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    To Tanty Iris, who left us at the youthful age of 105. Know your light will never deminish.
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Forceful Endeavour: A vigorous or powerful desire to achieve or succeed in one’s goal.
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Now: September 2000 - Southwark, London. (Nf3 Nf6)

Boys and alcohol - the devil’s mix! 

The biting words lingered in Hannah Spenser’s inner ear as her conscious mind gripped. Her father’s default position before she’d fled the flock. 

The rubber ball in her mouth held her screams. Acid reflux hit the back of her throat. Both arms were tied above her head to a hook in the old brick, which forced a dampness through the threads of her clothes. The tail of the rope hung down and kissed Hannah’s loose, sand coloured hair; pigtails were banished since leaving home. Too many bad memories of her mother brushing her hair like her faith depended on it, then doing the tightest pigtails known to man. 

Eyes alert; the room resembled a cellar. Smelled of a fort or castle, with a backdrop of diesel and spray paint. Small vibrations in the wall, which came like waves in the ocean, led Hannah to think of trains! 

The musky mattress laying in the corner called. Hannah’s best was done to set it aside, yet the thing wasn’t there to be ignored. The low watt bulb on the opposite wall cast its dim rays down on a lop-sided wooden table, holding a chessboard with medieval pieces as old as time. The black and cream pieces were pushed to the back wall. Yet a lone black piece sat proudly at the board’s centre. The bearded man upon the horse, carrying a shield - eyed her.  As a child, Hannah had called the piece the springer, for the way it jumped about the board. Until her brother put her straight, in his all-knowing manner, ‘It’s the Knight, dummy.’ 

The Knight spoke to Hannah, claiming it held great significance, yet wouldn’t elaborate further. Chills chased Hannah’s spine. Nothing good could come from lingering on the Knight. The empty chair before the table and mattress, were menacing enough. The large door with its iron hinges and solid lock seemed impassable. The door made Hannah shudder, for she knew only Evil would come through to visit. 

Though Hannah had abandoned the family, run from their teachings, the gospel still clung to her flesh. Her brother and younger sister had toed their father’s strict line, but not Hannah. She’d found it impossible to breathe, like the lord was choking the life from her. 

‘You have the spirit of a wild stallion.’ Hannah had smiled at her father’s words, believing having spirit was a good thing. The wooden spoon across her knuckles put her straight. ‘Yours is to be subservient girl – never forget that.’  

Six years ago, at seventeen, the still of night had helped Hannah escape Faith’s binding hands. In the passing years her mother had grown half a spine to reach out, but Hannah was never going back. Still, an extra-long sermon sat on uncomfortable pews, would be a welcome now.

Hannah’s mind reconstructed the events leading to her capture. Drinks in the pub with a young man. Her parents wouldn’t have approved. Shift patterns at the hospital had pushed them together. She was his type; female and new! He saw himself a peacock with a reputation to uphold. Rumours of too many notches on his bedpost circled the corridors. Such rumblings didn’t bother Hannah; this was her fun, exploration phase of life – now the shackles were removed. 

She’d played it cool before agreeing to a date. Sure, she was somewhat plain, yet men found her innocence appealing. The date had gone well. After, he’d walked her home. They’d spent a time talking on the back step, before he pushed to come in for coffee. She’d mentally ripped him out of his clothes several times in the evening, alcohol had that effect on her. But the answer was no, having made a conscious effort not to be a notch on his bedpost for a time. 

Her parents were right - boys and alcohol were the devil's mix! 

She kept to herself, rarely seeing the girls she shared with from week to week. The timing seemed perfect, still she’d stopped things going further, voicing her wish for another date. Then he’d moved in and kissed her. It was heavenly; hot and passionate, the stuff of dreams. She’d melted inside and all resistance had near left on the night’s air...

Door closed; she’d lent against it. Swooning over what they’d have been like together. Then, rushed upstairs, pulled out her diary and began a new entry, kiss and romance fresh on her lips. 

Mid-way through, a knocking came on the back door. Had he returned to over-power, ravish her on the kitchen table. Those were the hopes spinning. The diary had gone back under the mattress before heading down. 

Entering the kitchen, the back door was found ajar, but he wasn’t standing there as she’d hoped. A sharp pain had ripped through her side. Her legs buckled, and she’d fallen forward hard on the kitchen table. A second bolt of electricity knocked her cold. 

Now she was in a nightmare - not a dream.

...

Approaching footsteps made Hannah stiffen. On the rattling of keys in the door Hannah near wet herself. A prayer went out to the God who’d been forced down her throat. Hoping against all odds, the lord still listened and watched over.

A figure entered. A black and white voodoo death mask hid its face. The ball and gag held Hannah’s screams. She fought against the bindings, but it did little other than tear her skin. 

The figure picked up the three-inch stone resin knight and approached. Hannah tried to back away through the wall. 

‘Let me first introduce myself. I’m Death’s favourite.’ Though the tone was pleasant from behind the mask. Hannah wet herself from the name alone. ‘I’m a player of games. My friend here is looking for a hiding place. You may like to know he is a replica of the Isle of Lewis 12th-century chessmen set, found in a bargain store. The original was carved from walrus ivory and is the most complete surviving medieval set known.’  

This explanation fell on deaf ears. Fear and panic blocked Hannah’s senses. The rawness of her throat built with each muffled scream. 

‘You have a special task. You’re to be the safety valve in my masterpiece. An English rose with skin as white as snow. You made little noise in the crowd Hannah, signalling few would miss you!’ 

That stung Hannah and what followed dug the knife deeper. 

‘A chance visit took me to the hospital. You were sat alone in the café, eyes stuck in a romance novel, eating lunch. The sun was blazing outside, but I guess it brings redness out in your skin. No one approached nor spoke to you. I’d thought you invisible Hannah. You were perfect. Standing to get a drink you left your bag. My hands have always been sticky, the envelope with your address was eased free. The rest was like taking sweets from a baby. Your room in the house was well kept. The gold dust of your life was laid bare in your diaries.’ That violation prickled the skin more than falling into that patch of nettles on Hannah’s eighth birthday. A scream of defiance went out at this monster knowing all she was. ‘Still the noise please. I’ve more to explain.’ Death’s favourite held a finger to the white lips of the death mask.

Hannah wouldn’t quit. A rag soaked in chloroform went over her lower face. Hannah faded. Darkness closed in at the edge of her vision. Hannah tumbled into a dream. A large picnic gathering at the church; somewhere to hide from the monsters of the world...

The dream hadn’t been as safe as Hannah hoped. The faces of the flock with their snarling teeth, used sticks to push her from the feast. 

Coming to, brought the spinning cobwebbed ceiling above, and a drunken head, but there’d been no downing shots nor glasses of rum and coke.

Hannah realised her nakedness, lying on the dirty mattress. Body spreadeagle, wrists and ankles bound, and a noose around her neck. The five-lengths of ropes were drawn tight and secured at points on the floor. The rough fibres bit and bruised the skin, making breathing near impossible. The saving grace, if there was one - the ball and gag had been removed. Slow steady breaths, each filling the lungs, fearing another might not come; was all Hannah could muster.

The ceiling slowed and stopped spinning. At this point the burning pain between Hannah’s legs hit home. A sharp scream was sent forth and Hannah reacted the way all do when hit by immense pain; curl into a ball to protect oneself. The movement tightened the noose around her neck, blocking her windpipe. 

The will to survive forced Hannah to relax. Something was inside of her; it was hard and oddly shaped and hurt like the depths of hell. The black Knight, spoke again telling her it had found its final resting place.

Movement came; Death’s favourite loomed above - voodoo death mask now removed. It wasn’t the monster Hannah had envisioned which stared down. The face was rational, calm, and smiling. 

Fleetingly, Hannah believed the face had come to save her. Had over-powered the monster behind the mask to bring salvation. The Lord had been listening - heard her prayers. She’d go to the nearest church and lay herself bare. 

It wasn’t to be. The appearance of a glistening knife crumpled Hannah’s hopes. ‘Please. Please don't!’ Hannah begged.

‘You’ve no idea how special you are.’ Death’s favourite beamed warmly.

A blinding pain hit between Hannah’s left ribs, as the knife found its home. In real-time, the pain lasted a fleeting moment. For Hannah, it was a lifetime of not being able to fit the mould her parents had hoped. A lifetime of dreams never fulfilled.

Life drained from Hannah Spenser, the way water flowed from a broken bucket. Death was waiting. Always knowing when Hannah’s passing would come.

...

DEATH’S favourite eyed Hannah’s naked form, blood flowing from the single wound. The sign of the cross was made, and a silent prayer said for her significance in the game. The plan needed a sheep in the crowd few would miss. 

Surveying the scene, something wasn’t working for it. The wound in Hannah’s side was perfectly placed, just like the other two bodies slain in the game thus far; though they’d not yet been uncovered. The ropes were fine and had done their job. This was practice for a key kill to come, things had to be perfect. 

Death’s favourite circled the body, head tilting this way and that. Hannah was on her back; a scowl came considering the picture. Knots were pried loose, and Hannah’s body was skilfully flipped over. The heavier nylon ropes were discarded. Death’s favourite unspooled fresh climbing ropes from its rucksack and bound Hannah’s arms behind her back, each hand cradling the opposite elbow. She looked helpless with such stress on her shoulder joints. Hannah’s head was tilted to one side to give a view of the world. Mental notes were taken of her exact position and locked away. 

Death’s favourite knelt and simulated sex; no gratification was taken from this. The timer on the mounted camera opened and closed the shutter, all part of driving the stake home. As with every kill in the game meticulous preparation was needed. Once finished here, Hannah would be buried deeper than the other two, where only the devil and worms would go looking. Every master plan needed an escape route, a safety valve. Hannah Spenser was as good as it got.

Death’s favourite opened a laptop and sat it beside the chessboard. Hannah wouldn’t complain at a short interlude. Once on the chess server, it sent a message from a new account, offering another game. Being one step away from pure genius, Death’s favourite played at a lesser level, to hook a dumb fish on a line. 

Life had thrown up challenges. Still, hard work and wisdom had brought Death’s favourite the power to re-shape the universe. Childhood had thrown bombs, beat-downs were a daily occurrence. The discovery of a dusty chess book in a second-hand shop had shone a light. The book had called out to it like a moth to a flame. The author had been a chess grandmaster, a World Champion no less. The date on the back sleeve sent shockwaves down its young spine. The Ninth of March. They shared a birthday. Finding the book was fated.  

Being young and not from such a world, Death’s favourite hadn’t come across the game. Still, the colours of the pieces spoke. Symbolizing day, and night; the battle between good and evil. Life and Death. 

At first, the book was a struggle to read. Big words, making no sense. The dictionary helped. After a spell, things flowed. Shapes and colours, formed in the mind and it simply couldn’t put the book down. A doorway opened, and what came flooding through was wondrous. The game helped Death’s favourite view life anew. It named the pieces after people on the dirt filled site that was home; all damned and good for nothing. When a piece was taken it was like Death itself whispered in the ear. Steered the hand so blood could flow.

As time moved on, Death’s favourite learnt the game inside out. Where others saw black and white squares and static shapes. Death’s favourite saw a mosaic of colours, tracks and figures which transformed ready for combat. Each track was coloured to match a piece. The brighter the track, the more influence the piece held in the game. Moves and countermoves were calculated deep into the game, staying one step ahead of every opponent. Vibrations flowed as pieces were won or lost. 

Death’s favourite enjoyed playing most games, Love and Death top the list. It loved playing chess and loved to kill. Losing was never considered; second best meant nothing. In the past, it had killed for sport and anger. That was childish, and it was no longer a child. To be truthful, killing needed a purpose. Luckily, a rightful purpose now steered its hand. 

The night had been a perfect one - a game of chess and a kill. Soon the true game would unfold, and the righteous would be rewarded. 
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Two weeks later: Kentish Town. (c4 g6)

When stood, Floyd DeFreitas was five-seven. His left leg was shorter than the right, giving a limp. His round Caribbean face told of a failed marriage which he wasn’t over. Still, his instinct was to see the good in others.

Sat in his home office, a short finger pushed Floyd’s glasses closer to his face. His habit was to look over them while working. John Lee Hooker strummed away low in the background keeping him company. When the phone chime Floyd guessed it would be his ex. Sheila would often call to sound off on Alan, the man she’d left him for. Alan was a camping and fishing nut who left her alone with little notice. 

Though, they’d been divorce for five years, caring for Sheila was in Floyd’s nature. He loved her and always would. Hope was eternal. 

‘Need your help, Culinary man of wisdom.’ Kimberly Monroe voiced hurriedly on Floyd answering the call. She was flustered.

‘Slow down. Explain and I’ll see what I can do.’ A calmness was held in Floyd’s tone.

‘It’s dinner. I’ve totally ruined it.’

‘Dinner?’ An honest question. Kimberly wasn’t known for her competency in the kitchen.

‘I was attempting a special dish for Jack. And... well, it looks like I’ve poured ketchup on my own shit!’ Kimberly caught herself. ‘Sorry for the language. I was hoping to surprise Jack, in a good way.’ 

Floyd wasn’t keen on swearing; it lowered a person’s intelligence. Still, Kimberly’s way of doing so was near charming. If they’d been together, at a lunch-meet up, she’d have got his look of disapproval. ‘What’s the dish?’

‘Sloppy shit in red sauce. I’m sure, I just told you.’

‘What was the starting point?’

‘I was attempting Nigella’s comforting Belgian casserole, which she claims to be a reassuringly simple recipe. Throw it all in a pot. Two and a half hours on, what I have is a lumpy slop a homeless person would throw back. No way, I can serve this to Jack. Miss Lawson needs to take a damn good look at herself. Domestic Goddess, my pee-hole. Something should be done about that woman!’ Kimberly took a drink and swallowed hard.

Floyd had already noted the slur to her words. She may have been a talented young defence solicitor, but could burn water, sprang to mind on her in the kitchen. He directed her to the refrigerator in the couple's new London apartment, where they spent the week. And asked for the contents. 

They’d first met when Kimberly was an awkward fourteen-year-old with fly-away hair, doing work experience at the bank. Floyd was her father’s understudy. A lasting impression had been made on one another. In ways, she’d reminded him of his younger sister. And she’d thought him a taller, black version of Danny DeVito -from Romancing the Stone. Which, Floyd had taken as a compliment. Kimberly had blossomed; got control of her strawberry-blonde hair and had recently married the devilishly handsome Jack Monroe. A partner in the law firm she worked, and forty-two percent shareholder of the iconic Monroe marketing group. 

Countdown clock ticking, Floyd walked Kimberly through making a simple tomato and basil sauce, with a touch of garlic. Sauce and pasta simmering, it was time to slow grill the sausages, the remaining meat in her refrigerator. Then cut them into inch-long chunks before frying, with onions, peppers and a touch of ginger for a kick. Floyd gave one instruction at a time, keeping it simple. Still, with wine glass never far from Kimberly’s lips, he was sure her minimalistic, clean-line marble-topped kitchen would resemble a war zone. 

‘On serving, ensure the sausages go neatly on the bed of pasta, then top lightly with the sauce.’

‘Yes, sir!’ 

‘If not; it will look like a pig’s ear!’ He heard her down another mouthful; the bottle would be near empty.  ‘You do realize wine is best sipped.’ 

‘I’m way past sipping anything. But thanks for pointing that out. It’s a big help, truly it is.’ There was even more slurring of her words.

‘I guess my work here is done.’

A shout of joy came down the line as Kimberly welcomed home her husband. ‘Don’t look Jack. Go freshen up. Dinner will be ready in five. Just on a call with Floyd.’ Lowering her tone, ‘Thanks a million for helping. Lunch is on me next meet.’ Meaning she’d bring the sandwiches and drinks to the spot at Temple Gardens.

Receiver down, Floyd fetched a drink then returned to the computer. The 3D-coloured pipes screensaver had taken hold and was building its way around the screen filling in the blackness, but never quite succeeding. 

Screen back, Floyd ventured to the Free Internet Chess Server and logged on. McClain-Belah-1981 had offered a game. The time stamp was sixteen minutes old. Floyd sent a response and waited. There’d been two narrow losses against this newcomer. Though evenly matched, McClain had played some odd moves. Making Floyd wonder if this opponent was a seasoned player, as he considered himself. Somehow, McClain recovered, and when an opening came, had sliced through his defences like a hot knife through butter. 

A week had passed since their last game. Floyd had no intention of being second best; a sound plan of attack had been formulated. Two agonizing minutes past before McClain came back, and the battle began. 

Floyd opened with Queen’s Gambit. McClain countered with Pawn to E6, setting up Queen’s Gambit declined. On Black's next move, Knight to D7 was played with speed. Floyd was sure this was an error and was about to go in and take the pawn on D5. Confident the chain reaction would gain his opponent’s Queen. Settling back, he took a drink. The voice in his inner ear willed him to stay the hand; survey the whole board. On the further take, Floyd spotted his Queen would be in danger down the line, leaving his position weakened. He opted for Pawn to E3. 

The pair battled on. Time slipped away. Queens were exchanged mid-way through the game. At the end of the second hour, McClain gained a slight advantage. Floyd’s eyes were strained and bloodshot, he’d spent too long contemplating moves. Yet, he clung on to the slender thread his opponent might make another uncharacteristic move, none came. Seeing the writing on the wall, Floyd finally conceded defeat; three on the spin. This newcomer had something about them. 

Floyd turned off the computer in a huff, his fragile ego taking a hit. This newcomer had him on a string. Then a penny dropped; McClain had been toying with him all the while. Their misplaced moves, stung as contempt for his own skills. Well, he was up for the challenge - took it as a call to learn and grow.

It would be a struggle waking for work. Still, his mind was set on one day getting the better of McClain Belah. Flopping into bed, Floyd was asleep moments after hitting the pillow.

***
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FROM THE STREET BELOW, sat in an old model blue car Death’s favourite watched the light go out in the man’s second floor flat. Laptop closed it savoured another easy victory on the chess server. McClain Belah was an anagram of a name adopted in its youth. Death’s favourite enjoyed playing games with names and the different identities they gave.  

The fish had nibbled on the bait. Soon, without warning the hook would sink into the fleshy part of the palate, and no amount of wriggling would set him free.

The game was taking shape. The blade could be sharpened. Another killing hour loomed. Death’s favourite bit the gums and tasted the iron of blood. Nothing would stop the just reward coming its way this time. The universe had deemed it.
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Before: March 1981 - Traveller’s site, Surrey (Nc3 Bg7)

The World hadn’t been kind to the child. In truth, it had been a down-right bastard. Again, dark clouds were gathering to deliver another low blow. This had been seen before, in countless homes, across countless lands. The World felt no need to gaze upon it, so closed its eyes to rest, and let Misery have its moment.

#
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THE CLOCK TICKED ON the makeshift bedside table - hands glowing luminous green in the dimness. Rat kept movement to a minimum in the worn bed. The walls of the caravan were paper thin, sound travelled easily.

Heavy footsteps stopped outside the door. Misery was back! Still, Rat’s young body held anticipation. Not the kind, when you knew a gift was coming. More a sense, something bad was coming to an end, and that end couldn’t come soon enough. 

Rat had made the decision that by the age of twelve, a day away; it would be free of the world’s torture and misery - endured since mother’s death. 

Rat’s fingertip toyed with the birthmark on its wrist. The mark mother claimed made it special; would help it survive where it’s twin hadn’t. The star-like shape mother had seen as the source of its goodness. Yet, with her gone, each touch brought Death’s howling promise, “Harness my power, act - and be my favourite.” 

Rat’s heartbeat was slow and steady. The fear of past encounters gone. Control was the order of the day. Little surprise would come at Misery’s doing, yet for the first time it was welcomed with open arms. 

The men had been back an hour, drinking, laughing, telling their stories. Misery came by their hands. On the bedroom door opening, Rat fought the urge to shout, -let’s hurry this along! But this wasn’t the time to be smart mouthed. Rat pulled the covers up to give the impression of weakness; the men who visited liked a child riddled by fear, incapable of fight. 

The dog keeper closed in, bringing the stench of alcohol, sweat, and unwashed bull terrier. His hard hand slid under the covers and instinct forced Rat to move away. The overweight man’s touch was all too familiar; once he had you there was no letting go. Cold air rushed over Rat as the covers were torn from the bed. 

‘Don’t be shy me special one. I’ve been thinking on you all day.’ Whiskers stung Rat’s neck as he planted a kiss, like they were lovers – not a brute abusing a child. The dog keeper wasted no time undoing his belt. Rat was flipped on its front to begin his foul deeds - heavy and cumbersome like a bull elephant seal. 

When Misery pushed a sting in the rear, Rat’s mind was taken from the here and now. The three men who came to visit did favours for Rat’s father, allowing a blind eye to be turned at the acts performed on his child. The sick business began soon after Mother’s death. 

Rat’s father was known as the Magnificent Beast, for his prowess in the bare-knuckle pits. Irish Traveller born and bred with hands like shovels. Drink brought out the worst in him, and he loved to drink; meaning fists often flew. 

Rat’s mother had suffered greatly at his hands before passing. On the fateful night the rain was heavy. The Beast had stormed in to demand “happy times” from mother. Though it never sounded happy, more like two people brawling; the mornings following, bruises would line her neck and arms.  Rat’s mother had been foolish and tried to stand her ground - a fight ensued. Things were breaking, the walls shaking. After a loud thud all fell still. A chill had crept over Rat, something broke inside. A dark voice had stroked the mind, filled Rat’s head with an out of world power. Jumping from bed -normally forbidden- Rat rushed to aid Mother. The sight of her tangled body in a heap had it’s shackles up. Rat had flown at the Beast, but his powerful blow sent it bouncing off a wall like an annoying bug. Pain across the chest and back, ripped the air from its lungs. Rat’s head struck an object on the way down; the room span. A deep want to get up and go on the attack surfaced, but a bone within Rat felt broken. Its mother lay feet away, blood coming from the head, eyes sunken and lifeless. Screams had gone out for her to get up, -Get up and hold me Mother! But those gentle hands which had always protected never came. Darkness had closed in at the edge of Rat’s vision, and Mother’s sweet face faded. 

Misery took over and the world was never the same.

Rat’s mother had fought and ultimately lost. Against the Beast’s wishes, she’d taught her child to read. Her most significant gift and biggest betrayal in his eyes. From the moment the first book hit Rat’s little fingers, its brain exploded with curiosity and a thirst for knowledge. It would hide away with the reading materials mother brought home. Torch in mouth, lighting every sentence. The comic books, with their stories of good against evil, right against wrong, heroes beating villains - stirred Rat’s heart. 

Rat had been a sickly infant; its twin took most of the goodness in Mother’s womb. Still, being born first and appearing bigger and stronger didn’t mean you survived. At fourteen months old, Rat’s twin fell to a lung infection. The remaining, small sickly child wasn’t what a proud, strong Traveller man should father. And the Beast had made those feelings clear: He held Rat responsible for the death of his beloved boy; who’d been every bit good fighting stock, where Rat appeared a shrivelled-up rodent. The die had been cast, meaning once mother passed, Rat became no more than a slave. Being small allowed the Beast to school Rat in the art of stealing; a task which kept it breathing. Rat climbed better than most and could fit through the smallest window, to collect things of value worth selling on. The work came easy, and once in a house, Rat moved around seamlessly, uncovering goods and treasures, but most importantly getting a window on how the other half lived. 

“You’re a dirty Rat!” the Beast would laugh. “Unseen, but folks know you’ve been around, cos the shit you leave behind.” 

The name had stuck. As for Rat’s birth name, that was locked away behind a door of happiness with the fading memories of Mother. The door was overgrown now, choked by vines, thorns, and nestles which slashed the skin if you went near. Beatings came if Rat failed to follow the Beast’s strict lines. Luckily, the dark birthmark on its wrist soaked up pain. 

-Oh, the fun games we play, Daddy dearest. 

The tide had changed, and Rat had tuned into Death’s whispers. Turning twelve was the landmark. 

...

The dog keeper was done with his wickedness. One last slap came to Rat’s rear before leaving. There was more movement in the caravan, another visitor was half expected. But none came. 

Only the dog keeper and Thin-man; who was kin to the site leader, were with the Beast, drinking themselves unconscious. Family business had drawn Quinn Doyle -the youngest of the men- away. Quinn didn’t have the same desires as the other two; yet felt the most dangerous. Evil lay behind his smile. Quinns sickness was a fascination for the punishment a person could take. In a dazed way, he’d once voiced the need to skin the flesh from Rat’s bones, to answer the riddle of why pain didn’t affect it like others. No joke; just Quinn’s hollow head trying to make sense of things. If he’d been here things would be perfect, but God would spit in his eye when the time came. There could be no delay - too much was in play.

The Beast’s voice was proud recanting another story, the other two laughed along. Rat pulled the covers up and blocked its ears, it needed to be ready when the time came. The plan had been a year in the making;  a do or die move there was no coming back from. Things were in place. All that was needed was a push, and the dominos would topple. 

“Blessed are the brave. For unto you, the Lord gives all things,” Mother had liked that one.

Time to be brave, if only Rat could keep its eyes open. Tiredness had flooded in so quickly Rat couldn’t keep it at bay. A moment’s shut eye was needed...

There was movement in the room. The door was open - never the case. The smell came first, alcohol and bad breath! As quick as a flash, the Beast’s heavy hands were tight on its throat. ‘Yer little rodent. There’s no leaving me. Yer me slave forever. Only I say when forever ends.’

It fought for air, kicking at the sheets. The Beast’s thick frame pinned it to the bed. There was no breaking free, no oxygen to cling to. The plan had failed without a single strike!

...

Rat pulled out from under the sheets. Air flooded back, as the nightmare which haunted most nights slipped away. Rat was unaware of how long sleep had taken hold. The room was still and dark. Its heartbeat was like a drum. The clock showed three-o-five. 

Head clearing, control returned. The caravan was still; only the low rumble of the Beast snoring and Thin-man’s nasal breathing flowed. 

Out of bed, Rat dressed then reached under the bed and fished out the two bottles of liquid. Then pocketed the knife from under the mattress and went to the door. 

‘Blessed are the brave.’, Rat whispered easing the door open. The short hallway seemed longer than usual; the far end closed in on itself. The bathroom lay on the left. Beside it, the door to the Beast’s bedroom was open and the heavy-set brute was face down, rumbling with every breath. Rat had visions of burying the knife into the back of his neck, but Death’s plan was smarter and had to be followed - no false moves. There was always a hunting knife under the Beast’s pillow. What if its strike wasn’t true!

Thin-man was on a sofa, head buried, hissing like a steam valve; a skinny leg hanging from the cover. Meaning, the dog keeper had the cluttered spare room. 

Rat tiptoed through the open space, pouring liquid from the first bottle. Empty cans littered the floor, plates of half-eaten food sat on the table, the sink in the kitchen near the front door was full of even more dirty dishes, waiting for Rat to clean - but no more. 

Rat paused at the front door, emptied the remainder of the bottle, over the vacant sofa and carpet before slipping out. The large screws and screwdriver were retrieved from under the front steps and used to secure the door. Rat moved along the caravan, to where the two sleeping bull terriers were chained. They’d attack on command - rip flesh from bone. Weeks had been spent feeding them scraps to gain trust. Earlier in the evening, Rat had buried more meat; this batch laced with the largest amount of mother’s old sleeping pills ground into a paste. Couldn’t have the dogs waking anyone.

Knife in one hand, screwdriver in the other, Rat poked the larger dog. The animal didn’t stir. Half of the liquid from the second bottle went over the bastard mutts, and the rest coated the side and front door. 

‘Burn you, Devils, burn.’ Rat tossed a match at the door; a second match set the dogs ablaze. 

Death’s howling voice jumped into Rat’s ear, “Glorious night for a bonfire child.”

Rat moved swiftly through the site, a thirty second countdown in the head. Fifteen, fourteen: It ran pass the Doherty’s caravan, the last before the open space between the site and the woods beyond; the flames reflecting in the windows. 

Nine, eight, seven: Halfway to the tree line, bare feet running across the uneven ground. Heart pounding, soul full of joy. Almost there, almost safe. 

Three, two, one: Rat slid into the tree line, the way a footballer slid for the ball on wet ground. Peering around a tree caught the caravan ablaze, roaring, flames licking at the night sky. Was there movement inside? A body ablaze! Shouts came. Dogs barked. Windows and doors opened in amazement. People rushed to the blaze. 

Rat touched its birthmark, “Run child, run! It’s a fine beginning.” Death chimed.

Moving into the woods, Rat found the loose earth covering the buried backpack. Belongings retrieved; a pair of old trainers were pulled on. Moments later, Rat’s feet were eating up the ground, moving deeper into the woods; away from the flames, away from Misery. The backpack with Rat’s worldly possessions; two of mother’s bracelets, grand master’s book, a chess set, and a few favourite comics. Went over the shoulder leaving Rat’s arms free to pump. 

...

Rat took a knee at the edge of a garden. The gap in the fence gave a view of the house, thirty meters down the patch-work lawn. Past a set of mini goalposts with a worn net, a free-standing dolls house and swing set. A single light glowed orange in the small upstairs bathroom window. The rest of the house was in darkness just as expected. 

Rat had spent time watching the house and family within. Father, mother, plus a brother and sister who attended a middle school in Woking. Their daily routine was known. Hours had been spent inside, playing make believe when they were out; pretending to be part of the family -clean, well-spoken, and loved. A simple dream - not a great deal to ask! 

What child wouldn’t yearn for warmth, love, and a clean place to live? Be rid of the traveller badge and the misery which had come since mother’s death. She’d wanted Rat to attend the local school to rub shoulders with clean children. But the Beast had put his foot down; as good as killed her for it. 

Rat pushed aside slats in the boundary fence and crawled through, to make for the summerhouse to the right. The key was in the door as usual. The wooden structure held a two-seater sofa, folding chair, easel, and art equipment. The painted sign on the door announced, Mum’s Place - where the mother came to get peace and quiet. 

A glance out at the main house, showed all was still. Rat settled down on the sofa. It had been brave and found freedom. No one would cage it again!

...

Morning brought a change of weather, with warmth and a slight breeze which helped move Dawn’s dark sky aside, for a birthday of promise. 

The father of the house left for work at seven-thirty, adorned in his customary dark suit and pastel tie. Showing, a character property came from a good university education. Full morning routine took over soon after. The mother battled to get the two children up, dressed and ready for school. She was heading out of the kitchen, dark hair, tied neatly back, half a slice of toast in hand. Calling to one of the children to hurry. They’d be dropped off at school before heading to work herself. The mother’s car pulled away, and the house fell silent. 

Rat had spent a peaceful night in the summerhouse; no nightmares or monsters in the dark. Its plan had been executed perfectly. The not-so-Magnificent Beast and his friends were ash - let the Devil have them back.

Soon after mother’s death, Rat was tasked with clearing out her things and came across the stack of sleeping pills. The comic books and chess pieces came to Rat’s aid, lighting a path where the guilty would all die; the only sure way of gaining true freedom and forging a better life. A good knowledge of children on the outside was gained through TV shows like, Grange Hill and Blue Peter. Being adaptable was key to survival. No one could ever track its shit-hole place of birth. 

Rat’s tongue and brain worked well together. In time, it mastered the accents and voices seen on screen. Still, to gain freedom, killing appeared a must! To that end, Rat took hunting trips in the woods. Not far from the site was an area Gorger people walked their dogs, often off the lead. Tame dogs were easy to kill; all it took was bait and a sharp blade. The first sight of fresh blood was glorious, and Death had given praise. The power of taking the dog’s life, tame or not, was exhilarating. Daydreams of killing the Beast in a similar way followed; setting the trap, luring him in, cutting his throat, standing back and watching him bleed out. He had to pay for what was done to mother. Death had deemed it, and Rat had finally delivered on the promise.

...

Rat spent an hour more in the summerhouse, then surfaced to enter the main dwelling. With a bath running, Rat removed the clothes from its old life and bundled them in a sack. The water was hot, full of bubbles and scented oils. Perfect to wash the dirt away from its aching body. 

For a full hour, Rat bathed, daydreaming that this was home, and it was part of this warm caring family, topping up the water when it cooled. This was how life should be, not living in the dirt like an animal.

Unashamed, Rat explored the children’s bedrooms and found a change of clothes. The bathroom was cleaned before heading down. Rat made a plate of food from leftovers found in the refrigerator, then settled before the TV, to tune its voice to a child on screen. 

Refreshed and with a full belly, Rat washed the things used and put them away. A bottle of juice, fruit and two packets of crisps, were gathered for the journey ahead. A twinge of guilt hit packing the food. Rat felt a connection with this family. Unknowingly, they’d given the strength to break free and form a better life. Three men had died by its hand, but the art of stealing things not needed from them; felt wrong. All but the bottle of juice went back. A little cash lined Rat’s pockets, and this was the start of a new life. 

Rat believed old ways should be left behind. Something far more precious was being taken from the house. A Name - belonging to one of the children. The name would help it move past a life of dirt, misery and beatings, into one of freedom and joy. 

The house was checked a final time, before closing the front door and turning for the train station. The sun came out from behind a wispy cloud. The air was fresh, the street clean, new days dawned. Twelve was a glorious age to feel special and begin a new life. Freedom gave a new-found proudness and spring in the step...

#
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THE WORLD OPENED ITS eyes, stretched and yawned. It had dozed longer than cared and Misery had gone back into its hole. Looking about, the World didn’t recognize the child heading for the train station. The child was clean and fresh, and carried no weight on its shoulders. 

The World puzzled, but at a second glance, saw the child had a pleasant name, a proud stride, and a new life lay over the horizon. For what the World presumed to be aiding the greater good, the child was allowed to pass.
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Now: October 4th – Southgate, London. (d4 0-0)

In a suburban street in the north of the capital, the moon crept through a parting in the curtain of a mid-terrace brick house to view the private moments within a bedroom. It witnessed a slender hand snake under the bed sheets to caress the firm rear of JJ Banks. 

The hand belonged to Heather Lawrence; a thirty-two-year-old, chestnut haired, widow with one child, who by her own reckoning carried more heartache than a woman of her generation should. First, came the death of her father at the tender age of five. Followed two years later by a madness which pushed her mother to jump from a multi-story car park. And the latest to slap her cheeks – a dead husband! Still, a tentative settlement lay in Heather’s chest. Held on for dear life, fearing that pushing might break the thread to happiness.

What needs to be made clear at this point, is JJ Banks is the best friend of Heather’s dead husband. 

Why was Banks in her bed at all? Many might ask. 

Heather’s argument would be, don’t judge, unless you’ve walked in a person’s shoes.

Post love making, she’d dozed off in his strong arms. He wasn’t asleep, Banks never slept in her bed; a pretence she let him keep. Guilt remained on hooking him. Still, loneliness often drove a person into the arms of the forbidden fruit. 

Ricky’s death had hit them hard in different ways. She’d lost her husband, and Banks, his life-long best friend. The pair had been to school together, followed by the military, and lastly the stint at a private security firm. At the beginning, she’d voiced jealousy at their closeness. Ricky had taken her hand, “You have all the power my love. If you want to walk, I get it. But for us to grow and you to one day become my wife. You must understand that John and I have walked through blood and thunder together. Pushing us apart is a battle you can’t win!” 

In her youth, Heather had lost everyone and craved that one person to call her own. Over the years, Ricky had tested her heart to the point, walking away would have seemed preferable to the hurt. Banks was never the threat though; he’d gone above and beyond to keep Ricky and her together. Bringing Ricky back from war healthy. Helping when they had money issues. And the times when Ricky would get blind drunk and go AWOL, Banks could track and bring him home.

Having their first child had brought her and Ricky along a path parallel to happiness. Still, life has a way of kicking one in the teeth when riding the crest of a wave. On a warm October day, three years ago, life had done just that. With the press of a switch, the smallest spark, and the chain reaction that followed - Ricky was gone. Dead on a train platform in Spain with twelve others. Banks had been the lead off, Ricky the rear; stepping off as the explosion ripped through the carriage. Not a hope in hell for her husband!

Banks had left the security firm soon after to join a government agency. He came around more often, checking on her and RJ, her four-year-old son. Yet, allowing space to grieve and find her feet. He was a man of few words who held his cards close to his chest. Still, John Joseph Banks was dependable with a safe pair of hands. 

A year back, a friend pushed her into dating. It hadn’t felt right, but she’d taken things slow. After the second date with one guy, Banks had been waiting on her doorstep. They’d argued after he’d seen her date off with threats of a broken leg. She’d gone at him - he wasn’t her keeper. They’d tussled on the step; two blows landed to his face before he’d pinned her to the door. The look in his cool blue eyes stirred up that memory she’d chosen never to look at. He’d held her gaze and without warning she’d kissed him. His hands had grasp her throat; losing her life had felt possible. Then the coolness within him returned, and he’d wheeled away, warning never to disrespect Ricky’s memory. 

She’d caught his arm, and he hadn’t pulled away. “Stick or twist Mr. B? You need this far more than me. Call me a liar, I dare you!” The best lines she’d ever whispered. 

Banks had carried her in, and they’d made love soft and gentle like a summer breeze. Afterward, a sadness had fallen between them. They’d cried. All the barriers down, sobbing like two babes, unsure of what the world held next. The tears were for the loss of a husband, a best friend. And the shame of having done something so beautiful with Ricky’s ghost in the corner. 

Still, life had to go on. Their routine was kept simple; time together, him leaving before dawn - no chance of RJ catching Uncle John in her bed. He was thoughtful in ways, but she wanted more. Someone to wake up to - be home more often, than not. Share themselves - mind, body, and soul. Banks outer hardness let few in. Still, that thread within Heather to have him say he loved her, just the once, clung on. With her past, the belief was, this was as good as it got. So much hurt lay inside. 

Often, she’d cry in the day, then Banks would appear and shelter her from the hard rain. His way of holding her was with depth. JJ Banks was great at that.

...

Heather’s nakedness was pressed against Banks. She was eager to have more, before he took his leave. Her fingers smoothed his light brown hair, which she’d never seen longer than a number 3 crew cut. The warmth of her full lips found his neck. His scent was strength itself. Told the story of a firm, lean, six-foot frame chiselled by years of military service. 

His mobile at the bedside buzzed. He reached for it. ‘Got to go.’ Said in his matter-of-fact way slipping from bed.

‘What about me?’ Heather exposed herself in protest. Banks continued dressing. She thought of throwing a piece of her mind his way, but what was the point. You couldn’t win a fight, when the other person wouldn’t fight back. The air in the room developed a different flavour, and all the wind left Heather’s sails.

Dressed, phone in hand, Banks kept his darkening blue eyes from her. ‘We both know I have to go!’ 

Heather wanted to jump from bed, throw her arms around him, but that wasn’t the done thing. Her head was covered with the pillow, as Banks slipped from the bedroom like he carried no weight. At such times there was never a goodbye - that wasn’t their way.  As the front door clicked shut behind him, Heather felt aches and emptiness resurface, things she prayed the sunrise would fill - as JJ Banks always came back!

***
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OCTOBER 5TH - BASQUE region, Spain.

The balloon shaped man held his head high. At five-nine and weighing twenty stone, there was a limp to the stride approaching his apartment block. His knee had been blown out by a Spanish policeman’s baton, at a protest rally in Tolosa. He openly supported Herri Batasuna, the political face of the Basque national liberation movement. Other than which, food was the man’s greatest pleasure. Meaning his belly had run away with itself, and his belt had all but given up hope of retaining it. 

The man’s wife and doctor warned his heart would give out. He rolled his eyes at such nonsense. Still, even with the evening breeze, the short walk from the car, up the slope, left him breathless and perspiring. His work shirt showed large dark patches at the pits. With the lift in the block out, the man would take a break for a cigarette, before attacking his Everest; the fifty-six stairs he needed to navigate up to the apartment. Those six-inch platforms were the bane of his life.  

Work case down, the man sat on the low wall and lit up. The smoke hit the spot - cleared the lungs. The neon lights of the shops across the street glowed. His three children would have eaten, but the wife would be waiting, ready to dish up a smaller than normal portion under doctor’s orders. 

Mid-way through his cigarette a noise from the alley beside the block drew the balloon shaped man’s attention. A hooded fool was breaking into his wife’s car. The fury and need to assert his dominance rose. Butt flicked away he moved for the alley his big fists at the ready; as silently as his bulk would allow. A fist flew at the back of the hooded man’s skull, with enough speed to induce a coma.

...

JJ Banks moved with practiced precision, needle to the balloon shaped man’s neck in one fluid motion. The fight was lost before he could swing again. Banks steered the man’s bulk onto the back seat. Doors closed, he calmly hot-wired the car and drove away.

The construction where JJ Banks sat waiting, was near Merkatari Plaza. It gave scenic views of the snaking roof of the Anoeta football stadium in San Sebastián, off in the distance. His hood was down, but a balaclava covered his face. In hand was a cut-throat razor. On the floor beside him sat a gas-powered nail gun. 

Bound to the metal chair opposite, the balloon shaped man slowly came to. His open shirt revealed a lard-like chest. His dome-like face looked bewildered, as if kicked by an invisible mule. Then his eyes centred, and questions could be heard dripping. How much was known? How’d he been tracked? Why was his captive’s face covered?  What training the man had slowly kicked into gear. Telling; show fear, like this was the biggest surprise. Most of all, voice nothing of worth.

The man thought himself smart, speaking first.  ‘There’s been a God-awful mistake here!’

Banks said nothing. Simply leant forward, and with a flash of silver, sliced off the man’s left nipple. Blood shot from the wound and streamed down his hairy chest.

‘You son-of-a-bitch! What do you want from me?’

‘First let me share what I know. You’re forty-six, with three children. Most importantly, like your father and uncle before. You’re a soldier for the ERA movement.’ Banks framed his words slow and clear. ‘Three years ago, explosives you supplied ripped through a train at Bilbao-Abando station. Killing thirteen. What’s wanted, Sir, is the name who gave the order.’

‘I know nothing of what you speak. I’m building supplies only. You’ve got the wrong man!’  

Banks picked up the nail gun and shot a nail into the man’s foot. ‘Strike one, Sir. By my count, this gun has more nails than you’ve got limbs.’

His captive road the pain, mind bending at all angles, searching for ways out of his dilemma. The nail gun was pressed on the man’s good knee.

‘Slow down. Please! It doesn’t work like that. We’re kept in the dark.’ was pleaded. With the trigger about to go off. A name flew from the balloon shaped man’s lips and shame filled him. ‘Andrés Zabala! He gave the order.’

Banks pulled the nail gun back. Weighed things over, then fired two nails into the man’s good knee. 

The hottest pain jumped from knee to brain, breaking the balloon shaped man’s mind apart. The shock sent spit from his mouth, which dripped from his chin to mix with the blood on his chest. A filling in his back tooth popped under the pressure. In a cruel twist he remained conscious.

‘Mr. Zabala was pulled out of a river near Urienta, three months ago. I should know, I put him there. A spirited soul who put up a fight and gave us little.’ Banks pulled a two-way radio from his pocket and spoke into it. ‘Our friend has no desire to see wife, nor eldest boy again.’

‘Wait, Wait. Please!’ The balloon shaped man couldn’t let this happen. His family were innocent. ‘Perira! Manuel Perira, he’s the man you want.’ Tears rolled down the man’s face such was the shame. Parts of him died at the betrayal. But here and now, there were things more important than the Movement. His wife, his sons, and the want to put an end to the waves of pain crippling his knee and feet. 

Banks spoke two simple words into the two-way radio, that made the man’s heart soar, ‘Stand down!’ Then pulled off the balaclava and smiled coldly.

‘No, no! I gave you what you asked!’

Banks fired a barrage of nails into the man’s skull and a pair into his heart for good measure. The two-way radio was slipped back into his pocket. There was no one on the other end - there couldn’t be. Like the hit on Andrés Zabala, this was a solo mission. An old army buddy, helped with logistics and weapons, otherwise he was on his own. The balloon shaped man couldn’t give back what was lost. Still, killing him came a close second. 

Banks twanged the red band on his wrist. It brought balance, energy and the sharp pain helped still the mind in troubled waters. Remind him his quest was just. Ricky’s death was foremost in his mind – the guilt heavy. 

His name had been on Death’s lips that day. Ricky should have been Point, but his gut was unsettled, so they’d switched. A simple run, protecting an over-anxious businessman. The train had pulled into the station on time. First off: he’d checked the lay of the land before radioing the others. Operative Two came off first with the client, and Ricky was bringing up the rear. A typical sunny day in Spain, ordinary people going about their business. He’d glanced back the moment the bomb ripped through the carriage. Ricky had been blown forward in a hail of glass, metal, and flames. Operative Two instinctively covered the client. The deafening sound of the blast echoed off the walls. 

In a hair trigger, he was making his way to Ricky - who lay lifeless, body covered in blood and glass. He’d felt for a pulse; there, yet faint! Then gasped at the metal sticking out of Ricky’s chest. Forgetting they were no longer at war he’d cried out for a medic.

‘Remember your promise, John.’ Ricky coughed, blood splatters came from his mouth. He’d tried to stop Ricky from speaking with no joy. ‘You’d promised to look after Heather. Swear it again!’

He’d voiced Death wasn’t coming Ricky’s way. Not on that train platform. Not after all they’d been through.

‘Don’t let another have her. She’s yours. Promise, damn you!’ 

Banks remembered the first promise all too well. Coming one drunken evening, when they’d been too wasted to walk, Ricky had started crying, talking of his love for Heather. She was the best and most loyal woman a man could have. But the bonehead within, kept messing up. “If I die! You need to look after Heather. Take her as your own - protect her with your life. If you were sweet on someone, I’d do the same. It’s what’s done in other cultures; one man dies, and his brother takes on the wife and family. I beg the same of you, my brother. I’ll go on my merry way a happy man!” 

He’d agreed, not thinking past the drunken rambles of old friends. A few weeks later, and as sober as a nun, Ricky brought up the matter again. No messing - they’d even shaken on it. Once a promise had been made between them, it could never be broken. 

He often wondered if Ricky had seen his fate. While holding his bloody body, and not wanting to let go, he’d pushed for Ricky to steel himself, ‘One more drive to Heather my friend!’

‘It’s all over, John. I’m way past dying.’ Ricky’s eyes were fading. ‘Just waiting for your promise, brother.’

And he’d done it. Made the promise to make Heather his own! Ricky had died in his arms moments later. Eyes open and smiling.
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Before: May 1981 - West Sussex. (Bf4 d5)

The traveller sat in the hospital hallway was the youngest of the Doyle clan. Given the name Quinn at birth, meaning reason, though he held little time for that. His community saw him as a shadow-dweller; one who broke the surface to the darkness. Travellers swore given the right moonlight Quinn’s shadow could be seen morphing. The myth was a horn-beast appeared on the ground - others argued a scorpion-like tail emerged. Quinn believed the Almighty's strength came through him when things got saucy. 

Unlike his four brothers, Quinn wasn’t one for having dirt and grime under his nails. He took pride in his appearance and salivated over cleanliness. His six-four frame endomorph body type and broad shoulders, filled out his clothes. Today, he sported a country cotton twill long-sleeved shirt and blue tie, under an Aston & Gunn tan Check Country Style overcoat, Aston & Gunn stone cotton trousers, and a pair of Alexandre Silver lace-up shoes. His hair was off-ginger - short on the top, yet shorter still at the sides and back. His facial features were strong, and most would say he had an iron jaw. Look closely, and freckles would be seen at his cheeks - hallmarks of his family breeding. His look and boyish charm served him well in the Gorger community. 

At twenty-four, Quinn was the only Doyle to attend a Gorger school. It hadn’t been easy; his Traveller roots hitting the middle-class. But he was thick skinned, having been moulded so. Like all Traveller boys, they’d looked up to the warriors of the community; who stepped into the bare-knuckle pit and pushed body and mind to the limit. 

Quinn had boxed since he was able to walk; an unstoppable force built for destruction. He’d won every boxing match to the age of fifteen. The tournament at Cherry Tree site in Hemel Hempstead through up a wiry Traveller boy. Quinn won the first round with ease, using his size and strength, but the other boy was fast and had slipped his big shots. Still, the kid wasn’t getting out of the second round – no other had. As the round began, Quinn decided to drop back against the ropes - Muhammad Ali style. Let the kid think he had a chance and seize the opportunity to land his sleep-maker punch. The kid hadn’t advanced; he looked near frozen at the centre of the ring. Quinn had lowered his arms to toy with the kid further. There’d been a flash of light, followed by darkness and silence. No pain, no sound - just the blinding flash. 

He’d lost consciousness - stopped breathing. A team of paramedics tried to bring him back but failed; declared him clinically dead in the ring. The ambulance crew continued their work, and against the odds Quinn’s heart and brain kicked again. Seven minutes and seventeen seconds, after Death claimed him. 

Quinn had awoken in the hospital hooked to machinery. The lucky punch had landed on his sweet-spot and changed him forever. Gone was boxing – he couldn’t take more clean blows to the head. His smarts to work the numbers side of the family business; which set him apart from his brothers, was also gone. The numbers were there in his mind, floating around like oddly shaped bubbles Quinn couldn’t quite get a handle on and form into something meaningful. But Quinn still had his uses and a new gift. 

‘You’re like Mary’s lucky coin.’ Quinn’s father would boast.

If you sat with Quinn a length of time, you’d hear a story or two. Though a word here and there would get stuck - a glitch, his new mind couldn’t reconcile. His favourite story was his cross-over to the other side; where he journeyed to the gates of hell and encountered Cerberus, the guardian of the entrance to the underworld. The multi-headed dog, claimed to have watched him on earth. Seen his strength and attempted to steal his soul from under God’s nose. A challenge had been offered. The two would arm wrestle, and if Quinn won, God could claim him back. But on losing, he’d belong to the underworld for the rest of his days. 

Never one to shy from a physical challenge. And believing, with God watching over, ready to take him to his rightful place in heaven. It was a contest that couldn’t be lost. Terms were agreed upon, and the pair locked fists on a stone table. A rusty spike lay on each side; impale the other’s fist and you won. With the veins in their arms bulging, the two took the strain. A crack of thunder sounded, and the battle began. Much to Cerberus dismay, Quinn matched him in every way. They battled for an hour, Quinn’s arm feeling like it could be ripped out of its socket, yet he wouldn’t bend nor break. God’s presence was felt within, willing him on. At the beginning of the second hour, Cerberus sensed weakness and went in for the kill, “Your days are numbered, boy.’”

From nowhere, Quinn felt a bolt of lightning rip through him; God at his side, giving strength. Thunder and lightning crashed. Then out of the heavens a sound filled the air. Another bolt of lightning ripped through Quinn. The stone table cracked in half, and Cerberus was thrown backwards.

“He’s mine.” Cerberus bellowed, getting to its feet.

“Time’s up.” God voiced aloud. “The boy has matched you in every way at your own game, demon. I’m taking him back.”

Cerberus charged, head down, to claim his prize. Quinn steadied himself and threw a punch. God took control of his fist, and when the blow landed, it tore through Cerberus’s skull. And the demon's lifeless body fell to the ground. Before he could celebrate his victory, God’s light came and pulled Quinn back...

‘God’s light came and pulled me back.’ How Quinn ended the story. 

Some of the demon’s stench had stuck - would be with Quinn for the rest of eternity. A person would be foolish to think otherwise, and the Doyle’s weren’t fools. 

Quinn believed being brought back to life by God, made him special; and the demon’s stench gave him another gift. Before that fateful punch and his dance with death, Quinn could fight, saw it as a skill, an art form. Afterwards, he became a weapon able to enforce the will of his community. He enjoyed finding a person’s weakness, torturing the strength from them. Still, breaking bones the way he’d broken Cerberus’s skull was favoured. Twice balance had been lost, and a foot slipped over the tipping point. But he was still perfecting his craft, and that was the price paid for crossing his people. Pride was taken in his work, as much as in his appearance.

...

The door to the room across the hall opened, and Evan Tulloch popped his pink head out. ‘Get in here Quinn.’ 

Tulloch was the site leader. The man people turned to in times of need or disputes. Short with thinning hair, the scar on his neck coming from a pub brawl in Guilford. Though, he was more of a diplomat than a fighter now; understanding the power of books, and what they could teach. Adept at hiding the bad from his people, while enlightening them with the good. 

On entering, Quinn lowered his head as a mark of respect. In the bed, burnt, charred and close to a crisp; was the Magnificent Beast - MB for short. The most feared bear-knuckle fighter in the south. The man, who’d trained Quinn as a boy. His face was a patchwork quilt of red and black seeping flesh. The hair burnt away from the front and top of his scalp. His left nostril and most of his upper lip were missing. Showing blackened teeth, which appeared riddled with decay. The bandage at neckline, seemed there to collect blood and pus. Only the thumb and fore finger remained on his right hand. The hand, which had put down so many in the pit. Worst of all, his left leg was amputated at the knee. Nothing looked right with the picture for Quinn. 

The great man’s spine was damaged. Anyone else, and Quinn would have put them down on the spot. But after waking up to find himself on fire, the Beast had punched through the back window of his caravan. Only to land heavily on his neck upon hitting the ground. A piece of metal had embedded itself in his lower back and cut the spinal cord. The Magnificent had fought his way through life and had now fought his way back from death. 

Quinn had done the same; they were alike. Though, he wouldn’t stand again, a fire still burnt in MB’s eyes, make no mistake of that. He hated to be beaten. Death before dishonour - was his mantra. 

‘Good to see yer, me boy.’ The Beast hissed, spit staining his lower lip. Speaking drained his energy.

‘Tribute to your power, Sir.’ Quinn drawled, moving to the bed. The punch having slowed his speech a notch. 

‘Got a task for yer.’

‘Name it.’

‘Need yer to find Rat.’ 

The great man’s meaning wasn’t registered. Quinn shot a puzzled look at Tulloch stood at the door. ‘Rat’s dead. Saw the coffin go in the ground me-self.’

‘That black-hearted rodent didn’t die in the blaze.’ The Beast turned red with anger.

Tulloch spoke - a musical authority in the voice. ‘Thin-man was me kin; those flames took him. That won’t be forgiven! I cashed in favours; cost a pretty penny, it did. Only adult and dog bones were found. Front door was screwed shut. Fire people would have put it down to arson, if I’d let them back on site. We govern our own and seek vengeance.’

‘Yer think Rat did this?’ Quinn’s mind fought to grasp the concept.

‘Mary Doherty swore on seeing a figure run for the woods.’ Tulloch added.

‘M-M-Mary Dee swears on a lot. Little of it reality.’ Quinn offered, a word getting stuck.

‘Me child’s bones weren’t found!’ 

Tulloch cleared his throat. ‘For good reason, it was kept quiet.’

‘Good reason?’ Quinn questioned. Instantly knowing it wasn’t his place to make such remarks. 

Tulloch shot a mindful look, ‘Life would be all kinds of crazy, it came out a child put MB in here. Plus, took out two of our best - God rest their souls.’ Tulloch made the sign of the cross. 

‘That rodent put me in this bed. Burnt our friends to a crisp. Would have done the same to yer Quinn.’ The Beast was hyperventilating. The veins in his neck and temple pulsing hard enough to pop.

Quinn took the great man’s good hand. ‘God knows me heart, MB. On pain of death, it’ll be an h-h-honour to serve.’

‘Drag my child back to me Quinn. For mine is the glory to take Rat’s head clean off and spit down the hole.’



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


6 

[image: ]




Now: October 6th - Hampstead Heath. (Qb dc4)

With two-day old stubble on a soft jaw the man made his way through the woods on West Heath. The path was muddier than usual, due to another sudden downpour, drenching London to the bone. Though, the wellies kept his feet dry, as a matter of course the large puddles were avoided. The trees to his left did their best to block the hum of traffic from the road. Still, this was London, such noise was a background theme. 

Jasper, the man’s golden Labrador had taken off, once free of the lead. The dog would reappear now and then to check the man hadn’t got lost. 

The winter’s afternoon sun showed its face briefly from behind grey rain clouds. The sun did nothing to raise the man’s spirits as he squelched along. It had been a bitch of a day. His bus had broken down on the Hornsey Road in the height of the morning rush hour, causing one hell of a tail-back. Passengers were irate: nothing he said placated their verbal abuse. The job was taking its toll! Dreams were held of moving out of London, but he and the wife were mortgaged up to the eyeballs. 

Larger rain clouds gathered to the north. The man checked his watch; time to be getting back. He whistled loudly, but Jasper didn’t come. Another whistle and he called out. Jasper barked a response, but still, the damn dog didn’t show. The man put venom to his voice. Jasper darted out of the undergrowth but didn’t come to heel. The mud-covered ball circled the man, barking away, then ran back into the bushes. 

The man was more than a little irritated. He followed. Flashes of Jasper’s mud-filled coat came and went as the dog moved excitedly amongst the foliage. Coming to a clearing, Jasper was found digging frantically at the ground. 

The man froze, mouth open. He needed Jasper to stop. -Stop bloody digging dog. ‘Good boy Jasper, heel now!’

Jasper came over to have the lead clipped to his collar. The man gazed down at the mangled hand sticking out of the muddy hole. The sight turned his stomach. Something out of a horror film lay before him. Pale skin, torn in places and stained by the dark brown earth. Fingers bent haphazardly, nails torn and broken. 

The man’s stomach churned again. Mind in over-drive his eyes darted about. Only Jasper, him, and the winter trees were visible. He didn’t need this; someone else would find the mess soon enough. He pulled at Jasper’s lead and stepped back; Jasper looked up questioningly. ‘Don’t do that! It’s not my problem.’ But Jasper wouldn’t stop questioning. ‘Damn you, Dog.’ 
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