction on the greasy tarmac. The rusting vehicle skidded wildly.


  Screaming with fear, young Kirby also realised the Land Rover was about to crash. Forgetting Sandra, he flung open the driver’s door and jumped. As he fell from the vehicle, the swinging door momentarily caught his right leg, altering his angle of drop and sending him head first beneath the wheels just as the two vehicles impacted.


  ***


  Jack barely had time to let go of the wipers before the petrol tank of his bus blew up.


  The conflagration irreducibly welded the two vehicles together in a holocaust of molten fire which swiftly consumed traces of all persons, living and dead.


  The ‘Graveyard Shift’ had become the ‘Terminal Shift’.


  Apocalypse


  MacArthur Park’s geyser had been inoperative for several months.


  Not that anyone cared.


  The lake was dotted with floating objects that once had been human, now gas-bloated, decomposing lumps of fetid flesh.


  Not that anyone cared.


  The park’s grass was long and weed-filled. Leaves of once-stately trees and shrubbery were dry and discolored. Smoke from the burning buildings had caused that.


  As for the nauseous, barely recognizable lumps floating in the lake: the natural denizens of the murky water had gone for the succulent eyes first.


  Those who still possessed eyes.


  Many had been torn or thumbed out.


  After the eyes, they went for the knife-hacked flesh, then the gaping holes created by shotgun blasts and high-impact bullets.


  They were the lucky ones.


  The insidious gas dropped the rest, whether they ran or gaped in horror at the carnage taking place.


  Intended to debilitate rather than annihilate, the gas had been aggravated by perpetual smog, and it attacked the nervous system, broke down mental barriers, created unreasoning violence. The eruption of hatred was followed by disgusting excretions from every orifice and destruction of the lungs. Some people shot themselves, shot other people, or were simply shot to death before their weeping, contagious flesh could touch those who had not yet succumbed.


  It could be said those who died in the riots were the lucky ones—if one could call being either torn apart or hacked to death “lucky.”


  Many of the dead wore uniforms.


  The LAPD had borne the brunt of the fury.


  So many racial incidents.


  It had taken too long for the police computers to realize that the outbreaks of brutal violence occurring throughout LA’s 165 square miles might be orchestrated. By the time Mayor Duggan and Police Chief Rossi had been advised, it was too late.


  So many cops were involved in attempting to control ever-increasing crowds that twenty-three bank robberies took place within one hour, leaving eight innocent people dead. That was in addition to the eleven non-whites shot in the disturbances.


  When Officer Andretti accidently shot Marie Howser, a nineteen-year-old pregnant black girl, all hell broke loose. Before his partner, Sergeant Haksomer, could do anything, Andretti was shot with his own PP.38. In retaliation, Haksomer pulled his pistol and was beaten to death with it. The “Officer Down” radio call brought two patrols, but as the officers left their vehicles, the heaving crowd of some 200, mostly non-white, descended upon them. A flurry of gun shots, four additional policemen down, two patrol cars afire, and a mob armed with shotguns, revolvers and gas pellets began looting and firing business premises…


  Police choppers reported similar riots taking place all over the Los Angeles area. Beverly Hills did not escape. A blue-and-white answering a frantic call from the Getty Museum collided with a black road sweeper. From nowhere, angry crowds surrounded the squad car. As an officer attempted to remonstrate, the road sweeper’s shovel was driven into the nape of his neck. His partner, a rookie, stood horrified, until he, too, was brought to the ground. He swiftly lost consciousness under a flurry of kicks. Before he died—shot by his own weapon—he saw his partner’s face dissolve under the blows from the shovel.


  Overall, it was worse than Watts.


  Mayor Dugan and Chief Rossi sent out urgent calls for the National Guard.


  By the time convoys had been assembled, the situation in LA was already out of control and all available helicopters were put into service. It was only when Dugan rang the state governor in Sacramento that the full extent of the disturbances became known.


  The Old Town—Sacramento’s tourist area—consisting of preserved wooden premises, still in use, had been torched, and, as firefighters attempted to control the blaze, mobs had taken to the city streets.


  San Francisco had fared no better. The Golden Gate bridge was jammed solid with fleeing vehicles, resulting in multiple accidents. Racial incidents, similar to those of LA, had taken place. Chinatown and Japantown had been ransacked by a mobs of hundreds, fires were burning all over the city, and the giant wheel that controlled the city’s famous cable cars had been put out of action.


  Over 4,000 square miles of chaos, hundreds of blocked roads.


  Newcomer President Lyle, inaugurated 2018, declared a state of national emergency, sealed the state borders with death-dealing invisible mesh backed up by high-tech laser weaponry. The sky above California became a no-fly zone, as owners of private jets and airlines quickly discovered when their craft were vaporized. Mexico closed its Tijuana border, despite San Diego being relatively untouched.


  The entire Californian coastline, from Mexico to Canada, was ringed by special booms, similar to those used by Florida to dissuade Cuban aliens from setting foot on American soil. The US Navy and Coastguard patrolled the entire length.


  Two blocks away from MacArthur Park, the Royal Wilshire Hotel still smoldered; its twelve-story height cast an ever-lengthening shadow across the ruins of the LA social security office. Across from the LASSO, the ornate brass and wood doors of the National Bank gaped open. From inside drifted the odor of rotting flesh; undwindling, it hung heavy on the humid air.


  Strangely, the intersection lights still functioned in parts of the city, though wrecked autos littered every highway.


  Downtown, the Bonaventure’s chrome-and-glass towers reflected the red sky despite the smoky flames from the skeletal buildings surrounding it. The shattered glass roof above the thirty-two-story atrium created a funnel, and probing tongues of flames consumed its core.


  The stench of death overlaid the acrid odor.


  Underground car parks were choked with smashed automobiles, crushed, burned, mangled, and hacked bodies.


  ***


  It had started as a joke.


  Computer whizz-kid Harry K. Shillaker hacked into NASA’s secure system, sent out a bogus alarm that space exploration had knocked a galaxy out of kilter, resulting in a “Death Star” heading for Earth. The news was quickly spread around California by the sensationalist KYZ TV.


  Earth meltdown was imminent, they reported.


  Harry, a young, sick racist, had tossed into his scenario the suggestion that non-whites would probably be annihilated first.


  Panic-generated hatred erupted in a maelstrom of violence directed first against uniformed whites, and then any white-skinned person was at risk from scare-crazed mobs.


  And so it escalated.


  Mushrooms of violence blossomed all over the world’s most turbulent city.


  Total obliteration, said Harry, was inevitable. The star would burrow into LA’s San Andreas Fault, create a cataclysmic finale, and deadly gases from the Earth’s core would spread a miasma of death, worldwide…


  Harry knew little of the disaster he had created…until a horde of Uzi-toting crazies broke into the WXY building and massacred all the occupants.


  ***


  The use of the untested gas to defuse the madness was suggested by the Pentagon, the vote narrowly carried by Congress. The inability of the debilitating gas to rise above the perpetual smog caused those who suffered it to absorb deadly quantities. Tens of thousands died; California began to die.


  ***


  And human nature consumed itself…


  Terry


  “Bloody daft, some people,” muttered the youth as his pencil-light torch beam revealed a three-inch gap beneath the sash window. Warm night or not, it was just asking to be turned over. He looked around the tiny whitewashed backyard, surrounded, as were the others in the area, by frowning rows of tight-packed terrace houses, their outlines only made visible against the lowering night sky by the yellow glow from the streetlights on the nearby main road.


  The youth replaced the heavy No.10 screwdriver under his belt and, gripping the window bottom firmly in his rubber-gloved hands, gently pushed it upwards until the aperture was wide enough for him to insinuate his slim form through the gap, warily pushing the threadbare curtains to one side as he did so. Motionless, he listened for any sound to indicate his presence had been noted.


  Silence, disturbed only by the loud ticking of the old-fashioned clock on the blockish dark-oak sideboard.


  Following the pool of torchlight, the youth began searching through the miscellany of items cluttering the sideboard. He swore under his breath as he pulled open the drawers and cupboards. Stuffed inside an old tea cosy, his searching fingers found a battered plastic wallet; a smiled stretched his thin lips as he opened the pension book and located two five-pound notes.


  “Must be more somewhere,” he murmured, noting the date stamp. “He only drew his pension this morning.”


  His hungry eyes bright with anticipation, he padded softly over the worn carpet into the cramped kitchen and viewed with expectancy the row of labelled tins and jars on one of the shelves lining the green-distempered walls. His rubbered finger trailed gently across the tins.


  “Eeny, meeny, miny, mo.” He took hold of the tin marked RICE, listened intently as he shook it, then unscrewed the lid as he crossed the vinyl-covered floor to the small wooden kitchen table. Holding the torch between his teeth, he peered into the box.


  “Bingo!”


  It was as his delighted eyes viewed the jumble of crushed banknotes that his left foot landed on something that rolled beneath it causing him to lose his balance and drop the tin whilst retaining a grip on the lid. The tin hit the hard floor with a loud clang, the youth’s flailing empty hand struck the mop and brush handles standing in the corner, and the overall resultant noise brought bubbles of perspiration to the intruder’s forehead.


  “Terry, is that you?”


  The tremulous male voice drifting through the darkness from an upstairs room, though fraught with fear, was strong enough to freeze the youth momentarily.


  “Shit!”


  The sound of feet striking the floor above shocked him into action. He dropped the lid and pulled the screwdriver from his belt. The torch revealed the cause of his misfortune. A miniature red plastic rolling pin.


  “Terry?” The questioning voice was followed by the illumination of the tiny hall and the creaking of the top stairs.


  Leaving the money untouched, the youth moved from the kitchen back into the living room. His rubber-clad fingers gripped the heavy screwdriver firmly, conscious that his hand now felt like a hot-water bottle.


  “Sod it!” he snarled. “Bloody sod it!”


  Striding into the dingy hall, he quickly switched off the dark-shaded light. From the staircase came a stifled cry and a scuffling sound followed by a dull thump and a low groan.


  “Serves yer right, you silly old fool!” the frightened youth spat savagely. More disturbance spread from the centre of the stairway as though the fallen man was still attempting to descend. A sudden thought struck the youth. The old man may have pushed his warden alarm; even now someone could be speeding to his assistance.


  Sweating, he turned and ran back to the open window. A quick flash of his torch and he wriggled through the gap. As he stood upright, his left foot trod on something that gave beneath his weight and emitted a blood-curdling screech.


  “Bastard cat,” he gritted as he crossed the flagged yard to the unlatched door. Moments later, he was running along the sparsely lit, garbage-strewn alleyway bisecting the rows of terraced houses, heedless of the light autumnal drizzle soaking through his jacket. He slowed to a walk as he approached the end of the alley, thrusting the screwdriver back inside his worn jeans. The blue rubber gloves had become glued to his sweating hands and he tore at them in a frenzy of nervousness, finally ripping off the remnants and tossing them aside.


  The youth peered into the cross alley. It was wider and better lit, the lights reflecting from the many puddles that had formed amongst the uneven sets. Swiftly, his trainer-shod feet took him towards the comforting radiance of the streetlights on the main thoroughfare.


  At the corner, the youth paused, forced himself to breathe normally and sauntered out onto the damp pavement. He had taken only a few steps from the alley when he saw, to his dismay, a police officer turning towards him from a side road only a few metres away.


  The officer raised his right arm. “Hey, you!” His stentorian voice rolled through the early morning silence.


  Achned features taut with apprehension, the youth whirled around and ran along the tree-lined avenue. Reaching the nearby junction in seconds, he chanced a brief glance over his shoulder to confirm the officer was far behind him, and a vicious stabbing pain lanced into his genitals, the screwdriver having slipped down his jeans. The youth shrieked in agony, his trainers skidding on the wet leaves adhering to the pavement as his contorted figure slipped, screaming, into the road to be struck almost instantly by a council vehicle turning the corner, driven by the warden, anxious to respond to the alarm call from a frightened pensioner.


  ***


  After the broken body had been dragged clear and laid on the leafy pavement, PC127 Dodd radioed the accident details to his duty sergeant.


  “Poor lad is quite dead,” he ended. “Christ only knows why he ran. I just wanted to ask him if he’d seen old Mr. Thomson’s one-eared cat anywhere on his travels. He called it Terry.”


  Badthing


  “Daddy, I done a bad thing!”


  With a sigh of resignation, Stan Adamson released his mouse, turned away from his computer and smiled indulgently at his seven-year-old daughter. Earlier, he had studiously ignored the clamorous altercation between his wife and Sally.


  “Oh, c’mon, chicken. No daughter of mine does any bad things.”


  Sally, dark-haired and blue-eyed, stood in the study doorway, head downcast, hands behind her back. She looked fearfully at her father and shuffled her sneakers uneasily. “But I have, Daddy!”


  “I know you can’t do anything really bad, my precious.” Stan left his computer chair, bent down, arms outstretched, and smiled. “Come on, then, Sal. Tell Daddy all about it.”


  Sally moved slowly towards him. Tears dribbling down her cheeks. “It’s real bad!”


  Stan remained crouched. Something about Sally’s stance, her rigid posture, and, as his gaze roved over her, the shiny red stuff spattering her left knee, white sock, and sneaker, sent an evil chill through his body.


  “Wh-what’ve y’ done?” he gasped.


  “I hit Mommy.”


  “Ohh!” A sigh of relief swept through him. Ketchup and tantrums.


  “Well, Kitten, that was a little naughty.” Kids, they grow up too fast these days. “Where did you hit Mommy?” It’s like drawing teeth.


  “In the kitchen. She was kneeling on the floor.”


  “Why was she kneeling on the floor?”


  “Picking up the bits of the baking bowl.”


  “Why was the baking bowl in bits?” This will go on all day.


  “I-I knocked it off the table.” The words avalanched from her pale lips. “I didn’t mean to, Daddy. It just happened. An-an’ Mommy smacked me, so I hit her back. I’m sorry, Daddy.”


  “Well, Sal, that’s very naughty,” he admonished. “But…” Stan’s voice died away as Sally approached. “Where did you hit her? Arm, leg?”


  “I-in her eye.”


  A cramp-like pain began in his chest. “Wh-what did you hit her with?” he choked out.


  Silently, Sally brought her hands into view. Her right hand clutched an ice pick.


  Stan’s horrified eyes locked on to the blood that extended halfway up the slender steel spike. “Aahhggh!”


  He lunged for the doorway, knocking Sally into a corner, almost skidded on the polished pine flooring, and halted on the kitchen threshold.
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