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CHAPTER ONE

“So, let me see if I’ve got this right,” Ashkan paused for effect. Like a lot of gangsters, he fancied himself a bit of an actor. The Iranian Al Pacino was how he styled himself. Right now his well practised glare was boring a hole in Sam’s forehead.

“You muppets borrowed fifty grand of my money, my fucking money, to shoot a feature film. Ten days you said, ten days to shoot it. Two months to edit it, then blam, stick it out on the net as video on demand and we’ll recoup the cost in a matter of weeks. Am I lying?”

“No,” said Sam, appalled at how high and frightened his voice sounded. “Look if you just give us a bit of time we can . . . ”

Ashkan brought the back of his hand across Sam’s face. The blow sent Sam sprawling and the only reason he didn’t fall out of the chair was because he was held there with duct tape. The side of his face stung and it took a second for his vision to come back into focus.

“When it’s your cue to fucking speak I’ll tell you, alright?” said Ashkan. Sam nodded and his head throbbed. Ashkan drew himself up to his full height. At six five he was pretty imposing. He adjusted his leather jacket and smoothed down his Ben Sherman shirt like he was about to go on stage. Then he looked from Sam to Jimmy, who was duct taped to the chair next to him.

“See, what really disappoints me is, I like you guys. I like what you do. You’re good at it. So I put in a little sweetener. I let you off the interest for six whole months. That should’ve been enough time to clear the whole debt. Now, some people might think I was going soft. But I saw it as an investment in my acting career. You guys were writing me a big part in the movie, so it was the least I could do. So yesterday, I rock up at the set with my crew, looking to show off me mad acting skills and what do I find, Farshad?”

“These two cunts, with their dicks in their hands and fuck all else,” said Farshad, a short guy with a thick beard and huge shoulders. He was standing behind Sam and Jimmy.

“That’s right,” said Ashkan. “And trust me guys, as far as dicks go, they weren’t that impressive. I was expecting lights, cameras, the whole fucking shebang. Instead I got mugged off. No equipment, no script, no fucking actors, just you two cunts in an empty fucking warehouse. That’s all I got to show for my fifty grand. Am I lying?”

Sam and Jimmy shook their heads.

“You know what else I found out? Last week you two pissants tried to buy fifty grand’s worth of coke from one of my rivals. One of my fucking rivals! Only someone pulled a gun as it was going down and you were left with fuck all to show for yourselves. What were you gonna do with all that coke? Sell it to your friends in the film biz?”

Sam and Jimmy looked at each other, then nodded hesitantly.

“So you never had any intention of making a film then?”

Sam didn’t know what to do.

“You can talk now,” said Ashkan.

“No, we’re still going to make the film,” said Sam. “I swear we’re going to make it, but we had overheads. I maxed out all my cards funding our last feature and costs were spiralling. We were going to take the profits from the coke and plough it all back into the film, I swear to you we were.”

“Whose idea was this?”

“It . . . it was mine,” Jimmy croaked, after a long pause. He was sweating heavily, it ran in trickles from his chestnut curls and pooled in his beard. He blinked nervously.

“Jimmy thought we could use some of his underworld contacts and bring the deal off quickly,” said Sam.

“Oh yeah,” said Ashkan with a derisive snort. “Big man is Jimmy, really well connected. See, what I don’t understand is, I just found you got some huge fucking trust fund waiting for you. So what the fuck you getting mixed up with all this shit for?”

Sam hung his head. “It’s my parents,” he said in a small voice.

“What?”

“It’s my fucking parents. They won’t let me access the fund until I get a proper job, in the City or something, raping third world countries.”

“You have to admit they’ve got a point. I mean you wouldn’t be in this mess if you had a proper job and I wouldn’t be about to do this.”

Ashkan clicked his fingers. Faisal, one of the thugs who’d grabbed Sam and Jimmy and driven them to the Bethnal Green lock up, sidled up to Ashkan. He was tall and rangy, with a thick black moustache and a scar down his left cheek. He handed Ashkan a syringe. It was the big, thick kind you find in hospitals, not the sort you get at a needle exchange. It was full of clear liquid.

Ashkan grabbed hold of Jimmy’s hair and bent his head to one side. A blue vein throbbed on Jimmy’s neck, Ashkan plunged the syringe into it.

“Jesus, Ashkan,” Jimmy screamed, “What the fuck, what the fuck?”

“Just giving you a little taste innit,” said Ashkan, pushing the plunger. “Thought you boys liked this sorta shit.”

“The fuck is it?” Jimmy looked like he was going to have a fit. The muscles in his legs spasmed and his eyes twitched.

“This shit? This is better than meth, better than any of that crap you get on the street. This is from my private collection. Save it for special occasions, like this one.” Ashkan clicked his fingers and one of his flunkies handed him another syringe.

“Please,” said Sam, as Ashkan approached. “Not the neck, please.”

“It’s better in the jugular vein, innit. Goes straight to the brain see. Gives you twice the fucking hit—Blam!”

Sam felt a sharp prick as the needle hit his vein and the drug shot into his blood. His heart hammered like he was going into cardiac arrest and an ice cold wave washed over him. All the hairs on his body stood on end. The mother of all rushes charged through him. Ashkan hadn’t lied, this stuff was powerful. Sam’s head began to shake and his jaw worked involuntarily. He was blinking about a hundred times a minute.

Faisal put a laptop down on a card table in front of them. “Have I got your attention? Good. Wouldn’t want you to miss a minute of this.” Ashkan opened the laptop. “You boys like film shows don’t you? Well I’ve got one mother of a film for you.” He clicked an icon on the screen and a piece of footage came up. “See this? This is what happens when you fuck with me. When you take my money and mug me off in front of my crew.” Ashkan patted Sam and Jimmy on the shoulders. “Enjoy the show boys.”

The footage showed a dimly lit stone room that could have been a cellar or a prison cell. The camera, held by an amateur, swung unsteadily about the space. It picked out three figures, two men and a woman, strapped to operating tables which were covered in thick plastic sheeting.

One of the men was screaming and sobbing, snot streamed down his top lip as he writhed and fought his straps. The other man, from his expression, was bargaining for his life. He looked Mediterranean, but was shouting in a language that sounded Arabic.

The woman couldn’t have been a bigger contrast. She lay very still, her body completely relaxed and her face serene. She seemed completely at peace with what was going to be done to her.

She was very striking, with strawberry blonde hair and high cheekbones. Her curves suggested a sensuous nature, but her eyes seemed to look heavenward, giving her a saintly, almost beatific look.

“This the tape you got from Mr Isimud?” said Farshad.

“Yeah man,” replied Ashkan. “This is some seriously fucked up shit, seriously fucked up.”

“Sweet, wanted to see this for ages.”

“Some of the things they do man, they’re like artists, trust me, artists—not killers.” Ashkan smacked Sam and Jimmy on the back of the head. He reached over their shoulders and pointed at the screen. “Pay attention boys, this is my money back guarantee. I guarantee this will happen to you if I don’t get my money back.”


CHAPTER TWO

The camera pushed in to a close shot of the Mediterranean guy’s face. He was still babbling desperately as two dark figures moved in on either side. The figures were blurry shadows, underlit and out of focus. Sam wasn’t sure how they’d achieved the effect because the Mediterranean guy’s face was crystal clear, so were the scalpels the figures held.

The blurry figures moved in unison, as though choreographed. They stretched a tight strap across the guy’s forehead to keep his head still. Only his eyes rolled wildly as he pleaded for his life. Then the figures each took hold of an eyelid and pried them apart.

With their other hands the figures brought the scalpels down into the corners of the guy’s eyes. Using tiny, deft movements they severed the muscle tissue holding his eyeballs in place. The guy stopped imploring the figures and shrieked with pain and fear.

Thin streams of blood spurted from the guy’s eye sockets. The figures put down their scalpels and each produced a set of forceps. They took hold of his eyeballs with the forceps and lifted them out of their sockets, pulling them as far as their optic nerves would stretch. Next they turned the eyeballs so the pupils were pointed at the guy’s mouth. Working together, as though their free hands belonged to the same body, the figures applied dental clamps to the guy’s mouth and forced his jaws apart, holding his eyeballs over his mouth the whole while.

With the clamps in place, the figures picked up their scalpels again and took to slicing off the guy’s top and bottom lips. Blood sprayed the cornea of one eyeball and Sam realised that, as the optic nerves were still attached, the guy could still see out of his severed eyes. He was being forced to watch an extreme close up of his own mutilation.

When the lips were removed, the hand of one figure produced a tiny chisel and held it over the guy’s front tooth. It was the sort of delicate tool a sculptor would use to apply the finishing touches to a marble bust. The other figure’s hand brought a mallet into shot.

The camera pushed in to a close up of the guy’s open mouth and throat. The mallet struck the chisel on his front tooth, with such swift force, that the tooth was not only knocked out of its gum, it embedded itself in the lining of the guy’s throat.

The guy choked and yelled in agony, his throat going into spasms. The figures continued to knock his teeth out, angling the chisel with such precision, and striking it with such power, that each of the teeth was driven into a different part of the guy’s throat. When they were done the whole of his gullet was raw and torn and lined with teeth.

“Jesus this is fucking hardcore,” said Farshad. “Is this for real?”

“Dunno,” said Ashkan. “Ain’t seen this bit before.”

“Thought you said you’d watched it all the way through? Twice now.”

“I have, I just ain’t seen this bit before. Must be some glitch or something.”

The camera pulled back from the ruined face of the Mediterranean guy. The figures left him and moved on to the woman. Two more figures joined them at her side. Sam started to cry and tried not to watch as they went to work on her. Jimmy started to hyperventilate next to him.

What they were doing to the woman was a hundred times worse than the damage they’d inflicted on the Mediterranean guy. She didn’t scream or fight them, and that made watching even worse. She just opened her mouth and let out a silent cry of anguish so profound it transcended the desecration of her flesh.

“Aww man, that ain’t right!” said someone behind them, his voice loud with disgust. “That ain’t right.”

Every time Sam or Jimmy tried to close their eyes or turn away Ashkan punched them both in the back of the head. “Ashkan, please man,” said Sam. “You don’t need to show us anymore. You’ve made your point; you’ll get your money. Honestly, even if I have to sell everything, you’ll get your money. Just don’t make me watch any more. Please don’t make me watch anymore.”

The drug in Sam’s system made him even more susceptible to the footage. He could feel everything they were doing to the woman. Ashkan ignored his pleas; he was mesmerised and appalled by what was happening on the laptop.

There were groans and cries of disgust from the other men in the room. “Turn it off man,” said one. “Turn it off, we’ve seen enough.” Another man started wailing and broke into a sob.

“Can’t turn it off,” said Ashkan. “They’ve got to watch this to the end. They have to learn.”

But the men in the room had all had enough. Jimmy heard two of them turn to leave the lock up. “Alright,” said Ashkan. “We’ll leave them to watch the end of it and we’ll go for a smoke.”

Ashkan and his men were standing behind Sam and Jimmy. It was more intimidating that way. It also made it hard for Sam to work out what was happening. He glanced away from the screen to look at Jimmy. Jimmy had his eyes tightly shut. He’d had enough, but Ashkan was too distracted to notice.

Sam closed his eyes, too. He didn’t want to watch any more footage; it was becoming unbearable. The drugs had left his nerve endings raw.

Someone’s footsteps approached them. Sam winced automatically, expecting a blow, but the footsteps went straight past him. He heard tapping on the laptop keyboard. Were they trying to switch it off?

“Fuck,” a voice said in front of him. Sam didn’t recognise it. “Fuck NO! FUCK!”

The sound of something very sharp going into flesh followed. Then a sudden release of breath, as if the air had been knocked out of someone. Cries of alarm and disbelief rang out behind Sam, then broke off, becoming throttled chokes and coughs.

Sam pulled his chin into his chest and hunched his shoulders. Trying to make himself as small as he could while still taped to a chair. He could feel tears welling up behind eyelids that were screwed shut.

The whole lock-up was filled with the wet ripping of torn flesh and the crackling snap of fractured bones. It was like someone had recorded a slaughterhouse and then played it at triple speed. Only the sounds weren’t coming from the tinny laptop speaker, they were all around him.

Sam couldn’t look, couldn’t open his eyes. He just froze. Every sound made him shake more. What were Ashkan and the others doing to Jimmy? Why didn’t he scream? How could the noise be so deafening?

Sam was next, he knew that. He gritted his teeth but it didn’t hold back the sobs that were breaking from his chest. The front of his jeans became warm and wet as his bladder emptied.

One single thought went round and round in his mind.

Please let it be quick.

Please let it be quick.

Please let it be quick.


CHAPTER THREE

A hot jet of liquid hit Sam in the back of the head. He gasped and started to hyperventilate.

“No, please . . . don’t,” he said in a high pitched voice. He hated the way he sounded, but he still begged. “Please, please don’t. Oh God don’t.”

Nothing happened.

He ground his teeth and waited for the first blow.

It didn’t come.

This was worse than torture.

“Just do it, okay. Just fucking do it!”

“Sam?” it was Jimmy’s voice.

Sam opened his eyes and stole a glance at Jimmy. The back of Jimmy’s head was dripping with viscera.

The lock up was dead quiet. Something was wrong. There were thick gobs of blood and torn flesh on Sam’s shoulders. He could feel it dripping from his man bun down the back of his neck.

“Jimmy,” Sam said. “Are you okay?”

“I think so, how about you?”

“I dunno, are you sure you’re okay? The back of your head is covered in blood.”

“Yeah, but I’m pretty sure none of its mine. You?”

“They never touched me. I kept waiting for them to do something, but they never did.”

“What happened to Ashkan and the others? Why are we covered in blood?”

“I don’t know.”

Sam rocked back and forth to turn his chair round and get a better look at the lock up. The floor was slick with blood and his feet skidded. It smelled of fear and blood, like an abattoir.

The whole lock up had changed colour. It was now a deep crimson. All the walls and surfaces were covered in blood. It was raining down in fat drops from the ceiling. Much of it had congealed into the thick puddles filled with heaps of pulverised flesh and bone.

What the hell had Ashkan and his men done? Where the hell had they gone? He looked about the room and saw tiny scraps of clothing that he recognised, in amongst the gore. Then it slowly hit Sam. He was looking at them. This was all that remained of his tormentors.

This was humanity broken down into its essential components. This was what lay beneath the skin of everyone. This is what happened when you tore out the insides of a person and ground them into little pieces. Raw, fragile and utterly ruined.

None of his captors’ violence or selfishness justified this. This was something no human being should ever have to suffer. Sam felt his stomach lurch. He bent his head and emptied his guts onto the blood soaked floor.

“You okay?” said Jimmy.

“Yeah,” said Sam. “Must’ve been a bad pint.”

Jimmy laughed at this. A short high pitched giggle that was more hysterical than anything.

“The hell just happened man?”

“I have no idea, had my eyes closed the whole time.”

“Me, too.”

“This is sick man, this is un-fucking-believable. This is worse than anything we saw on that footage. They’ve been butchered, all of them.”

“Is that even them? I mean, shit, that doesn’t look like any human remains I’ve ever seen. I’ve seen enough photos by now, so have you. They look like ground pork, like someone’s put them through a meat grinder.”

“How is that even possible? This sort of damage should take hours. I wasn’t timing it or anything, but I swear we only had our eyes closed for five or six minutes.”

“I dunno, maybe it’s the drugs.”

“You think?”

“Ever been this high on meth or coke before?”

“Shit no. How could I? I hardly do that stuff.”

“Well I do, and this is hardcore. Who knows how much it’s fucking with our brains. We might have been in here for days for all we know.”

“No I don’t think so.” Sam shook his head and sprayed blood on his chinos.

A long, thin strip of human skin peeled off the ceiling above them and landed with wet slap on the floor.

“So who do you think did this?” said Jimmy. “I mean they didn’t do this to each other, that’s insane.”

“I haven’t a clue. It’s beyond me. I can’t imagine what sort of person is capable of this.”

“Why didn’t they kill us? How come we were spared?”

“Maybe they didn’t see us.”

“How could they miss us? We’re right in the middle of the place.”

“We probably don’t matter to whoever did this. Maybe it’s some gangland thing, a reprisal or whatever. They saw us taped up and realised we weren’t a threat. Plus we had our eyes closed so we can’t identify anyone.”

“What if they come back to finish us off? Tie up loose ends and stuff?”

“Haven’t they cleared off before the cops get here?”

“Are the cops coming?”

“They must be.”

“Who’d call them? It’s totally remote here, no-one would have heard a thing.”

“We’re in the middle of a city. Someone must have heard.”

“I’m not sure I want the cops here.”

“Why? They can’t pin any of this on us. We’re the victims here.”

“We’re the only ones left alive, I don’t think they’ll see us as victims. Besides, what if it comes out that we were gonna offload a serious amount of blow? We could do a lot of time for that.”

“We didn’t actually sell any drugs though.”

“No but I told a lot of people we were going to.”

“Why the fuck would you do that?”

“I was trying to build up a client base. It’s called basic marketing.”

Sam sighed as another rush went through him, making his skin tingle. “It doesn’t matter now. We need to get out of here before anyone else comes.”

“Easy for you to say, I’m kinda taped to a chair, remember?”

“Think I can fix that,” said Sam.

The duct tape went around his chest and arms and both his ankles, holding him to the chair. His cardigan was quite baggy and Sam was pretty sure he could get his left arm out. He was taller and skinnier than Jimmy, so he that gave him more room to manoeuvre. Ashkan had only wanted to scare them, so Faisal hadn’t been too worried about Sam and Jimmy escaping when he taped them up.

This said, Sam nearly dislocated his shoulder getting his left arm free. He leaned a bit too far to the right getting it out of the sleeve and his chair toppled over. He expected to get a face full of blood as he cracked his cheek on the floor, but there didn’t seem as much of it as he thought. When the shooting pains in the side of his head had subsided, he saw there was only a thin smear of blood on the ground. He’d thought there was more. Maybe it had soaked into the concrete.

With a little more wriggling Sam got his right arm free and was able to set the chair back up on its legs. Then he went to work on the tape round his ankles.

“You okay?” said Jimmy.

“Got a sore face and shoulder,” said Sam, as he found the corner of the tape and began peeling it of his right ankle. “But I’ll live.” His left ankle was more difficult, he couldn’t get it loose.

“Sam look,” said Jimmy, nodding his head towards a load of crates nearby. In front of them, in a pool of blood on the ground, was a Stanley knife. It must have fallen out of one of the men’s pockets.

With his left leg still stuck to the chair, Sam stood unsteadily up and moved over to the crates, dragging the chair along with him. He picked up the knife and chopped through the tape round his ankle.

“Thanks,” Jimmy said, as Sam sliced the tape holding him to the chair. Jimmy was shorter than Sam by a good two or three inches, but he was broader across the shoulders and had a stockier frame. This made it harder to get him loose. Jimmy’s winced as Sam sliced through the tape and into the back of his jacket, nicking his skin as he went.

“Ow, watch it,” Jimmy cried,

“Sorry, think I ruined your jacket too.”

“Just get me out.”

Sam cut the rest of the tape and Jimmy got to his feet, stretching his arms and shoulders and stamping his feet to get the life back into them. Sam expected him to send up splashes of blood, but it seemed there was less of it on the floor than ever. It had stopped dripping from the ceiling too. Sam looked up and saw only a thin film, where previously it had been soaked.

The piles of diced flesh and bone looked smaller too, as though they’d shrunk inexplicably. Sam shook his head. The drugs had obviously affected him more than he realised. He dropped the knife and headed towards the large metal doors that led out of the lock up.

“Wait,” Jimmy called out after him. Sam turned. Jimmy was pointing at the laptop. “What about this?”

“What about it?”

“We can’t just leave it here.”

“Of course we can.”

“It’s a potential goldmine.”

“A what?”

“A goldmine. Have you ever seen anything sicker than this footage?”

“Err, take a look around you.”

“I mean on film?”

“I couldn’t watch most of it.”

“Exactly, and we shoot this kind of thing for a living.”

“But the stuff we shoot is all make up and effects.”

“And sometimes people can see that. You’ve read the write ups.”

“So we’re not Tom Savini, so what.”

“We could be, with this. No-one’s seen anything like it. This is more extreme than American Guinea Pig or anything.”

“No,” Sam was incredulous. “No fucking way! Are you out of your fucking mind?”

“No, hear me out. There are a lot of sick fucks out there that would pay through the nose to see this.”

“No-one could sit through the whole footage. We couldn’t take it and neither could Ashkan or his cronies and those guys are killers.”

“So we don’t use the whole footage. We cut it up into little clips, just enough to really freak people out, and we build a whole story around them.”

“I can’t believe you’re suggesting this.”

“Think about it from an economic point of view. After the kit, make up and effects are our biggest expense. We don’t need much kit to shoot a story around this footage and we won’t need any make up or effects. It’ll take our budget down to nothing.”

“Well nothing is all we have at the moment.”

“At least we no longer owe fifty grand to a bloodthirsty loan shark.”

“Well, there is that.”

Sam looked at the flesh heaps, trying to work out which one had been Ashkan. He could have sworn they’d gotten smaller still. His resistance to Jimmy’s idea was also shrinking. In a strange way, Jimmy was making a warped kind of sense.

“Would it work though?” Sam said.

“We could make it work. Please Sam, I need this.”

“You need this?”

“I need something good to come out of this. Shit, look at us, look at this place. It’s covered in blood, we’re covered in blood.” Maybe the blood had congealed, but Sam noticed Jimmy didn’t seem quite so covered anymore. Jimmy continued: “This is worse than getting jacked by that coke dealer. This is worse than anything.” Jimmy’s mouth started to twitch and he let out a sob.

“Keep it together man,” Sam said.

Jimmy picked up the laptop and held it to his chest, like a comfort blanket. “I need to make something positive come out of this. Otherwise what’s the point of living through it?”

“Does there have to be a point?”

“Yes there does.!”

“But we survived, that’s all there is to it, isn’t that enough?”

“We won’t survive though. I won’t survive, not emotionally, not mentally. You know my history man, you know what happened with Jennie. I need something to get me through this.”

Jimmy was starting to get loud and shrill. Sam held his hands up to quiet him. “Okay, okay, take it then.”

Sam glanced round the lock up one last time. His eye fell on a bunch of cardboard boxes piled up against the wall. He went to check them out. The lock up was full of dodgy goods, some of them stolen, some seized in lieu of debt.

He wasn’t sure why he ignored the voice at the back of his mind screaming for him to leave, but he began to rummage in the boxes. He thought about Ashkan and the things he threatened and Sam felt a wave of anger. Fuck that prick, he owed them this.

“What you doing?” said Jimmy joining him.

“Look at this,” Sam pulled a Sony XDCAM from the bottom of the box. The mic cover was missing, but apart from that it was fine.

“PMW-300, professional quality, nice.”

Sam and Jimmy exchanged a look. Geeking out over cameras felt almost normal. Maybe they could salvage something from this after all.

“Come on,” said Sam. “Let’s get out of here.”

As they headed for the exit Sam tried to ignore the fact that half the blood had disappeared from the ceiling and the floors.


CHAPTER FOUR

It was a short walk to Bethnal Green Road but it seemed to take forever to Sam. The sun was really bright and he felt ridiculously exposed. He was dripping with blood and he’d wet himself, how could he not attract attention.

Sam and Jimmy kept to the back streets. The blood dried quickly and seemed almost to evaporate, disappearing as mysteriously as the blood in the lock up. No-one paid them any attention when they hit the main road. Typical Londoners, ignoring everything they didn’t want to see.

Sam tried hailing a couple of black cabs but they weren’t having any of it. Eventually an empty one pulled up at some traffic lights and they tried to jump in.

“Sorry lads,” said the driver, a middle aged guy with thinning hair and brown teeth. “But I can’t have you in the back like that.”

“Please,” said Sam. “We’ve got to get out of here. It’s all dried, we won’t ruin your upholstery.”

“Listen, whatever it is, I’m not interested. I don’t want any trouble.”

“It’s not like you think,” said Jimmy. He pointed to the camera Sam was holding. “We’ve shooting a . . . err, zombie film, that’s all. This is just make up.”

The driver shook his head. “Sorry lads, not gonna happen.” He pulled away as the light turned green.

“You boys need a cab?” said a voice behind them. They turned and saw a Turkish guy standing by a car in a little side street.

“Are you a taxi?” said Jimmy.

“Mini-cab,” the guy said and pointed to an office half way down the side street. The sign outside said: ‘Yilmaz Cars.’ “Just about to knock off for the day. Where you going?”

“Camden,” Jimmy said, and gave him Sam’s address.

“Hop in,” said the guy opening the back door.

Sam climbed into the back seat and let Jimmy ride shotgun. He didn’t feel like talking to the driver. His heart lurched and he started to shiver involuntarily. The drug in his system was wearing off. It was incredibly potent, but obviously didn’t last very long. And the come down was a killer.

“Lived here long?” said the driver as he turned off Old Street onto City Road.

“Not in Camden,” said Jimmy. “That’s where my friend lives. But I’ve lived in various parts of London all my life. How about you?”

“London born and bred, same as yourself. City’s changed a lot since I was a child in the 70s though.”

“I’ll bet it has. It’s changed a lot since I was a kid. Not just the odd building either, whole streets and stuff. You wouldn’t recognise it in some places.”

“Cities are constantly changing,” said the driver, turning to Jimmy. Even from the back seat Sam could see a thoughtful look cross his face. “That’s part of their nature. But it’s also part of their nature to hold their original purpose. They’re a bit like ancient stories. Every generation tells them in a different way, adds new passages, leaves out old ones, but the essential idea remains the same. You might dress it up, so that a contemporary audience finds it more relevant to them, but the core concept is timeless. That’s what gives them power, that’s why people keep telling them.”

“And you think cities are the same?”

“Definitely. We might tear down old streets and throw up new buildings for modern needs, but the reasons people come to the city, and gather in certain locations, never changes.”

“Even when all the old places are gone?”

“The old places are never really gone. They’re still there, right under the surface of the city.”

“You mean underground.”

“No, just hidden, often in plain view. You just need to know where to look for them, what turnings to take. They’re still there, whenever you need to find them. Like really old stories that lie beneath the surface of the new ones. Giving them shape and form, drawing people back to them over the centuries.”

“Wow, you’re quite a philosopher aren’t you?”

The driver smiled and shook his head. “No, I spend a lot of time driving round with just myself for company. Gives you the space to do a lot of thinking, you know what I mean?”

“Yeah, I hear you,” said Jimmy.

Sam knew Jimmy was talking to the driver to take his mind off coming down. He was fidgeting and shuddering as the drug wore off. The driver chose not to see this. He’d probably ferried all kinds of people around in his car. Sam doubted anything would surprise him, not from the way he was talking.

The driver motioned to the back seat with his thumb. “So how about your friend, he from London too?”

“No, he’s from Surrey, what you might call an off-comer, or an adopted son.”

The driver nodded. Sam was mildly irritated by how much personal info Jimmy was giving away. What if the police questioned the driver later about the two blood stained guys he picked up?

Sam stared out of the window as they approached the Angel tube station. Two lanes of the road were cordoned off and several police directed the slow moving traffic into the remaining lane. As they pulled into the far lane, Sam glimpsed a Ford Mazda by the side of the road. It’s windscreen was shattered and its front bonnet crumpled. The numbness Sam felt, about the slaughter he’d just seen, melted at the sight of blood on a lamppost. His mood was plummeting with the comedown and it all became too real for him. His vision blurred as tears filled his eyes.

The driver put his left hand over a tiny ivory statue on top of his dashboard. It was two faced, like the Roman god Janus, but this statue had an old crone on one side and a beautiful maiden on the other. The driver muttered something that might have been a prayer, in a language Sam didn’t recognise. Then he placed two fingers on his forehead, right in the middle of his eyebrows, and touched a small gold pendant hanging from his rearview mirror. It was a mystical symbol, but not one Sam recognised.

Sam hadn’t noticed either the statue or the pendant when they got into the mini-cab. It was as though the driver had conjured them into being as soon as he touched them. Sam shook his head. That sounded crazy. It was the comedown affecting his mind.

The driver shot them a sheepish smile. “Just a prayer,” he said. “For any spirits that might be abroad, newly separated from their bodies.”

“Is that like, a Muslim thing?” said Jimmy gesturing towards the pendant and statue.

The driver’s smile became broader and more knowing. “No, these are artefacts from far older beliefs.”

“Like from Atlantis and shit?”

“Atlantis is a myth, these beliefs are much older than any myth.”

“Doesn’t all myth start with some basis of truth?” Jimmy was really getting into this debate. It was probably the best thing he could do, under the circumstances, but it made Sam uncomfortable. Talk of ‘spirits separated from their bodies’ reminded him of Ashkan and the ruined remains of the other men.

“All myth starts as story,” said the driver. “Sometimes we call the story history, sometimes religion, eventually it all becomes myth. Beneath every myth is an ancient tale, a hidden belief that gives shape and form to every god that’s ever received a prayer on a dark and lonely night.”

“Okay, now you’re getting wa-ay deep. Does this ‘ancient belief’ have a name then?”

“It’s had many names, in every language ever spoken. Some call it ‘the Oldest Truth,’ others—the ‘Faith that Came before Man.’”
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