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It’s there again, soft but clear. I can hear it despite the traffic rushing overhead. ‘Rex,’ it whispers. ‘Rex.’ 

I don’t bother looking for its source. I know there’s no one else here. It’s just as it’s been for the past hour under this bridge: deserted. And the voice is nothing new. I wrap my coat tight around me to keep out the cold, sink my hands in the pockets and hunch my shoulders. It’s just me and the lonely isle of San Intero sitting pretty in the distance, skyscrapers turned to bright pillars of flame as the sun sinks below the horizon. It’s as if the city is on fire. 

In some ways, it is. 

I pull up the sleeve of my coat and speak a command to the Hatchel watch on my wrist. Iridescent numbers blink into existence and float above its black square surface. Half past six reads the time. I shove my sleeve back down. Carter is late. He should have been here thirty minutes ago. It’s unlike him to keep me waiting. I kick at a discarded needle on the ground. It rolls down towards murky brown water, catches on another needle and comes to a stop. The underside of the bridge is littered with the detritus of San Intero. Needles, broken alcohol bottles, old cracked vape cartridges, orange medicine containers - just like the ones in my pockets. You can’t take a step without your foot hitting something. The ground crunches and cracks beneath your feet, as if the very Earth you walk upon is coming apart. 

‘Rex,’ the voice whispers. 

I finger the pill bottle in my left pocket. Its plastic is smooth on the tips of my fingers, almost comforting, just a little sickening. I’ve got one in either pocket. A downer and an upper. The best of both worlds some would say. Me, I would throw these things into the water right now if I could, if they weren’t the only things keeping me together.  

‘Rex,’ it whispers insistently, louder than before. 

Overhead, I can hear tires screech as a car careens through traffic, music with bass amped up to the max blaring through half blown out speakers. Someone screams, there’s the pop of a gun. The voice subsides, disappears entirely, subsumed by the chaos above. The car revs its engine, speeds off. Good. Everything’s back to normal. 

The relief is only to be momentary though. 

‘Rex!’ the voice shouts. 

It’s unhappy I’m not paying attention. 

I grit my teeth. That one was loud. Loud enough to cause a pin prick of a headache. I can feel the voice bouncing around the back of my skull, trapped in a bony cage with nowhere to go. ‘Rex!’ it shouts again. ‘Rex! Rex! Rex!’ I place my hands against my ears. 

‘Stop it,’ I tell the voice.

Sweat trickles down the side of my face despite the winter breeze.

‘Rex!’ 

‘Shut up,’ I say with a clenched jaw. 

This always happens. The voice doesn’t know how to have a respectable argument. It’s all one sided, never listening to me or letting me get a word in. It crescendos until it’s screaming nonsense. Makes me feel like I’m losing my mind. The headache has become all-encompassing. It won’t stop shouting at me. No matter how hard I squeeze my eyes shut I can’t make it go away. There’s no avoiding it then. I’ve held out as long as I can.  

I grab the bottle from my left pocket. It rattles as I pull it out. I unscrew the cap with a thumb, pop a pill straight into my mouth. I don’t need anything to wash it down. Exactly a second later, the world goes silent. I can’t even hear the traffic above me or the rushing of the water in front of me. The city melts away. There’s absolute peace. I lean my head back against the bricked pillar of the bridge, basking in it. It’s the closest to realm of the Sandman I get these days, and I dearly miss that place. 

The doc says the voice is nothing to worry about. It just happens to some people, usually the ones of us who weren’t born into this world, the ones forced to migrate. It’s just stress, the doc says. I’m just stressed out. Work is miserable. It feels like all I do is chase smoke, never getting any closer to its source. They say the definition of insanity is repeating the same actions over and over and expecting a different result. If that’s the case, I’m driving myself insane with this job. I try my best to make the city a better, safer place, but it never feels like I’m doing enough. Everyday someone snaps. Everyday another person loses themselves to senseless violence, as both receiver and committer. I can’t seem to stop it. No matter how hard I try. 

The truth is there is no way to stop it, not with the cocktail of legal amphetamines coursing through our veins. So long as we’re all hooked, we’re fucked.  

Why do I keep on trying then? I’m not even sure anymore. What else would I do? Where else would I go? In the moment of peace the downers bring I can sometimes envision green fields and blue skies, a single willow with drooping branches and heart shaped leaves. The air is fresh in that world, unpolluted by diesel cars and industrial fumes. It smells like milk and honey there. I can feel sunshine on my skin in a way that I never can in San Intero. Does such a place even exist anymore? I don’t know. Maybe somewhere across the country. I’ve never tried to find it. Something’s stopping me. I’m not quite sure what. 

‘Rex?’ 

Slowly the world bleeds back into existence. The rush of cars returns, honks and curses accompanying it. There’s the crack of plastic under the heel of a shoe. The voice is not that of the one in my head. That voice is gone, at least for the next couple hours. This one is deep and raspy, the result of years of habitual smoking. This one belongs to someone I know. Carter stands beside me, lit cigarette dangling from his mouth. It’s about damn time he showed up. 

‘Taking a nap?’ He jokes with a smile. 

He knows I’m not. He knows about catatonics. He gets that way too. We just don’t like to talk about it. We joke about it instead, avoid the subject. 

‘I wish,’ I reply. 

He stands beside me, leans against the pillar and blows out a cloud of smoke. He offers me a cigarette from a silver case. They’re stacked neatly together, all hand rolled and filterless. I shake my head. 

‘You know I don’t smoke anymore,’ I say to him. ‘Those things’ll kill you.’

‘They say too many bananas will kill you too and yet you don’t see people not eating those,’ he replies, closing the case with a sharp click and stuffing it back in a pocket.

‘Bananas and cigarettes aren’t the same thing, Carter.’ 

He just cracks a smile. 

‘So what’s new, Rex?’ He asks casually. 

We do this every month, and he always asks the same question.  

‘Same as ever. Every time I think I mighta found somethin it turns up a dead end. I know Madame Vu’s pushin but not bad meds and not to the pharmas. It’s all undocumented immigrants and convicts, people who pay up front and have a need. And her stuff’s high quality. Not illegally manufactured. We could take her for illegal distribution if we wanted. But she’s clean as far as fakes. Cleaner than a rubber ducky in a sudsy tub.’ 

‘Rubber ducky,’ Carter repeats, chortling as he says it. ‘That’s funny. You’re funny. Ever thought about stand up?’

I shake my head, give a small smile. This guy. He never seems to take anything too seriously. I’m not sure whether it’s endearing or annoying. He continues to smoke. I shut my mouth, watch San Intero burn. Part of me wishes it would turn to ash, disappear with a gust of wind, set me free. 

‘Anything else?’ He asks. 

‘Actually, there is...can I be honest with ya, Carter?’ I ask. 

There’s something I’ve been meaning to bring up with him. A gut feeling.  

‘Of course, you can,’ he replies. 

‘Somethin isn’t addin up. I think we’re lookin in the wrong place. I’ve been sayin it for months now. There’s nothin as I can see linking her, or the Emporium, to the fakes at the pharmas. I’ve been on this assignment for well over nine months and I’ve still got nada. So why are we still looking at Vu? It doesn’t make sense.’ 

Carter shakes his head despondently. 

‘I wish I had some answers for you, to help you, Rex. But the higher ups think Vu is the link, they want us to keep on her. I’m no mind reader. I can’t tell you why. On my end all I’ve got are more dead bodies. Four more just this week alone,’ he says, taking a deep drag of his cigarette. ‘And I’m not even counting the ones we’ve had to terminate. More insos than ever. The fakes are causing pandemonium. We took down one the other week we found eating the face off some woman it’d killed.’ 

‘Shit. It’s gettin worse,’ I say. 

‘Everyday,’ he agrees. ‘Every fuckin day.’ 

‘This city’s fucked,’ I lament, crossing my arms across my chest as a harsh gust of wind blows by. ‘Why do they keep pushin this crap on us?’ 

‘It is,’ he agrees. ‘And who knows. I’m no corpo politician. I’m just here to make sure things don’t get too crazy.’

I shake my head. He continues to smoke. There’s no more to be said on it. We’re just two mice on a wheel. Running, running, running, with no end in sight. 

‘This assignment is startin to feel like some sorta ruse, Carter. Like someone wants me lookin in the wrong places.’

‘That’s a word I haven’t heard in a while - ruse,’ Carter muses. ‘Been reading lately?’ 

‘Not much else to do as a pretend doorman,’ I quip. 

Carter goes silent, smokes his cigarette with long, slow drags. His deflection doesn’t go unnoticed. He doesn’t want to talk about it. It’s suspicious but also not unexpected. I get it. He’s not the one sticking his neck out for a lost cause. All he’s got to do is sit at his desk and push papers around, no need to stir the pot. He’s got it nice and easy. All he’s gotta do is keep his guard dogs leashed. 

‘Anything else?’ He asks. 

Around us dusk falls. Shadows creep and lengthen. They crawl along the ground, threatening to pull you down between pavements cracks, bury you underground. Everything in this city is out to get you. 

‘I might have a lead,’ I tell Carter. ‘Though I doubt it’s gonna help us pin her. Probably just more intel on immigration connections.’ 

Carter turns to me and raises a curious eyebrow.

‘You should’ve started with that, Rex,’ he says. 

I shrug. It doesn’t seem important. It’s not like it’s going to go anywhere. Madame Vu is a false trail. I’m becoming more and more sure of it. But it’s clear I’m barking up the wrong tree. Carter’s not going to be of any help in getting answers. I’m going to have to go at this on my own, figure out why I’m really at Madame Vu’s Emporium and Gift Shop. I’ll give him what I’ve got and go. 

‘Popped up in my inbox yesterday like it was just another message,’ I say. ‘Tried to trace the source but they musta been using a VPN. Message reads as coming from Hong Kong. The time stamp doesn’t correlate either. Says it was sent after I received it.’

Carter nods his head pensively. 

‘Someone’s being careful. What’d it say?’ 

‘Today’s date, Casa Pollo, 9 pm, Vu. Signed off with the letter M,’ I tell him. ‘Sweet and simple.’ 

‘Someone knows you’re casing the Emporium.’ 

I nod and stamp my feet on the ground to keep the cold from creeping into my shoes. I’m not overly concerned. Whoever sent the message could have had me killed if they wanted. One word to Madame Vu that I was not Johnny the bodyguard, but I was Rex Roth of San Intero PD, and I’d be toast. It’s clear they just want to talk, and they’ve got the upper hand, so I’ll be there to listen. There’s silence between Carter and I again. 

It’s strange to think we were once close, he and I. That we used to be buddy buddy, riding around in a car together all day, groaning over the paperwork we had to stay up all night for. I can’t count the number of times we clinked coffee cups, saluting the day after another all-nighter. Now it’s like there’s a wall between us. It’s all business. There’s nothing of the personal left. 

‘Well, if that’s all,’ Carter says, pushing himself off the pillar. ‘I should be getting back to the precinct. Let me know how the meet goes.’  

I give a slow nod. 

‘Will do. See ya, Carter,’ I say. 

‘Till next month, Rex.’

Carter waves a carefree hand and walks off. It’s half dismissal, half goodbye. He turns a corner and disappears from sight. Once again, it’s just me and the city – my best friend, my arch nemesis, my ride or die companion. Its flames are near extinguished, night turning its spires an inky black. Lights flicker on, appearing one at a time. They’re like so many embers burning within a dead fire. I turn and head the opposite direction from Carter. It’s nearly dinner time and I have a hankering for fried chicken. 
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City lights play across my windshield dappling the interior of my car in hot pinks and bright yellows. They chase one another, race up and over the hood, hopping off the trunk and onto the car behind me. It’s a never-ending game of tag. The moment the sun goes down the lights come out to play. Between the streetlamps and neon storefronts, there’s no part of the city where night is true. I’m not sure I even know what complete darkness looks like anymore. I don’t see it in the world around me and I don’t see it behind my lids. 

It’s strange to think one could miss it. But I do. Maybe it’s instinctual, or maybe it’s taught, but we fear the dark. I can see why we’ve tried to rid ourselves of it. Night is the realm of nightmares, where the monsters reside. We’re always trying to avoid it, actively running from it. It embodies uncertainty, danger. That doesn’t seem to make as much sense these days though, not when the monsters are everywhere, unrestricted to the dark. 

The streets hum with manic energy. Everyone walks fast and talks loud. They’re amped up, ready for anything to happen at any moment. And their right to act as so. You can never tell what will happen on these streets. Store front and billboard signs keep the population enraptured with our new reality despite its clear failings, touting the miracle of Somnum. It’s all over the city. The message subtle yet bold. ‘Free from the tyranny of the pillow,’ one reads, on it a picture of woman dressed like a Spartan slaying a pillow with a sword. ‘Live every day to the fullest’ another says. It features a happy looking man with giant, phallic shaped pill in his hands.  

No one really knows why sleep is necessary. There are all sorts of theories out there. Some say it’s evolutionary - it’s safer for living creatures to hide away and stay asleep at certain parts of the day. Those who did so survived the longest, managed to copulate and breed the best. Some say it has to do with energy expenditure - our bodies expend so much when we’re awake that we have to slow it down, come to a full rest and replenish our stores. It’s been proven that during sleep is when muscles are built and hormones released. It’s a time of regeneration. I know, back when I slept, waking up was like popping a breath mint. It was refreshing. There was nothing quite like the feeling. 

The corpos of course have their own theory on it. They’ve decreed it a hindrance, a flaw in human biology. One to be corrected like bad eyesight or crooked teeth. You don’t need it. You’re better off without it. Besides, everything sleep accomplishes can be done with modern medicine, and it can be done better and faster. Want bulging arm and leg muscles, to activate those satellite cells even when you’re not at rest? Implant an IGF and testosterone pump in your thigh. Eat concentrated bricks of protein the size of a finger. It works, it’s a modern-day miracle, says the man in the ad. And he’s to be trusted. His neck muscles are piled so high his face is sinking into them. It's every man’s dream to be as ripped as him. 

Got a class to pass and you’re struggling to concentrate? Just can’t seem to absorb any of the information on the screen in front of you? Don’t worry! Sindy has a solution for you. There’s no need to sleep on it. Heck! There’s no need to sleep on anything. You don’t even need to own a bed! You just need acetylcholine eye drops and to boof some Adderall. Et voila! An instant boost to those cognitive stores. Or so Sindy says. Her high pitched, doll like voice screeches through the airwaves, her ad playing on the radio every ten minutes. Just another priestess of the modern era proselytizing. 
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