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      SWEET DREAMS AREN’T MADE OF THESE. If you love spine chilling horror, full of monsters and great characters, then Dan Soule's two anthologies of short fiction are the perfect introduction to one of the new talents in horror. Not only that but you also get three of the all time classics to keep you up at night.

      Check out what some of the top editors of short horror fiction say about Dan. Paul Guernesy of The Ghost Story, said: “Dan is a cinematic writer... he steadily builds the mood of his narrative from a whisper of uneasiness to a crescendo of full-blown cosmic horror.”

      While Caitlin Marceau, editor Sanitarium Magazine commented, 'His stories aren’t just guaranteed to scare you, they’re guaranteed to devastate you.'

      Join the growing horde of insomniacs who’ve said goodbye to sleep and hello to NIGHT TERRORS. Free from www.dansoule.com.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Phil.

        The best uncle a boy could hope to have.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Memento Mori

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        “By the pricking of my thumbs,

        Something wicked this way comes.”

        ― William Shakespeare, Macbeth
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      Dawn was still a distant shore for all those souls cast adrift on the night. If Annie could keep walking, keep moving, keep on hustling, she would make it through and wash up on her sofa, a fix ebbing in her bloodstream. Then all those thoughts would be kept battened down, along with the ghosts of memories which made them—for a little while longer at least.

      A fix—God! Gotta get a fix. Just one more to see her through the night.

      No point asking God, you silly bint. God don’t live in hell. Got to get it yourself.

      No money, though.

      Wanna fix, gotta turn a trick. But who wants to screw a smackhead?

      Annie had that itch, flushing hot and cold at the same time. How was that even bloody possible? But it always was. She felt like crap. Clammy as a pig’s arse. Maybe too rough. A pale and pasty skeleton in high heels clipping down the streets of Whitechapel.

      With no knickers on, she fixed the hem of her miniskirt. No need to give away the goods, such as they were, and there was definitely no point in getting arrested for indecent exposure. A night drying out in a cell was a sentence to the whip hand of withdrawal.

      Perk yourself up, girl. One thing is for sure: there is always a John with an itch just as big in his trousers. So big they’ll go with a skank like you. Always have, haven’t they? He don’t need to be Prince Charming on a white stallion. Cheese breath with a pony would do. Twenty-five nicker for a blowie. Cock and hen for a bag of brown would still leave fifteen for Henry Grime.

      The pimp always took the lion’s share.

      Law of the jungle, innit?

      It wouldn’t be much of a haul for a night’s work. Long gone were the times when Annie could pull in a monkey for a late shift on the kerb, and give her pimp those five-hundred pounds in tens and twenties, palmed off in a kebab shop doorway. She’d walk away with a ton if she was lucky. Just enough luck to make a living while her figure lasted.

      Heroin had put paid to that, eating her away with each needle and every pull on the foil, exhaling the dragon’s breath to fall into that warm blanket for the soul. Swaddled in the nether, detached from pain, where the world didn’t disappear, it just didn’t matter. Nothing mattered.

      Until it wore off.

      ‘Alright, darlin’?’ Annie crowed at a man in a raincoat across the street, who she’d caught looking at her. He turned away horrified and hurried to join friends who poked fun at him.

      ‘Screw you, you limp dicked wanker!’

      Annie scratched the skin on her arms and then rubbed them, scanning the streets for another likely punter. There wasn’t much time left. The clubs had already turned everyone out, and it was pushing three in the morning. She had to get something, or it was a ring-encrusted fist from Henry Grime on top of the torture of withdrawal for Annie.

      The main roads, with their mix of Victorian yellow and red brick tenements, felt too exposed and busy for her kind of punter tonight. With a plan forming, Annie crossed the road, throwing up two fingers at a cabbie who blared his horn at her.

      ‘Tosser!’ she called back without looking.

      Her ankle wobbled as she mounted the pavement, and her heel broke. ‘Bollocks!’ Annie staggered to a payphone nearby and took off her shoes. They were cheap, their red high-gloss shine now dull and scratched. She tossed them into the phone box and fixed her lipstick in the dirty glass door and froze.

      A dog was reflected in the door. It stood staring at her. Annie didn’t like dogs at the best of times, and for good reason, but this wasn’t some stray mutt. It was enormous, black and sleek, with long, pointed ears and an even longer snout. It stood stone still, its gaze fixed on her.

      Annie’s heart galloped in her skinny chest. Don’t start hyperventilating, you silly cow! But the terror of the old memory had gripped her. She turned like she had done as a little girl in the flat on the fourteenth floor of a tower block long since demolished. Her one-armed dolly lay on the stained carpet in front of the TV, while the programme sang that Mr Spoon was off to Button Moon. It wasn’t her home. Annie had been off-loaded on a family friend while her mother worked her second job. The friend had gone out on an errand and left Annie in the living room. They had a dog kept locked in the kitchen whenever Annie was around, but the door to the kitchen lay open, and Manson the Rottweiler-Pit Bull cross was growling in the opening.

      Ever since, Annie had worn long sleeves. They didn’t just cover up track marks. The gouges of Manson’s teeth were scored into her skin forever. Her shoulder had been weak and prone to dislocation ever since the dog rag-dolled little Annie, all while her one-armed toy gazed blankly as her best friend screamed.

      All grown up now, Annie backed away from the dog. The pavement was hard under her bare feet. The dog didn’t move; it watched like Manson had done—until he didn’t.

      Don’t run, Annie told herself. Her eyes darted around the streets looking for other people. Now her plan to go somewhere quieter wasn’t looking so great, but heading back towards the livelier heart of Whitechapel meant going towards the dog. Instead, she crossed back over the road. Someone was bound to be around soon.

      With a slow turn of its head, the dog watched her go, its short, black hair shining in the streetlights.

      Annie quickened her pace, crossed the entrance to a dark alley full of rubbish bins, and glanced behind. The dog wasn’t there. She slowed and put a hand to her heart.

      ‘You silly bint. It was a dog, was all,’ she told herself. You ever seen a dog that big, though? Annie buried that thought as quickly as she could; she wished she had a score ready to go.

      ‘Right, girl, you’ve still got work to do. One hand job, ten quid. You can get that, and we’ll worry about Henry Grime tomorrow.’

      Annie turned back around and crossed the entrance to the alley once more. As she did she was nearly knocked off her feet, but a strong pair of hands caught hold of her. She squawked in protest and shock, with visions of Manson, the hellhound of her nightmares. He was bounding out of the darkness to finish the job he’d started thirty-four years ago. Then, she was lifted effortlessly and placed on her feet. Manson vanished. Annie looked up into a pair of dark eyes, set in a long and handsome face. The man smiled.

      ‘What you think you’re doing? Could have killed me.’ She would have sworn, but Annie, old streetwise Annie, saw that the possibility of turning a trick had fallen straight into her lap. Perhaps she could get away with rolling this guy over without even having to put a hand in his trousers, or her mouth somewhere else.

      ‘You wouldn’t be able to help out a poor girl with her taxi fare, would you? I broke me shoes, and some bugger nicked me purse in the Good Samaritan. Ironic that, innit?’ Annie tugged at her top as if she was cold and gave her best demure smile, hiding her fag-stained teeth.

      The man returned the smile and gave an ambiguous tilt of his head.

      ‘I’ll do anything,’ Annie offered, feigning shy eyes, and touched the man’s arm.

      He was alright looking, this one. A bit oddly dressed, but he had a handlebar moustache that was quite fetching. Those hipster wankers usually dressed like they were either tramps or living in the wrong century. This one was the latter breed of tosspot. He even had a bowler hat to go with his brown, checkered waistcoat, and a bow tie, of all things. Annie had seen a gold chain of his pocket watch too; a side plan to pick his pocket was already forming. She could pawn the timepiece tomorrow, have enough for Henry Grime—the cruel bastard—and some left over.

      The man put a hand on top of hers and turned towards the alley. ‘Gosh! Your hands are freezing. I’ll have to warm them up a bit for you.’ He patted her hand gently. There was the risk he was Old Bill, but Annie didn’t think so. Pigs always wanted to bring up money to get you on solicitation. Plus, they never dressed so dapperly. He clearly knew this pantomime and how to play his part.

      They strolled by a pair of large, dumpster-style bins for the businesses either side of the alley. A dark little corner, hidden from the eyes of the world. Annie felt a small thrill of excitement. She’d need him close and distracted to get that watch.

      ‘That taxi fare, I reckon fifty would do it. It’s a long way home, but I’ll let you take me all the way, love.’

      The light from the end of the alley glowed like the fires from a distant shore. They stopped, and Annie stepped in something wet and slimy, but she wasn’t about to break character. That would risk scaring him off.

      He faced her, looking down into the eyes of a little girl playing with her dolly.

      ‘You don’t say much, do you, darling?’

      He smiled.

      Annie smiled back, gazing into those black eyes. The corners of her mouth faltered. Her heart raced. There was something about those eyes. Johns had beaten Annie before. It was an occupational hazard. There was a look in violent men’s eyes she’d come to recognise and know. This was different. Not human. Manson had that look. An empty void, detached from all other emotions.

      Except hate.

      Annie could see Manson stood at the kitchen door, his lips pulling back over his gums, exposing rows of pointed teeth. Saliva dripped from his muzzle, and a growl rumbled in his powerful chest like thunder from a coming storm out at sea.

      Annie would have screamed. She would have wailed into the night like a child being rag-dolled by a monster. But she couldn’t. Her mouth opened to try, but a gash in her throat from left to right opened even wider than her jaw, and only blood came out of her throat.

      There was more pain, much more. There was blood too, so much blood. It was the end of Annie, but other things were only just beginning.
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      Dylan Savage’s five a.m. alarm clock marked the changing of the guard between two worlds. He dragged himself out of bed, like he had to every morning, and lifted his bike from the hall while his mum slept. At the front door, he turned the light on and off, flashing once, twice, three times. Because the lift was out of order again, he trudged down twelve flights of stairs, counting each step. Twelve to each mid-landing; twenty-four per storey; two hundred and eighty-eight to the ground. Within their numbers were patterns, division and multiplication. They were always the same. Regular, consistent, reliable.

      Mr Chatterjee’s shop was across from the Renfield tower block that squatted on the edge of the invisible border between Whitechapel and Spitalfields, in the East End of London. A lifeless bing-bong of the electronic bell announced Dylan’s entrance.

      ‘Extra papers for you today. Gallows Court, Botham Street, and Victoria Close.’ Mr Chatterjee made no mention of extra money. ‘Chop, chop, Dylan. People want papers with their breakfast.’

      Dylan hauled the heavy satchel over his head, his heart already racing. Gallows Court and Botham Street both ventured into territory any boy from Renfield Tower knew was out of bounds. Eyes watched those streets, but maybe it was early enough to go unseen.

      With his hood up, Dylan pushed off, hoping the chain wouldn’t come off and the brakes wouldn’t fail. He pumped the pedals, squinting against the blade of sun slicing around the side of the tower block. Long shadows staggered across the road, like vagrant giants listing towards their favourite doorways to sleep off the night before. The satchel bit into Dylan’s shoulder. The extra papers weren’t the worst of it, because they weren’t the only thing Dylan had no choice in delivering.

      He pushed a soap star’s adultery, along with countless deaths in a refugee camp and the sacking of a Premiership football manager, through a couple of doors. Further down the street, a young man, wearing a body warmer over a hooded sweatshirt, crossed the road and leaned against a bus shelter.

      Dylan stood on his pedals and looked behind before swerving over the road, the frame of his bike groaning. The man at the bus stop flicked his thumb over the screen of his phone without looking up. As the bike drew near, the man put the phone away, stuffing both hands into his pockets.

      Dylan squeezed the brakes and nothing happened. He dropped back quickly to his seat and jammed his heels into the road. The front tyre hit the kerb, jolting him from his perch, and the crossbar hit him in the balls as the satchel spun from his side and pulled him off balance. He came to a clattering halt, and the young man with his hands in his pockets hopped out of the way.

      ‘Nice one, knob head.’

      ‘Sorry,’ Dylan said, trying not to grimace at the pain in his crotch. ‘The brakes failed.’

      ‘Get a new bike, then.’

      ‘Can’t afford it.’

      The young man raised an eyebrow, as though Dylan had said something stupid. He shook off the situation and leaned against the bus stop again, looking at his phone as he checked the street out of the corner of his eye.

      ‘Say something to me, make like we’re having a conversation.’

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘Anything, you prick, or it’ll look suspicious.’ The young man put his hands into the pockets of his body warmer again.

      Dylan fumbled. ‘Nice weather.’

      The man sucked his teeth disapprovingly, pulling a hand from his pocket and offering his fist. Dylan bumped it with his own. As they leaned in to touch shoulders in a half-hug, the man opened his hand, and Dylan took the packet containing even smaller bags of powder and pills. The sleight of hand was complete as the man walked away, and Dylan slipped the packet into his satchel. That was it, until the end of his round when Dylan would slide the packet into the middle of the last paper for delivery on his route and post it through the letterbox.

      The rest of Dylan’s round went as normal until he approached the Duppy Crew’s territory, which started at the broken white line running down the middle of the south side road of Gallows Court. Gallows Court ringed an open patch of grass, sprinkled with graffitied benches and a vandalised playpark at the north end. Five-storey, nineteen-sixties apartment blocks surrounded the green. Their brutalist vision of a better London built out of the rubble of the Blitz had long since degenerated into a grubby cataract.

      Dylan came to a stop using his heels. A road cleaner trundled along, its circular brushes shovelling the detritus from the concrete into its insatiable maw, like a bottom feeding monster cleaning up after the higher life forms of the underworld slumbered in their caves. The next paper was for number twenty-five, one of the new ones on his round. The south side of Gallows Court was the only side with a parade of shops. They were built around the same time as the apartment blocks but only three storeys high, with shops underneath and accommodation on top.

      Dylan counted up from twenty, hit twenty-four, and then jumped to twenty-six and stopped. He tried again and the same thing happened, so he checked the number on the paper. Twenty-five and then the customer’s surname, Vieil. The paper was a copy of The Times, which was unusual for Dylan’s round. He delivered red top tabloids, weekly glossy doses of gossip, and the occasional pornographic magazine covered in a plastic modesty bag, for people too old to understand how to get unlimited free pornography on their phone .

      He was hanging around for too long, and Dylan started to feel eyes on him. The road cleaner hummed in the distance. A door slammed from somewhere over the other side of the park. Dylan looked at the number on the paper, fixing it in his mind. It had to be there. Mr Chatterjee would dock his wages if he missed one. When Dylan looked up, he found the nail bar at number twenty-three, scanned to the charity shop at twenty-four and then moved slowly to the fried chicken bar at… Dylan moved back.

      There was a three-storey, red brick house between the fried chicken bar and the charity shop. He had walked and ridden down the safe side of Gallows Court countless times but never noticed the old house. It was boarded up, with plants growing from the gutters and cracks between the bricks. Up a short flight of stone steps, paint flaked from the black front door which bore a rusted number twenty-five. The house was utterly out of place, more akin to the Victorian terraces and tenements that still stood in the heart of Whitechapel, most of which were now bars and restaurants. They serviced tourists and the constant diasporic turnover of people that moved through the city like blood through veins, constantly recycled and renewed but always there.

      Dylan hurried over the street. His chain slipped halfway across. With a hasty backpedal, he saved the chain, caught the tension, and hopped over the kerb to the rusted iron railings. Folding the paper in thirds, Dylan stood before the rotting house. There didn’t appear to be any signs of life. Perhaps Mr Chatterjee was mistaken, but the paper clearly had the house number at the top.

      Something about number 25 Gallows Court made Dylan nervous. He wanted to run, and yet his feet wouldn’t move away. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven. Dylan touched his thumb to the tip of each of his fingers, down and back again. Then he repeated it. Seven, it was a good number. A prime. It had a square root of 2.645751. The next prime was eleven. The previous prime was five. Seven had its exact place. It was always the same. You knew where you were with seven. Dylan’s thumb kept tapping up and down the tips of his fingers until he’d done it seven times. Seven sevens are forty-nine, always have been, always will be. The ritual was complete. There was no going back.

      Dylan mounted the first step. The world around him, the omnipresent background hum and clank of the city, fell away. By the second step, his heart pounded in his ears—gugung... gugung… gugung. A gutter creaked overhead. At the top of the stairs, the plants twisting from the crevices whispered inaudibly in a breeze fetid with damp and mould. Scales of paint arched their brittle backs, peeling themselves from the sleeping dragon’s back.

      The newspaper was crumpling in Dylan’s grip, and he quickly flattened it out. It’s just a house, that’s all. Post the paper and get moving. But he was paralysed on that top step, unable to move his feet and, worse, his fingers.

      One. The word distorted and echoed in his mind. Two. The mental sound of the number bounced back in on itself. Three. Dylan ignored the contortions of fear. He knew how to do that. Four. The numbers came clearer now, quickly following each other and rooting him. Seven. Dylan could move.

      Stop being stupid, he told himself and slid his fingers in the brass letterbox. It was stiff with age, and Dylan had to force it up. His fingers tingled; he told himself there were no monsters about to pull off his hand. He pushed the newspaper through until it slapped on the floor inside.

      Dylan turned his back on number twenty-five. It was over. The place was merely a creepy old house. It was probably a mistake anyway. What Dylan needed to do was get the hell out of Gallows Court and then Botham Street as quickly as possible. This new problem occupied his thoughts as he readied to descend the stairs. As such, Dylan was distracted when the door behind him shook with the force of an enormous dog clattering against it from inside. Missing his first footing, Dylan tumbled down the steps, landing in a heap on the pavement as the dog barked ferociously and jumped at the door again.

      Dylan hauled himself up, leaping on his bike, and pedalled until the barks were no more. Unfortunately for Dylan, the worst of his paper round wasn’t yet over.
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      Detective Sergeant Kenny Stokes pulled on a pair of blue latex gloves to complete the fetching forensics ensemble of white, disposable coveralls and boot coverings. He looked back down the street towards the phone box and closed his eyes to concentrate.

      ‘Tosser!’ Kenny mouthed. His index and middle fingers on his right hand twitched briefly into a V. The clip of high heels. People horsing around faded into the distance. A sharp pain in Kenny’s ankle, like he’d gone over on it, and yet he stood stone still. ‘Bollocks!’ he whispered, and then it started to come fast. There was a flash of something red—the shoes maybe—and a pang of fear. It tasted old and familiar; a mouldering damp spotting the walls black. Kenny glimpsed a gold pocket watch and desired to take it, but it quickly evaporated. There was nothing else he could glean; the echoes, or whatever they were, had dissipated.

      The uniformed officer at the entrance to the alley was giving Kenny an odd look while holding up the police tape. Kenny ducked under and trod carefully into the heart of the crime scene. He could feel it already, although “feel” didn’t quite capture the visceral and personal nature of the experience. The tastes and smells, fragments of sounds like a bad line on a telephone, and worst, the echoes of emotions from both sides. They were much stronger here and recent, so recent the impression retained a pure and bitter acidity that practically sizzled.

      Kenny’s gift was equally a curse, but it shot him up the ranks. Everyone else knew Kenny’s gut feelings tended to pan out. No one questioned the results. He’d never got lazy with it, though. Like forensics, it was a tool that pointed him in the right direction, saved time by narrowing an investigation’s focus. Then the evidence would follow. There were downsides too, of course, so many downsides.

      Kenny closed his eyes again and breathed in slowly, tuning out the background echoes of London’s emotional past, which was akin to trying to turn the volume down on an orchestra tuning itself. He could never get rid of it entirely. It was always there, making his nights restless with fitful sleep, but he could dampen it with concentration.

      Kenny focused. His skin itched, and he felt a powerful craving. There was nothing clear at the head of the alley. Walking slowly, he checked the ground and walls. The alley was overlooked by bricked up windows, and the end was blocked with the back of another building. There was no CCTV in the alley, just the bins serving the businesses facing the main street. There was a good chance something was picked up by a camera out on the road, but the alley was a dead end in more ways than one.

      The body was found by the deputy-manager of the artisan sandwich shop which flanked the alley. She’d nipped out for a fag after getting the bread in the oven. That was at five-fifteen. It was six-thirty now. Forensics were on their way, and the uniformed patrol officers had cordoned off the alley and the main street for fifty yards either side of the crime scene. A pair of red shoes, possibly the victim’s, had already been discovered in a phone box by the observant uniformed bobby who’d held the tape up for Kenny.

      Reaching the bins, Kenny halted. A bare foot stuck out. Its sole was filthy, which probably explained the red shoes. One of the heels had been broken. She likely threw them off to walk more easily. Kenny remembered the pain in his ankle. She was walking away from the busy pubs, clubs, and fast food takeaways looking for something. A fix? A taxi? A boyfriend? A punter? That last idea stood out in bold in his mind. There was no evidence yet that she, whomever she was, was a working girl, but time would tell.

      A step closer and the edge of a small crimson lake came into view. The memory of a book rose up from the depths of his subconscious. It was the lake in hell from Clive Barker’s The Scarlet Gospels. Misha had got him it at Christmas, knowing his love for horror novels. He’d read them at night when he couldn’t sleep. He read a lot. Harry D’Amour’s motley crew of characters had to cross the lake to reach Lucifer’s cathedral. Crossing lakes in hell was never an easy thing.

      Kenny checked the ground at his feet for clues. There was nothing for the naked eye. He moved another step closer, and a bloodstained hand lay on the cobblestones. This was like pulling off a Band-Aid slowly, ripping the hairs out individually by the roots. Kenny winced. The emotional reverberation of the murder suddenly squealed like feedback from a PA system at a gig. He put a finger in one ear, listening, feeling. These things couldn’t be rushed. But the deputy-manager’s splatter of vomit signalled it was time for the big reveal.

      ‘You don’t say much, do you, love?’ Kenny whispered. She had a cockney accent, not the new pan-urban accent the children of the internet had developed. She was older, then, late thirties or more.

      Kenny saw a smile. No, not a smile. A dog? Teeth? No—no, that’s not right.

      As a murder squad detective, Kenny had seen plenty of dead bodies. His trepidation, however, came from more than a caution not to disturb the forensic integrity of the scene. In part, it was that the deputy-manager dry heaved when he asked what she saw. She’d had nothing left to bring up but bile. Her face was as grey and clammy as discarded fish skin at Billingsgate Market. Her eyes reflected the nightmare of what she’d seen. There was something else too.

      He took the final step. The feedback peaked into a piercing psychic scream. In a second, he took in the scene, his teeth clenching, fighting the urge to look away. He breathed in short, fast breaths through his nose. The need to open his mouth made Kenny bring his sleeve to his face. Better to try and mute the smell than take in a mouthful and taste it. He looked away briefly before forcing his gaze back to the mutilated body. The whistling feedback continued screaming in his head.

      A woman. Hair dyed blonde, her roots a darker brunette with greys appearing. A wide-eyed stare was fixed on her upturned face. Kenny had seen something of that terror in the deputy-manager. Fear was a contagious thing.

      There were several deep cuts to her face, committed ante or perimortem. Kenny couldn’t make out any defensive wounds to her arms, but one was bent under her body. Her legs were splayed, and her garments had been cut up the middle to expose her torso. The killer had wanted access. It wasn’t only about killing her. The gory cavity, flayed opened from her sternum to her anus, presented Kenny with a confusing tangle of viscera, some of which had been pulled out and placed on her right shoulder. He’d have to wait for the autopsy and crime scene photographs to tell him specifics.

      Kenny saw a one-armed dolly in his mind, accompanied by a childlike feeling of helpless terror, as though the bottom had fallen out of his stomach and he would fall forever because there was no one there to catch him. The image didn’t tally with the scene. It was older, like a psychic fingerprint, maybe of the victim, maybe the killer.

      The massive wound in the body initially distracted Kenny from what he now realised was probably the killing blow. A deep laceration ran across her throat. The perpetrator would have been covered in blood as her heart pumped out the last of her life through her neck. Kenny doubted she would have known anything about what happened after that. Or was that hope rather than doubt?

      It was hope. He felt the burning of exposed nerve endings in his stomach and the tugging as the dirty strip of London sky overhead was swallowed by a massive dog lunging and closing its jaws over the light of her life.

      ‘He gets no points for originality.’

      Kenny gave a start. ‘Christ, Roj! You’re a ninja?’

      Detective Constable Rojish Dabral smiled sheepishly. ‘Sorry, boss. It’s the new parent soft-shoe shuffle. You were miles away. I got here as quick as I could. Baby was up all night again.’

      ‘Don’t worry about it. What were you saying?’ Kenny tipped his head towards the victim’s body.

      ‘I said, it’s not very original, is it?’

      Kenny knitted his eyebrows together and scanned the scene for what he was missing. There was something familiar about it, but what was it? ‘You’re going to have to help me out, Roj.’

      ‘Looks like whoever did it is a big time Jack the Ripper groupie.’
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      There was probably nothing left of that newspaper except shreds of slobber-drenched confetti. Still, Dylan had done his job. It wasn’t his fault the psycho living in that squat on Gallows Court kept a rabid monster. He wouldn’t be the first thug with an over-muscled dog, kept hungry and beaten mean as hell.

      Botham Street was nearly done with. Four more papers in his bag after that. The last of which must include his special delivery or Henry Grime would beat the living piss out of Dylan, or worse, his mum. At least the last paper was back on safer territory, in the Blud’s turf.

      Dylan mounted up and kicked down on the pedal. The chain slipped off, and the bike free wheeled until Dylan put his feet down cursing. He crouched to inspect the problem. Oil coated his fingers as the chain refused to take the gear’s teeth. Mr Chatterjee would kill him if the customers complained about having dirty paw prints all over their newspapers. With a crank on the pedal, like he was starting a biplane, the chain took the gear and was closely followed by a shout.

      ‘Oi! You lost, blud?’

      They were running across the street, three of them with their hoods up—around the same age as Dylan. Three, a prime number. The next prime is five. There was no lower prime. They were only divisible by one and themselves. Three flashes of the lightswitch. Ready, steady, you can go, Dylan. Go. Go. Go.

      A bottle of coke flew over Dylan’s head, spraying him with brown liquid as he pumped the pedals. They were already giving up on their chase as Dylan pulled away, smirking in relief.

      The chain came off and so did Dylan’s smirk. He looked behind with desperate hope they had turned away and hadn't seen. But as he backpedaled trying to catch the chain, one of the boys pointed, and all three of them started to sprint. Dylan did the calculation of how long he needed to fix the problem and concluded the sum by throwing the bike down the pavement to create a pathetic obstacle, and he ran.

      ‘That’s it. Run, blud. We’re gonna ghost you,’ one of the boys shouted after hurdling Dylan’s bike.

      Botham Street was a long road of terraced houses, with few chances to cut out. Few but not zero. Dylan spotted the entrance to an alley, turned hard right and cut over the road. A car screeched to stop inches from him. Dylan paled but didn’t have time to wonder at the close shave with death, as the Reaper appeared to have a second cut-throat razor meant for Dylan in the shape of three hooded youths from the Duppy Crew. He darted into the alley, bouncing off one side to the other.

      The boys were closing. Dylan hit the back wall and pulled himself up onto the top. The satchel hung down around his neck. The first boy got to him and grabbed Dylan’s leg. Dylan kicked free, and the boy seized the delivery bag, nearly hauling Dylan off the wall, but he slipped free. The other two boys were catching up, and Dylan jumped down into a garden.

      A pair of arms and a hooded head appeared over the top of the wall, and Dylan didn’t wait. The papers were lost. The drugs were lost. Better not make it three with his life too.

      As Dylan hit the fence on the other side of the garden, only two hoods followed. Three, only divisible by itself and one. Dylan was the one, and they had split up. They’d try and cut him off at Coffin Street.

      Dylan took three more fences, pulling away. He’d always been fast with numbers and fast on his feet. In the next garden, a geriatric Jamaican lady was hanging up her washing. She squawked when Dylan whipped through her sheets and into her back door. A small dog barked at him in the galley kitchen, yapping at his heels through the front room and stood barking at the front door as Dylan kept running.

      A bus headed towards him, and a supermarket delivery truck rolled the other direction. Dylan cut between them as the two boys emerged from the house. The old lady beat at them with a floral patterned cushion. They looked for Dylan along the row of shops on the other side of the street, but he had vanished like their crew’s name, Duppy, a ghost.

      Dylan held his breath. He heard them talking. One even walked down the alley. The footsteps stopped next to the commercial refuse bins. The lid opened and closed, and the boys left. Dylan waited fully fifteen minutes before he climbed out of the bin, covered in waste food and God knows what else.

      He stunk and something slimy trickled between his shoulder blades. No bike, no papers, and no drugs. At least you’re alive, he thought. Until Henry Grime catches up with you. Dylan checked his watch and sighed. On top of everything, he was going to be late for school if he didn’t hurry.
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      Dylan ran all the way back, only relaxing when he got on home turf and counted every step back up the twelve flights to his flat. He opened the door, sweaty and rank with rubbish, and clicked the light switch on and off three times. A shower was a necessity, though it would make him even later for school. His best friend Samuel had probably been and gone, so he’d face detention by himself. Maybe it wouldn’t be too bad? Detention would give him some more time. Stay of execution, more like.

      ‘All right, bruv?’

      Dylan’s blood ran cold.

      Henry Grime was sitting on the sofa in the living room, reclining with his legs splayed, arms draped along the seat’s back and behind the head of a scared looking boy in his school uniform, clutching a rolled up comic book. Dylan only nodded in response to the question.

      Henry Grime ran his tongue over gold teeth, took a spliff from his inside pocket and sparked it up. Through a plume of thick, pungent smoke he said, ‘Something you want to tell me?’ And he picked a flake of tobacco from the tip of his tongue and flicked it away.

      News travelled faster than Dylan could run. Eyes fixed on the floor at his feet, Dylan shrugged and mumbled, ‘I got jumped by Duppies.’

      Grime pulled slowly on the joint. His cheeks hollowed skeletally as the weed flared red hot. He looked Dylan up and down, and then he took in the schoolboy on the sofa and blew the smoke over Samuel, making him cough. ‘Speak up, little bruv. I can’t hear you.’

      Dylan cleared his throat and shifted nervously. ‘Mr Chatterjee added extra roads to my paper round. I had to go onto their patch.’

      ‘And?’ Grime prompted.

      ‘They took my bike and…’ Dylan didn’t want to say it, and with a hand behind his leg, he counted fingertips.

      Henry Grime rose from the sofa and pinched off the hot embers at the tip of the spliff, grinding them between his thumb and index finger. ‘And what, little bruv?’ Henry stood over Dylan glaring down.

      ‘And they took the delivery,’ Dylan whispered.

      Henry Grime cuffed Dylan’s neck hard and grabbed hold, pulling him close. ‘I must be going deaf, little bruv. I thought I heard you say you lost my gear.’

      Dylan cried out as the vice of Henry Grime’s hand tightened.

      Samuel got up. ‘Leave him alone.’

      Grime ignored him, as Dylan shrank in on himself.

      ‘Did you put up a fight?’ Grime snarled.

      ‘There was three of them. I ran. Please, it hurts.’

      ‘This ain’t pain, Little Dee. This is a lesson. Are you learning?’

      ‘Yes,’ Dylan cried.

      Grime’s gold teeth flashed. ‘What you learning, little man?’

      ‘It hurts, please.’ Dylan collapsed to his knees. Frozen to the spot, Samuel wrung the comic book between his fists.

      ‘Nah, Dee. That ain’t it. You gotta fight back or the world is going to eat you alive.’ Grime let Dylan go. Dylan fell to the floor, and Samuel went to him, but Dylan shrugged him off.

      ‘You owe me, Little Dee, big time. Understand? Good. Get up. Look at me, bruv. Look me in the eye like a bad man.’

      Henry Grime sucked his teeth in disapproval. ‘You carry a shank? No? Seems you’re marked, Little Dee. Best take this one.’ Henry Grime handed Dylan a switchblade. ‘Call it a loan.’ He walked to the hall and paused in the doorway. ‘Loans gotta be paid back. Remember that. Oh, and get a shower. You stink, bruv.’

      The front door slammed behind Grime, and his shadow passed across the living room curtains.

      Dylan stared at the knife in his hand. It had a weight beyond its size, a kind of dark magnetism that pulled and pushed at the same time.

      ‘What you going to do with it?’ Samuel said.

      ‘Dunno.’

      ‘We should tell my mum.’

      ‘Are you mental? She hates me.’

      Samuel looked hurt. ‘She doesn’t hate you. She’s just a bit intense, you know? She sees what’s going on around here.’

      Dylan shook his head. ‘I need a shower. You should go without me. No point us both being late.’

      Dylan went to his room and hid the knife in his sock drawer. He checked his mum. She was a crumpled lump of bedclothes. An almost empty bottle of vodka sat on the bedside table, with a scattering of pills around its base. A used condom drooped over the side of a waste bin. Dylan closed her bedroom door quietly and went to the bathroom.

      He pulled the light on by the string dangling from the ceiling. Three times the room flashed in and out of existence before it was okay to proceed. Dylan peeled off his clothes and turned on the shower. Only a weak trickle came out, and after a minute it remained cold. He got under it anyway, attempting to get wet and wash away the morning, but try as he might, it wasn’t possible. He gave up and towelled himself off, shivering on the bath mat, and sprayed himself with deodorant until he coughed on the sweet miasma clouding the tiny room.

      When he emerged from his bedroom fixing the tie of his school uniform, Samuel was waiting for him in the hall.

      ‘I thought I said leave me.’

      Samuel had a face as round as his belly and dark brown eyes that creased into slits when he smiled, like now. ‘I never get detention. It might be fun.’

      Dylan opened the front door. ‘Your mum is going to hate me even more.’

      ‘Just ask her to forgive you. She has to.’ Samuel patted his friend on the back, the slight Nigerian accent of his parents colouring his otherwise London accent.

      ‘That’s hilarious.’ Dylan fought the urge to touch the lightswitch and closed the door behind them.

      They walked along the balcony running in front of the flats. The sun was up, but dirty drifts of clouds were blotting it out. Below, people moved around like ants.

      At the top of the stairs, Samuel stopped. Dylan halted a few steps down, pausing his mental count, and looked at his friend. ‘What’s up?’

      ‘What you going to do?’ Samuel said, his bright face now gazing down like a serious chubby seraphim.

      ‘About what?’

      ‘Come on, Dylan. The knife, the drugs, Henry Grime.’

      Thoughts darted through Dylan’s mind. ‘I don’t know. What can I do?’

      ‘What about your mum?’

      The look on Dylan’s face said it all.

      ‘Okay, maybe not your mum. I still think my mum would help, or what about a teacher?’

      ‘I ain’t a snitch.’

      ‘That’s not snitching. It’s not fair. You never asked to deal drugs.’

      ‘Shut up, bruv, or someone will hear you. And what’s fair got to do with anything?’ There was bitterness in his voice, as Dylan turned back to the stairwell. ‘No one can help me. Grime said it: I’ve got to stick up for myself.’

      Dylan wasn’t in the mood for listening. He disappeared around the turn in the stairwell, and Samuel hurried after him.

      ‘But you’re just a kid.’
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      Detective Sergeant Kenny Stokes took a sip of tepid coffee and winced. The mug had gone cold as he sat at his desk clicking between web pages. With a few targeted internet searches, and a look at the police file still available online, he caught himself up with the particulars of the 1888 Whitechapel Ripper murders, focusing on the so called “canonical five” victims: Mary Ann Nichols, Annie Chapman, Elizabeth Stride, Catherine Eddowes, and Mary Jane Kelly. Kenny scribbled notes on his pocketbook as he scrolled through the macabre details.

      He discovered there were in fact eleven murders between 3rd April 1888 to 13th February 1891 that fell under the umbrella of the police investigation. However, the canonical five were considered the most likely to be linked and committed by a single unidentified male perpetrator between 31st August and 9th November 1888.

      What separated these five victims from the others was the modus operandi of the killer. Deep cuts to the throats, facial lacerations, and the removal and deliberate arrangement of internal organs. This element had led some to draw the conclusion that Jack the Ripper, so named after a probable hoax letter from an enterprising journalist, had anatomical knowledge either of a surgeon or a butcher.

      Kenny could see the logic of grouping the canonical five together. The murders prior and after the five involved stabbing but not abdominal mutilations and organ removal. The first victim, Mary Ann Nichols, worked as a domestic servant and prostitute. She was still warm when two men found her in the entrance to a stable in Buck’s Row, since renamed as Durward Street. One of the men thought she may even have been still alive. She had cuts to either side of her face, just like Annie. Kenny scribbled the similarities in his notebook.

      And just like Annie from the present day, the first victim, Mary Ann Nichols, also had her throat cut back to the vertebral column. However, it wasn’t possible to tell if Annie’s vagina had been stabbed like Mary’s because there was nothing of it left to find. This made Annie much closer to the second victim and her namesake, Annie Chapman, and the fourth and fifth victims, Catherine Eddowes and Mary Jane Kelly. All these poor women had parts or all of their uterus removed, along with kidneys, or, in the case of Mary Jane Kelly, her heart. All the women were made to “wear” their internal organs: the killer arranged their entrails over their shoulders. Mary Jane Kelly’s murder took place in a more secluded location, and the display was far more elaborate, the mutilation even more gruesome.

      The third victim, Elizabeth Stride, was the only one of the five that didn’t fit the modus operandi entirely. However, her throat had been cut in the same manner. Her murder occuring less than three-quarters of an hour before Catherine Eddowes and led most to believe the Ripper had been interrupted and forced to find another victim to satiate his need. Kenny tended to agree with this.

      So what did it all mean? Kenny rubbed his eyes and clicked back to the crime scene photos of Annie. Roj was right. It looked alarmingly similar to the contemporary police drawing of Catherine Eddowes’ body. A picture that was widely available on the internet. The possibility of a copycat was on the table. Was it a one-off? For now, yes. But motive? Now there was a question. That was always the question, even if the answer was often as familiar as jealousy. First move was to check the spouse, boyfriend or sexual partners, along with the family. The thing was, Annie Drew—her ID was in her purse recovered at the scene—didn’t have any family. Another tragic story. A long charge sheet listing possession, affray, resisting arrest, shoplifting and numerous arrests for solicitation going back well over two decades. Kenny’s hunch had been right: she was a working girl.

      Without close family, they’d moved on to the next best thing. Annie was too far gone to be an escort, holed up in an Airbnb for a pop-up brothel-cum-webcam studio. She was an old-fashioned street walker. A monkey with an organ grinder. The euphemism was apt, if in poor taste.

      As if on cue, Detective Dabral appeared at the double doors of their open plan office. ‘Boss, the organ grinder is here to see you.’

      Kenny locked his computer terminal and grabbed a file on his desk, wondering if that phrase had bounced out of the ether from Roj or if it was one of life’s miniscule synchronicities. A random pattern in the chaos. Perhaps there was no difference.
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      Henry Grime looked dismissively at the two police officers across from him in the interview suite, saying something only when his surprisingly expensive solicitor leaned in to mutter in his ear. This mostly consisted of ‘no comment’ or simple ‘yes/nos’ confirming basic information such as address and name.

      ‘Could you tell us your whereabouts last night between the hours of two and four in the morning?’ Roj asked.

      The solicitor leaned in. Henry sniffed. ‘Home.’

      The solicitor got there before Roj or Kenny could follow up. ‘My client will happily supply a list of witnesses to corroborate his alibi.’

      ‘A list? You weren’t asleep then?’ Kenny asked.

      ‘Detective, my client has attended this interview willingly. He is fully cooperating with whatever your investigation is. But I must insist that you get to the point and inform my client what exactly it is you want help with.’

      ‘At this time, we’re not at—’ Roj stopped as Kenny picked up the file.

      Grime was hiding something, but Kenny didn’t need his gift to know that. ‘Do you own a dog?’

      Roj struggled to suppress his look of surprise.

      ‘Really, Detective, does this pertain to the matter at hand?’ The solicitor raised an eyebrow.

      Kenny gave a small shrug. ‘We can ask around and find out.’

      ‘Nah, I don’t have a dog. Now can we get on with this?’ Henry Grime said, folding his arms.

      Strange, but he’s telling the truth, Kenny thought and spun the folder around to face Grime and opened it.

      ‘Detective Sergeant Stokes, I must protest.’

      ‘Why?’ Roj said.

      ‘Do you recognise her?’ Kenny tapped the gruesome photograph, in all its high definition glory.

      Grime swallowed and the muscles in his jaw rippled before he looked calmly into Kenny’s eyes. ‘Not much to recognise, is there?’

      Kenny felt no flicker of recognition at the photos. Grime didn’t do it. ‘It’s Annie Drew.’

      Grime’s nostrils flared, and he looked back to the photograph.

      ‘Our information leads us to believe you knew this woman.’ Roj said.

      The solicitor whispered in Grime’s ear again, to which Grime cast an annoyed glance. ‘I knew Annie. She’s an old smackhead and prozzie in our Ends.’

      ‘You know a lot of addicts and prostitutes?’ Roj asked.

      Grime sneered. ‘I live in Whitechapel. What do you think?’

      Kenny leaned forward on an elbow. ‘I think you’ve done time for dealing heroin and cocaine, and you have several charges for affray and assault, one of which involved Annie Drew on the 10th December 2018.’

      ‘My client finished serving his sentence more than six years ago and is now a law-abiding citizen. No conviction or penalty ever resulted from any charges of affray or assault, which, in addition to this interview, is starting to look more and more like police harassment,’ the solicitor said. Kenny noted the clipped private school accent.

      ‘Harassment?’ Kenny mused. ‘We’re just trying to rule your client out of a murder investigation. It appears he knew the victim. You’ve already told us he has an alibi, and we’ll confirm that. Therefore, any information you can give us, Henry, will help us catch whoever did this.’

      Roj gave an extra prod at the suspect. ‘Do you think it is worth making a call to vice, boss? I heard there’s a turf war going on between the Blud and the Duppy Crews.’

      ‘This interview is over.’ The solicitor began putting his notepad and pen away. ‘My client will answer no more questions at this time, unless you intend to caution him? Well? No? I thought not. Mr Grime, shall we?’ The solicitor stood and gestured for Henry to go first.

      Henry got up and had a final look at the picture on the desk before sauntering out of the interview suite with his lawyer in tow.

      Roj turned off the tape recorder. ‘What do you think?’

      Kenny closed the folder and spun it back towards himself. ‘I think he’s telling the truth. Let’s get moving on the alibi and start going through the CCTV from the street beyond the alley.’

      The two detectives got up to leave, and at the door Roj said, ‘Boss, what was that thing about a dog? Did you hear something from forensics?’

      Huge jaws, frothing with drool, snapped in Kenny’s mind followed by the image of a one-arm dolly. ‘Nah, I was just messing with him. Throwing a curveball. It’s nothing.’
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      Parole from the school day loomed tantalisingly close. The class were restless for the bell, fidgeting in their seats, surreptitiously putting away pens and pencils.

      ‘No tidying away until the bell. You know the rules,’ Misha Stokes said sternly, but not without kindness.

      The tidying desisted.

      ‘And Michael Groves, you’ll have to wait until after our class to talk to Bobby Smith. Now, I’ve your papers from last week’s test to give back to you.’

      A unified groan went up.

      ‘I know. What possible use could mathematics be in a world full of computers and unfathomable amounts of data?’ Misha said, walking up and down the lines of desks, handing back the students’ papers.

      ‘And remember, if you are disappointed with your mark, it is not a failure. What is it?’

      A feeble response came from a few of them. ‘Data.’

      ‘What? I can’t hear you, class 9b. What is it?’

      ‘Data.’ Most of them managed a droning chorus.

      ‘That’s right. And what do we do with data?’ Misha said in an impersonation of the world’s most affable drill sergeant.

      ‘Learn from it,’ they said, with the tiniest note of enthusiasm.

      ‘Good job,’ Misha said in the ear of Kylie Johnston, a shy girl with acne and a squint sat in the middle of the class. To the whole room she said, ‘That’s right. There are no failures in our class. What are they?’

      ‘Opportunities.’ It wasn’t a Baptist revival or Henry V’s St Crispin’s Day’s speech, but in the bubble of her class, Misha carefully fanned the dying embers of confidence in every child. They believed, if only for fifty minutes, that they could do better, that they could be better. She saw those tender flames in the eyes of every pupil struggling to pass. It was what she taught for. They believed, and where they believed in themselves there was hope, and where there was hope there was a child prepared to try tomorrow, no matter what the obstacles.

      ‘Dylan Savage, wake up,’ a voice boomed from the front of the class. Dylan woke up with a start, and all the flames guttered and dimmed as if an ill wind had gusted through their sanctuary.

      Head of year nine, Mr Bestwick, glowered at Dylan before sharing the look with the rest of the class.

      She could have kneed him right in the balls; instead, Misha modelled the appropriate behaviour for her charges. ‘Mr Bestwick, it is always a pleasure to see you. However, my class and I are not finished with our test results.’

      ‘I shouldn’t think it matters,’ Mr Bestwick retorted.

      ‘It matters a great deal to me that they understand their marks.’ Misha continued down the rows of tables handing out the rest of the papers and stood in front of her desk. ‘Right, class 9b—’

      ‘If it matters so much, why was Dylan Savage asleep?’ Mr Bestwick fixed eyes on Dylan.

      I don’t know, you malevolent prick. Maybe the poor boy is exhausted because he hasn't eaten, or his mother, who we have never met and is known to social work as a prostitute, had clients around all night. ‘Dylan wasn’t sleeping,’ Misha said matter-of-factly. A couple of boys at the back tittered at the obvious lie, which Misha silenced with a flick of her eyes in their direction.

      ‘No? What was he doing, then?’

      ‘Dylan, as you might not remember, is a talented mathematician. While I handed back test results, in which he received another A star, I set him a challenge.’

      Mr Bestwick looked suspicious. ‘What challenge?’

      ‘I asked Dylan to calculate pi to as many decimal places as he could. Dylan, if you please.’ Misha nodded to the uncomfortable-looking boy.

      Dylan felt the whole class staring at him, along with Mr Bestwick’s glare. He cleared his throat and looked at his desk. ‘Three point one, four, one, five, nine, two, six, five, three...’ Dylan paused for a moment, looking to the left, and went on, ‘five, eight, nine, seven, nine—’

      ‘Fine. Very good, boy,’ Mr Bestwick said, unable to disguise his annoyance.

      The bell rang. The class didn’t move until Misha unclasped her hands and raised her palms up to her chest, giving them permission to leave. Chairs scraped. The children broke into raucous conversation and rushed out of the classroom, filing around Mr Bestwick, who ignored them. Misha had a smile and a kind word for each of them.

      ‘Dylan Savage and Samuel Adekugbe, wait for me in the hall,’ Mr Bestwick told them as they tried to pass unnoticed around the back of Mrs Stokes’ desk. ‘You’ve detention, in case you’d forgotten.’ He followed them to the door, adding, ‘I’d expected more from you, Samuel.’

      Misha had wanted to talk to Dylan after class. He’d looked more and more tired recently. Falling asleep today wasn’t a surprise. It was hard enough to break down the barriers with some of her pupils without Alan Bestwick trampling all over their self-worth.

      ‘Dylan,’ she called out.

      Dylan and Mr Bestwick stopped. Bestwick rolled his eyes.

      ‘Dylan, I want to have a chat tomorrow about taking the GCSE early. You’ve a special gift.’

      ‘Thank you, Mrs Stokes. School is over,’ Bestwick cut in. ‘They are my problem for the next hour. You two get moving. You’re tidying the gym store.’

      As the boys moved off, Misha added so they could hear, ‘Oh, they’re no problem.’

      ‘There we’ll have to agree to disagree.’

      ‘Yes, I think we will.’

      Bestwick was about to leave but seemed to get pulled back into the doorway. ‘You’re wasting your time with them, you know that?’

      ‘Is that so?’ Misha inclined her head as if she was listening to one of her class.

      ‘At best, we’re educating cleaners, fast food servers, and teenage mums.’

      Misha gave an indulging smile. ‘And there was me thinking we were teaching children.’

      Bestwick gave a cold snort. ‘Very good. You know what I mean. We’re not social workers, and we’re definitely not miracle workers.’

      ‘We’re not prison guards either.’

      ‘It won’t hurt for them to get used to it.’

      ‘Like you said, we’ll have to agree to disagree.’ Misha turned her back on him and began tidying her classroom, trying hard not to show just how much she wanted to kick Alan Bestwick in the nuts.
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      Moans, sometimes mournful whimpers, sometimes aggressive and guttural grunts, along with an incessant creaking seeped through the walls and dripped poisonously into Dylan’s ears. The haunting would stop intermittently to be followed by indecipherable voices, the opening and closing of the flat’s front door, and the ringing of a telephone. Then the coital lament would start over, until his mother had made enough to satisfy Henry Grime.

      Dylan turned on his side and covered his ears with a pillow to stare at the mould on his wall. He was so tired and struggled to think about something else. Anything else. He might have wished more carefully. It was an invitation for his other problems to scramble over each other in a war for his attention, while his mother’s blighted cradle rocked, and rocked, and rocked.

      The image of the knife in his sock drawer loomed out of the darkness behind Dylan’s eyelids. ‘Loans gotta be paid back. Remember that,’ Henry Grime’s voice intoned. The Duppy Crew chased Dylan on his paper round. ‘That’s it. Run, blud. We’re gonna ghost you.’ The reassuringly terrible weight of the knife weighed in his hand. ‘You owe me, Little Dee, big time. Understand?’ The vice-like grip on the back of Dylan’s neck transmuted into the strange house at 25 Gallows Court. A savage dog barked behind the black, psoriatic door. Like a dragon king, Henry Grime sat in a cloud of cannabis smoke. In that fog, the weeds and saplings growing from the crevices of number 25 Gallows Court whispered. What were they saying? An old Jamaican lady shouted as Dylan ran through drying sheets. A flash of gold teeth. ‘What you learning, little man?’ Dylan collapsed to his knees. ‘It hurts, please.’ His crouched form became red-hot embers snuffed out between Henry Grime’s fingers. ‘Nah, Dee. That ain’t it. You gotta fight back or the world is going to eat you alive.’ Savage and angry, the dog growled, and the door to the rotting house creaked ajar. Mr Bestwick’s angry face loomed large. ‘Dylan Savage, wake up.’

      Dylan surfaced from the deep fathoms of the dream world with a gasp. The flat was silent but for a siren calling out in the wilds of London. Dylan swung his legs over the side of the bed, rubbed sleep from his eyes and opened his sock drawer. The switchblade’s steel hilt and pins were cold, and the polished wood of its handle was seductively smooth.

      Green neon digits cast an eerie halo around the alarm clock. Ten minutes to five. Dylan dressed, pulling up his hood, and slid the switchblade into the front pocket of his tracksuit bottoms. The hall light flashed on and off three times, and Dylan quietly closed the door behind him so as not to wake his mother. He waited for a moment, clinging to the handle and resting his forehead on the door.

      He liked to think if she woke, she’d make him stay at home and they’d go out for breakfast to a greasy spoon. They’d have strong cups of tea with two sugars and plates piled high with a full English breakfast of fried eggs, bacon, beans, sausages and toast. She’d wipe the ketchup from his chin and ask about school. Stuffed to the brim, they’d catch the District Line to Monument, then change and ride the Central Line to Oxford Circus. The rest of the day would be spent window shopping in the crowds on Oxford Street and end with an ice cream while they fed the ducks in Regents Park with a couple of slices of bread they’d saved from their breakfast by wrapping them in paper napkins. But something more than Henry Grime had a hold on Dylan’s mum. Manacled in a dungeon of pills and vodka, she was deaf and blind to anything beyond that prison. Dylan knew that, and so he walked away.

      A heavy drizzle fell like static through the white glow of the streetlights. Dylan shuffled across the concourse of uneven paving slabs between the Renfield Tower and the squat concrete tenement opposite, being careful not to step on the cracks. Mr Chatterjee’s shop glowed in the gloom.

      Bing-bong, and the door slammed shut from its overly aggressive automatic mechanism.

      Mr Chatterjee harrumphed on seeing Dylan. ‘You’re early.’

      ‘It’ll take me longer without my bike, Mr Chatterjee.’

      The shop keeper’s head wobbled from side-to-side in a gesture Dylan never understood. ‘Last chance today, Dylan. I don’t want any made-up excuses this time. All the papers must be delivered. I’ve docked yesterday’s missing papers from your wages, plus the cost of the bag.’

      ‘Yes, Mr Chatterjee.’

      The pot-bellied shopkeeper’s small moustache twitched. Perhaps he expected Dylan to give up. Perhaps he didn’t realise the greater forces compelling Dylan to keep the job. Either way, he showed no other emotion and lowered his eyes back to the stack of papers in front of him and went on marking them up with his biro. ‘Your papers will be ready in two minutes.’

      Dylan waited with his hands in his pockets. The knife seemed to throb with menace. Why did he bring it? You know why, he thought. And the prospect of using it immediately sucked all the spit from his mouth and made his hands and legs heavy.

      The bead curtain at the back of the shop rattled, and Anila, Mr Chatterjee’s daughter, appeared. She was in the year below Dylan, with rich, dark skin and long, black hair that shined like silk. When she saw Dylan, she smiled shyly and turned down her eyes. Dylan did the same, feeling a reddening blush burn on his cheeks.

      Mr Chatterjee grunted and stuffed Dylan’s papers into a new hi-vis satchel and snapped, ‘Well, get going. You haven’t got all day. And remember, this is your last chance.’

      Chagrined, Dylan fled the shop with his heavy load.

      Never the same twice, Dylan had received a text message telling him the new hand-off point. At the bottom of the concourse, a couple appeared from a dark doorway. They walked arm in arm. Under a streetlight they stopped and began to French kiss. The girl wrapped a leg around the young man’s thigh, riding up her skirt, while he groped at her buttocks. When they broke off, they passed a vandalised, pebble-dashed bin, cracked and chipped like an old coffee cup. It was seemingly forgotten by the council, with rubbish overflowing onto the ground. The man dropped a packet into the bin. Dylan waited for them to disappear into the guts of Renfield Tower before retrieving the drugs from the rubbish.

      Soon, Dylan was panting. He jogged to make up time now that he was on foot. He couldn’t be sure that being earlier would make any difference, but it was all he had. Most of the tabloids carried front page stories about reality TV show stars, alongside ads for online gambling sites and contests to win a better life by having that life scripted into a reality TV show. Dylan would deliver all the opioids in his bag like a good boy.
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