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Dark. It felt cold. Stone cold. Almost wet, but not. Like the feeling of laying on a tiled floor naked. He lay on his back. Why can he not move? Thoughts rattle around in his mind. Something was stopping him. What is this? Am I stuck, trapped maybe? I can’t see a thing. Never had he experienced blackness like this before. Total blackness, no sign of any light at all. Panic had set in, and his heartbeat started to rise. It pounded in his ears and pulsed at his temples. There was an itch across his chest as he took each breath. With every rise and fall, he could feel it; moving. The sensation reminded him of a poor quality t-shirt, the harsh fibres scratching at his skin. What the hell is this? Where am I?’  This thing, this, this.... sheet; it’s a sheet. Like hospital linen he thought, thick, hard, course, like no fabric softener was used to wash this. But was that it, was he in a hospital? Why was it so dark? Had he gone blind? Confusion did not begin to express what he was feeling. Fear arrested him. 

Was it the grip of fear, or something more that held him there, motionless, grasping his very soul.  

Cold. Why did it feel cold? Something else alerted him. It felt close. Something about this just felt close he thought. The warmth of his breath lingered, trapped almost; within inches of his face. Close. 

He could see nothing. There was no smell, no sound at all? Have I been drugged? he thought, although his mind seemed to have clarity, free of the groggy awakening from chemical unconsciousness. Have I lost my senses? No, wait; cold; itchy sheet; warmth of breath. I am still alive at least. But what is this? Was it the fear that was suppressing his regular functions? Terror now nibbled at the edges of panic, chewing its way through his thoughts.  

He tried to focus, to gain some form of perspective to at least understand if his other senses remained functioning, or if there was simply nothing to detect. No sight, no sound, no smell, no taste. He drew a deep breath through his nostrils causing his chest to rise. At least he could feel; this sheet, hard, coarse, scratching at his skin.  

Within his fingertips there was a sensation of pins and needles, but he could detect movement there also. Were they moving? Was he imagining this? Dreaming perhaps? No, he could definitely move them. His mind was losing control of thought with the myriad of things that could be. He could feel the roughness of his fingertips rubbing together, as the print from each digit slowly moved in circles as he passed his thumb across his forefinger and middle finger on each hand. The sensation was relief, to know that he was alive, he could move. But something was preventing him from moving. ‘What?’ He could now feel each of his fingers move more freely, he drummed them from little finger inwards, and now there was the feeling the tapping of each movement against his thighs. This did little to ease his torment, and terror was still lurking in the corners of his mind. 

Toes. In the movies, it’s always “can you wiggle your toes?” He could, but his feet, ankles at least, felt stiff, frozen, as if encased in ice, no movement at all. His hands were the same. His entire body even. Something had happened to him. Am I paralyzed? he thought. He tried to speak aloud. ‘Hello’. In his head it sounded like he spoke, but he knew that he made no sound. There was no sensation of motion in his face, no jaw movement, nothing of the tongue striking his teeth to create the ‘L’ sound, nor the lips contracting into the circular formation to annunciate the word. Nothing. Panic continued to rise. Distress now seemed to weigh heavily upon him.  

He wondered were his eyes even open? Was this the reason for the darkness? But he could feel that they were. The fold of the skin as his eyes opened from a blink was evident enough to know his eyes were indeed open. He was able to blink. But he could focus on nothing. He could see nothing. His mind raced.  

Something gripped his attention; in a unanimous fashion. There was a movement; a gentle dull sensation to his left wrist, though he could not fathom what that was; but at the same time there was light. A dim, soft light, as though it was the glow from a screen of a phone, but covered over. In the light he could see, but whilst his eyes fought to focus, the light faded and was gone. He reeled over the sight. Indeed it was close. Very close. The light had allowed him to see that he was contained in some form of box, metallic in appearance, steel perhaps. He was unsure. He had only caught a glimpse through the faint light that had only momentarily allowed him the opportunity to know that his eyes at least were not betraying him; that he could in fact see; there was just nothing to see. Once more, all he could see was black.  

Panic became petrified, seeming to have suddenly leapfrogged several stages at the realisation that he was entombed within some form of box. The fading of the light only seemed to make the walls close in further still.  

He could feel that slowly, sensations were returning to him, his arms were able to move just a little, at the elbows at first; he felt like a bird that had been dazed from crashing into a window but trying still to flap its wings. His legs, he became aware that they too were recovering from whatever state of suspense it was that captured his body. He hoped, longed that he would be able to get up, but where could he go? There was no room to move, not even sit up. The enclosure felt like being woken in a coffin, only it seemed as though it was slightly larger. From his fleeting glance in the subdued momentary light, he thought it was no more than six inches from his nose to the fortifications that seemed to entomb him. As feeling slowly returned to skin, he gathered that his body was naked, covered by this sheet. There was something on his wrist. It felt like the plastic type paper wristbands that he remembered from theme parks in his childhood, or the music festivals he went to in his carefree days. Could this be some form of hospital tag he wondered?  

He could hear the beating of his heart in his chest. The pace had been rising, now it felt like excitement, or worry; faster than a normal rate, but not so fast that there was exertion. His breathing rate had risen too. Was this a restarting of his entire autonomic system, or just his anticipation of his surroundings and what awaited him? Terror had now taken over. He had never considered himself to be claustrophobic, but this box was restraining his very existence. How did I get here? his mind raced.  

Before this box, this darkness; she was there. A park; which one? The thoughts danced in his mind. They were walking, it was Autumn, the air had been crisp, the colours were exquisite, the river had looked still and calm. And her, there by his side, with her usual casual appearance. They had walked together, her arm linking his, replaying the events of their week to one another. They had laughed; they had been serious; they had talked about the plans for the coming weeks, about too fast approaching Christmas get together with the families, and where they wanted to spend New Year. Then there was nothing. Just this box. How? 

The ability to move had progressed from wing flapping to nearly full function, but there was no space to move. He could wriggle his body, and was able to turn onto his side somewhat, where he again felt the biting cold sensation. Whatever this prison was made of, he was laying on it. Cold, metallic, smooth.  

Once more, his senses were overcome as he felt a vibration on his wrist and light seemed to flood the place. A mixture of emotions flooded his thoughts.  

He brought his arm up towards his face and watched as the light again faded to blackness. This band, it had lit up. At least part of it had. It looked like a screen from a smart watch, but he had never seen one like this. There was no shape, no form, only that same plastic type of paper band. The lighted section had been rectangular and seemed to display “22:20” and beneath it, a familiar looking message bubble with the number “2” inside. With little room to manoeuvre, he pressed on the band, but nothing happened. He pressed again, held his finger on it, and shook it but nothing.  

As he was now at a point of full sensation and ability to move, he began to press against the walls of his prison. He could detect a slight movement, but he knew that he had neither the strength nor leverage to have done anything more. Still, that didn’t stop him from trying. He lay on his back and pressed upwards, then outwards to either side. He almost exhausted himself in pushing with all his might. He banged, as hard as he could, would anyone be able to hear him? He tried to shout again, but only managed a mangled sound of half chocking and half speaking. After clearing his throat, he tried again. He knew this time that it was much louder and clear. He listened intently for any sounds around him, yet the silence was deafening. The box only seemed to kill the sound. No echo, no reverberation, just a hollowness. He called out once more, but still there was nothing in return. Only silence. Could anyone even hear him from inside this tomb? Did anyone even care? Was he being held, against his will, by some tormentor that would only ignore his pleas for help? He concluded that he had watched too many movies, and that real life was something different. 

His sarcophagus was still in complete darkness. He felt around, touching the edges and corners of the walls that surrounded him. By his estimation, this crypt was nothing more than 24 inches in height and width.  

There it was again!!  

Light.  

Nothing more than a soft glow, but it seemed to illuminate the darkest secrets of his innermost being. Oh, how his eyes had longed for something other than blackness. “22:24” and “2” the display read.  

Over and over, he pressed the band in some mad ditched effort to make the thing light up. It was futile. But what was this thing? Trying to get a better understanding of what was his only possession other than the sheet, which itself was now somewhat entwined in his legs from the wreathing inside this coffin like prison; he twisted and turned his fingers around the thing, feeling around for some form of button, catch or other such method of making it do something, anything.  

It lit again “22:27” and “2” said the display. With his right hand already poking around at the band, he was perfectly poised for ‘doing’ something as it came to life this time, though he could not account for why.  

With his finger on the display, he poked, pushed and moved it around. Upwards! His face alighted with excitement that the thing responded to an upwards sliding gesture. The display changed to one typical of a smart watch, but this thing, this plastic paper band, was still something out of a science fiction story to him. Flexible, yet seemingly versatile and durable. Like the similar felling bands of his past, he knew this thing would likely be difficult to damage without a direct attack.  

The display gave a number of options, the first of which was the message bubble that he had seen beneath what he assumed to be the time display on the initial screen he had witnessed. Inside the bubble remained the number “2”. He pressed the bubble and as he now expected, it responded to open the messages. The two messages were displayed in a manner familiar to all. The first had been received at 22:10.  

“ONE DAY TO LIVE” 

What did this mean? His pulse and respiration rate increased suddenly, and the trepidation began towering over his existence. His mind was already exhausted from the awakening, and being trapped in only God knows where. One day to live? What was this? His very being became agitated with anxiety.  

The second message, received at 22:20 read “Task 1 – Get Out!”. This was not what he had expected. He didn’t even know what he expected, but this was not it.  

Was this a sick and twisted game?  

Was he with her last?  

He remembered being at a party with friends, they had drank a lot, he was a little worse for wear. He tried to convince himself, surely this was a prank from his friends? A lurid half smile pursed at the corners of his mouth, until he realised they were not that gifted or cunning.  

Whatever was happening, he needed to get out of this box.  

He once more reverted to his vain attempts to push against the sides of this box. Over and over, he pushed with all he could muster, but he only succeeded in expending his energy, as he had minutes earlier. He rolled over and pushed against the end section that had been above his head.  

Movement!! The panel had not given way, in fact, it held firm. But he had moved, he felt it, heard it even. His arms had been able to extend some minute amount, whilst still being bent, he figured he had moved about an inch or two. There had been a sound of drawer runners, before the inevitable thud as his movement halted.  

Whatever this surface he was lying upon was, it had moved. He pressed with his feet against the bottom, but that only served to slide the surface back to where it had been. He pushed again with his arms, only repeating what he had before. This thing was definitely sliding, not by much, but it was. He kicked down hard at the bottom, but again it only moved him back to the original position. Stretching his arms up, and pressing his feet against the bottom, he pushed as though to extend his body to its maximum reach and could feel the give under foot. He pushed and pushed, the pressure felt so great that he was sure his back would ache and become stiff as soon as he released. Two new emotions now seemed to balance on scales, an equalising dose of relief that there was some form of movement, against the frustration of his feebleness. 

As he continued, he could feel the movement continue under his feet. He knew he was going to succeed in Task 1. As long as he continued to push, he was sure he could ‘get out’. But pain wreathed through him from the force of his pressing. His body could only cope with so much at a time. He stopped, hoping to take a moment to recompose. Under the mental stress of the situation, and the physical exertion he had put into his fruitless efforts to escape this cage, he was drifting along the edge of consciousness, in the zone of not realizing you’re actually dozing off. He rested his forehead on the cold steel on which he now lay face down.  

He thought of her, where she was now, what was she doing? Her face was the only picture he could see. Her head tilted slightly to the right, and a cheeky smile that slowly broke into a laugh as he had tried intently to stare into her eyes, which had now closed over as she chuckled, her hair loosely falling by her face. She ran her finger through it, tucking it behind her ear.  

But she was not here, not now. He was alone. Time had passed, he knew it had, but unable to get this infernal wrist strap to work on command, he did not know how much. It had felt like seconds, but he knew it was longer. Surely not hours. He recomposed his position to push once more, above and below; beginning slowly at first, easing up the pressure. He could feel the give beneath his feet, but still there was nothing but a slight movement. He tried to stamp at it, but over again, the slab on which he lay, just moved in the opposite direction.  

As he proceeded to push, hands and feet, there was something to give, he could feel it. A bending almost. With the sliding slab pushed up as far as he could, he began again to stamp at base of this box, this time knowing that the slab had nowhere to go. He kicked with his heel, but this only sent a shock though his leg that he knew he would later regret. Turning onto his back, he was able to clasp his fingers around the edges of the sliding slab on which he lay, and with as much leverage as he could manage in the 24 inches of space to bend his legs, he kicked out hard at the foot of this crypt.  

It gave.  

Light burst in from around the seams. This was the entry; this was the exit. He kicked once more, causing the door to swing open towards his left-hand side. He could see there was a room out there. A clinical, clean white light seemed to flood the place. He was free. Reaching his hands above him, he pushed, causing the slab to partially slide out of the opening. Pressing his hands against the sides of the now broken cell, he pushed the slab further out and then wriggled his body the rest of the way.  

As his eyes began adjusting to the light, he could smell the pungent chemical cleaning products. Something of that smell reminded him of his high school biology lessons. As he sat on this virtually floating slab, suspended several feet from the floor, he recognised the room, but only from what he had seen on TV. He knew this was a morgue.  

Once more his thoughts raged, and he wondered for a moment whether he had come back from the dead. Nonsense, how could any rational human consider such as a reality? But why was he in a morgue, naked, covered by a sheet, with a band around his wrist. In the cold clinical light, he looked at the band in more detail. It was white, with a green stripe running most of the way around it, slightly off centred. The only place the stripe did not feature, was where he thought the ‘screen’ had been located. Confused, he saw there was just a white expanse in its place, about an inch and a half long, and a number printed in small red numerals “36”.   

With eyes darting around the room, he took stock of the place. Around 160 square feet, this room was painted an uninspiring grey on what he assumed was already grey breeze block. There was no need for fancy decorations in this place; its usual occupants had never complained. The clinical lighting emanated from typical strip lights, sunken into a suspended ceiling commonly found in office places. The floor was covered in some rubberised fashion; this must be a hospital he thought.  

The room had two sets of double doors, pale green in colour, each with partial glazing, the kind with wire mesh running through it. There was sheet aluminium across the middle of the doors, which had obviously taken persistent impacts over a prolonged period, he assumed from porters' trolleys. It was evident that there was no lighting on the other side of either door. 

One such porter’s trolley sat across the room, in the space between the two doors; one opposite him; and the other to his right, at the end of the room. The trolley stood, in vacant occupation, the bed bound in black leatherette, with only a pile of folded clothes and a pair of cheap pumps on top. As he lowered himself from the extending bed of the mortuary cabinet, the feel of the floor on his feet was relief that he was free. There was no sign of life in this place. Despite this, his nakedness created a sensation of vulnerability. He called out again, hoping that someone would respond, a nurse attend to him maybe; what was happening? The remainder of the room was empty. No desk, no chair, no filing drawers or anything else to speak of. 

As he turned, he could see that he had emerged from a middle stowage section of a cabinet three tiers high, which was located in a bank of eight such units. He noticed that each of the doors had a padlock fitted to the bottom of a pin that seemed to drop through cylindrical sections, two mounted to the door, and three to the front casing in an alternate layout. Though the door to his unit had the same cylindrical fittings, he could see no signs of any pin or lock that may have come off of the door from whence he had escaped.  

In his escape, he had evidently had to forcibly overcome the handle of the pod, which from the outside, seemed to require only a squeezing action to release the latches of the door. Wondering if any of the other units were occupied, whether some other poor soul may be trapped inside as he had been; he began shouting and banging at each of the doors. It struck him however, that although he had felt cold in there, it was the cold of the metal against his skin; he had not been in a cold environment. This mortuary cabinet was not ‘on’; at least it was not set to a ‘chill’ temperature. Surely there could not be bodies inside, or the smell would be rancid.  

He turned to the trolley and paced across the room; the pain of striking the door with his heel now showed itself and caused him to limp. Moving the shoes from on top of the clothing, he sifted through the neatly posed items, that appeared to have been carefully placed, prepared even. There was a plain white polo shirt, ‘Medium’ was printed in a black ink on the inside of the fabric, just below the collar. It had no labels of any kind; they had clearly been removed. A pair of dark blue trousers, of thick cotton material; once more, the labels had been removed. Below there were underwear. Plain, black, elastic at the waist, the kind that were a close fit; but again, there were no labels. He put them on covering his manhood for the first time since his awakening. Beneath the pants were socks. Plain and black, but oddly folded, as though they had been ironed. He got dressed.  

Twice he noticed as he was clothing himself that the ‘screen’ of this wrist strap had illuminated. “22:51” and “22:52” it had read as he glanced at it. He had not lost as much time as he thought he had from dozing in his tomb. It occurred to him that movement had ‘activated’ the band. He moved his arm, wrist and hand in different directions, trying to replicate the illumination of the screen to work out quite how this thing operated. Twice more he had made the screen illuminate, each time it faded within seconds; “22:52”. The third time it lit, he was aware of what motion was required to make this thing spring to life; a flick of the wrist, rotating the hand outwards and quickly in towards himself. The screen came on but would fade quickly. At least he had finally figured it out.  

Now fully clothed, it was time to leave this room. The first set of doors was clearly locked, though he knew that with a little brute force, he could push the two doors hard enough, so that the lock would be overcome. He peered through the glass, and with the light casting through from behind him, he could see that this was not a hospital. This was a real morgue. The room he now faced was clearly where bodies were prepared for burial. He could see another empty trolley, similar to the one from which he had just dressed. There were various ‘tools’ on a steel table to the side. A shiver passed through his spine, and a wave of disgust and horror washed through him. He gathered there were high level windows to this room, though they were covered from the inside, painted over almost. If necessary, he could use these to escape to the outside world. But he first resolved to check the other door. It was open.  

Pressing against the right-hand leaf, he hesitated as it moved a few inches. Peering through the glass of the door, he could see a corridor ahead that turned to the left some 12 feet onwards, clearly around the side of the room he had inspected through the other doors. A smell was creeping in through the open crack of the door and lingering in his nostrils; musty, stale, unused and abandoned. There was an orange spill of light across the floor, and he knew that there was an exit at the end of this corridor. As he pushed open the door further, he could hear the outside world. The dull sound of passing vehicles. He knew he was close to being free. 

As he rounded the corner, he was faced with glass double doors. It was streetlight that was spilling in, creating an orange glow. There was something covering the middle section of the doors, casting a shadow in the shape of a thinned torso; no head, no legs. An eery apparition of a floating body seemed to be all that stood between him and his escape. 

A coat. It was hanging from the latch of the door. Black, heavy, a short overcoat type with a fleece lined collar. Just hanging there, inviting him to take it. He lifted the jacket and twisted the latch. To his amazement, it was open.  

He stepped outside and was overcome by the elation of being out of this hell. It was cold, typical early December temperatures. He looked at the coat in his hand, as though it was too good to be true, and put it on.  

It was clean smelling, freshly washed, but was not new. It had clearly been used before. He started to walk, to where, he did not know. He just walked. With the pain in his heel, and the ache of his body from forcing his way out of his prison, he was not sure how far he could get. Whilst the imminence of danger had been left behind in the metal casket, turmoil of emotions continued to pursue him, and the necessity to know just what the hell was going on, ran ahead of him.  

There was a road some 300 yards away with intermittent passing traffic. If he could make it to the road, someone could help. He checked the pockets of the coat and clothing as he walked, he found nothing but lint and fluff. He had always hated that feeling. It repulsed him more that this was not his lint and fluff, who knows what else had been in there. As he approached a streetlight, he saw that the jacket had an embroidered insignia on the left breast. Looking at this from upside down, he realized it was a number.  

“36” it said.  

This had been the number on his wrist band, he was sure of it. He stood, under the streetlight, and lifted his arm to look more closely, being careful not to flick his wrist to ‘activate’ the screen. “36” he was right. And as he stood, with confusion across his face, knowing not where he was, nor what was happening, as it had earlier when he had been confined in that infernal borstal; trepidation engulfed, and there was a unanimous vibration as the screen came to life.  
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The display showed the time, it was 11pm, and below it was now that familiar message bubble; “1”. In light of the happenings of this strange contraption less than an hour ago, he came to know that the vibration alerted him to the receipt of a new message. Pressing his finger to the screen and swiping upwards, he found within the message menu a new communication from whoever this anonymous sender was.  

“The significance of 23:00 is more than just coincidence. The clock is ticking..... tick tock”.  

Confused by the message, he had no knowledge, no reference as to what exactly it meant, but it was becoming clear, this was no prank. Someone, somewhere, intended for him to do something. What? 

It seemed that he had less than 24 hours to complete this task. Task? Yes, he remembered the first messages. “Task 1” one of them had read. Surely there would be a Task 2? It had not come, as yet at least.  

He slumped to the floor, leaning against the lamppost, to take better stock of this contraption on his wrist. He quickly learned to navigate around the menu with swiping gestures. Whatever this thing was, it seemed that although it had the ability to receive information, it was unable to send anything. He noted that one of the icons was a timer, a countdown, “22:51:53”. The time was now 23:08, this was counting down in synchronisation, 23 hours from the time of the message. He now knew at least what was ticking, and just exactly how long he had. By his reckoning, the countdown would expire at 10pm the following day, 24 hours after he had first woken encapsulated in the morgue.  

He searched through the functions of the band and he found there was a map, which was able to determine his current location. The roads were not named, too much detail for such a small screen. He could not recognise the area. He was able to move the map around, to orientate it, searching in hope for some point of reference that was familiar to him, though there was nothing that he remarked. However, he then noticed two blue dots, similar to that which marked his own location, yet smaller, less luminous. They were close to one another, but not so close that they were together. 

There remained the intermittent cacophony of passing cars, now only a hundred yards away, but he sat, motionless, staring with intent at the tiny screen on his wrist, watching the movement of these two blue dots, which he knew, like his own representation on this map, must represent other people. One was approaching the other, gaining on it as they moved in the same direction. He had no way of judging the distance between them, but it was getting smaller by the second. 

The screen faded and went off.  

He flicked his wrist back and forth quickly, and sliding upwards once more, it had returned to the initial main menu function. It had taken him a few seconds since the fading screen to find the map, and once it loaded, it was back to default, showing his location. Frantically he searched around for sight of the other two dots. He found them; together. He had missed the interaction, the arrival of one dot to another. But the two seemed to move together now, much slower than before. They stopped. 

He wondered who they were? What were they doing? Where they had paused? 

He was hungry. The beginnings of pain in the stomach that spoke before a strong desire to eat. He needed food. He needed coffee. Perhaps this was what the dots were doing. He imagined a cafe, dingy, greasy, a narrow street hidden from the majority footfall. The kind of place where an ‘all day breakfast’ was about the only thing on the menu, and the coffee was stale from being left on the warming plate for too long. They sat, he imagined, discussing a great adventure. Who were they he wondered?  

The thought occurred to him that there seemed no other signs of life around this pair. Or was it that he could only see these two, and if so, why them. What was so special about the dots that he could see where they were, yet no one else? Perhaps they could see where he was. A thousand possibilities played out in his mind, of who these dots could be, or what they were. Time had passed as he sat there. He had poised his finger over the display of his band, and each time the light started to dim, he had quickly pressed it, bringing it back to full light and thus avoiding the ‘return to main screen default’ if the screen went off. The top of the display exhibited the time, he had not noticed this before, too intent on searching the content of this device, or watching the dots as some voyeur of the unknown. 23:19.  

He became curious of the band once more and began to study the other features. It was rather basic, though considering its uniqueness, seemingly some future technology, it was an extravagant piece of technical engineering. Aside from the ‘messages’, ‘countdown timer’ and the map, it had some form of compass. The direction of what he assumed to be north floated in an arrow around the edge, and there was a number in the middle of the dial, ‘1,361m’.  

The night was dry, cloudy but not overcast. The stars were visible in patches, but mostly drowned out by the light above his head. He stood and walked towards the road, where he knew there were signs of life. It seemed that a vehicle passed roughly once every few seconds. At this time of night, that meant it was definitely some form of main carriageway. He startled at the striking sound of sirens only a short distance from him. A police car had seemingly been called with some urgency, as he heard the roar of the engine meet the demand of the driver, but the sound was all too familiar of a vehicle moving away from him. Through a gap in a hedgerow, he could see the vehicles as they passed.  

Having moved a sufficient distance away from the streetlight, he observed the sky once more. He studied the visible stars in the vain hope that he could identify something to help him navigate; but he had never paid much attention to that sort of thing, and as he scrutinized the glistening pinpricks in the black veil that was surrounded by patches of purpled velvet cloud, he knew that it was stupidity to believe he could make any informed decision of his location based on the night sky. He continued towards the road. Progress was slow, his leg hurt, but he knew that with some over-the-counter-meds, he could easily take care of this.  

Passing through the gap in the hedgerow, through which he had observed the passing vehicles, he emerged at a dual-carriageway. The relief of seeing people, even as they hurtled by, giving no regard to a jaywalker; brought a feeling of exultation to his chest. A weight had lifted. But as soon as his spirit had enlightened, it was crushed with the sentiment of doom, as he felt another ‘buzz’ to his wrist. A sinking feeling set in, pulling in the pit of his stomach as he knew this was another cryptic communiqué from his tormentor. Even though the buzz gripped him like a hand wrapped around his heart, his curiosity was stimulated and he knew it was impossible to not give this his full and immediate attention.   

He lifted his wrist, shook it in the now familiar fashion to once more illuminate the display. 23:30, one new message. He opened it. At first glance he knew this was significant, he had almost expected as much was to come.  

“Task 2”  - his fear had been realized.  

Whatever had happened to him, whatever was happening to him, it seemed as though it was the perverted game of some distant persecutor, who was evidently intent on plaguing his future, at least for the next twenty-two and a half hours.  

“ – find 35” it continued.  

Gathering himself among the question of what or who 35 is or was, a sobering realisation befell him; this was not a dream.  

In a daze, he stood at the roadside, staring at this message, unable to compose his thoughts. The screen faded, went off, but still he stood with his arm in front of his chest, wrist exposed, head tilted down towards it though his eyes had completely lost focus in the way that things seem to become distant, an insignificant blur.  

A lorry passed him. His bemusement had him so engrossed that he had failed to notice the approaching sound and lights. It had registered that his shadow was moving in a semi-circular motion, yet his bewilderment gave this no further attention.  The rush of air as the wagon swooped by him, almost close enough to have scraped his arm, caused him to lose his balance somewhat and search for surer footing. The grit and debris brought up from the surface of the road by the passing lorry’s length and multiple wheels, sandblasted against his exposed skin and entered his nostrils causing him to grimace.  

He stepped back from the edge of the tarmac, and found a place to rest himself, slumped on top of the crash barrier. Perched there, whilst physically ruffled by the wind-rush and sandblasting of the HGV, his mental tranquillity of days gone by was now beaten to submission by the anguish that presented itself through the weighing of the state of affairs he was facing.  

Now pondering whether to be compelled by the instructions from this unseen author, or to throw in the towel now and begin seeking the help of others, to tear off this infernal band and to hell with this game; his mind was dominated by a desire to know.  

35? He was 36, so who is 35? Is it even a ‘who’? Was there another, similar to him, wandering in the dark, not knowing what was happening to them? If it was his task to find this other, this ‘35’, what tasks had been assigned to them? Was it even possible that there is a ‘34’, and perhaps yet another 33 before them, all of whom potential victims to this deranged happening? Was he the last? What if there were more than 36? Oblivious, the remainder of society seemed to busy about with their regular schedules, cars continuing to pass him, merrily on their way to whatever had taken them on their voyage, no thought for him, or anyone else wrapped in the odd events he had experienced.  

The gravity of the situation began to pull him back to the reality of his surroundings. He now found himself at the side of a road, he did not know where. He knew not why. But there was a sense of urgency, that gave him to know that he must act, and fast. Whatever this was, the clock was indeed ticking. 23:37. He checked the timer again, “22:22:19”, as he had suspected, the clock was reducing by the second. Becoming conscious once more of the two dots he had witnessed a short while ago; he searched the map for them, knowing roughly where to look this time. After what seemed like an age, he found the location they had been, but now there was only one dot, with no sign of the other. 

The one he could see was still, motionless, a little further on from where they had earlier been, but only by a miniscule amount. Was the size of this screen problematic to his perception of distance he wondered? As he gazed with intent at the beacon of another being, probably trapped in this same nightmare, he once more considered the possibility that ‘others’ may also be able to see him. They needed a collective, a gathering, a coming together of each of them to reach a communal understanding of what, why.  

But how daunting it was to think, the harrowing thought; what if they were to find him? What if that meant to him harm? A million possibilities played out before him in an instant. Still, he needed resolve. He needed to know.  

A task had been set of him. He must find 35, whoever this was, wherever they were. He imagined the possibility of finding another also enslaved to a wristband which, like with him, was now taking control of their very existence. But again, he considered this person would not be all that he may hope for. In that moment, he was sure that finding 35 was not the end of this madness. He rose from the crash barrier, and like a child struggling with a paper maze, he studied a way back towards his own location from the position of the other dot, which remained fixed some distance away; he resolved to find them, if nothing more, to find this one, and workout the riddle of his current status. 

With the map as his guide, he would find them, and together they could seek out others. Together they could make sense of their place in this monstrous predicament.  

23:40 

As he paced along the embankment at the side of the carriageway, he saw the inevitable encounter in his mind, playing over the initial meeting and discussions. He did not know what he expected to find, though the mere presence of the dot on his map caused him to consider it most likely that whomever this dot turned out to be, they would be dancing under the strings of their own wristband and the puppet master. He wondered how this other, towards whom he was heading, had come to realise themselves, their band, were they too awoken from some mystical slumber? Had they also been captive in a temporary resting place of the dead? 

With each step, still feeling the intense pain in his heel, he played over the events of his escape. Why had he been trapped inside a body cooler? He again considered the possibility that he had died and had somehow been resurrected. Were it not for this bizarre game to which he was now a pawn, he would have thought it too absurd. But now anything was possible, wasn’t it? He rationalised his thought, and he knew that it could not be so.  

Save for the aching of his body from the exertion of his escape, and the pain in his heel now shooting with each step, as far as he could fathom, he was otherwise uninjured. Before his awakening, he had been a man of reasonable health and had kept himself in shape through his passion for cycling. As he had gotten older, despite his system slowing down, the rate of metabolism plummeting from that of his earlier years; exercise was something of a must rather than simply for enjoyment of the sport. It seemed like fate was a twisted notion; as the body grows older and becomes more worn, less able to exert itself as it had in youth; it now needed a greater level of use to keep that ‘middle age spread’ at bay.  

His level of fitness, whilst certainly nowhere near its peak, was reasonable enough that he was relatively ‘fit and healthy’, as he had checked on so many forms and documents.  

There was no sign of significant injury to his body that he had noticed thus far, and he could not comprehend why his awakening had found him captured within that corpse fridge. The door had been closed, but it was not locked, as the other doors had been. Why? The padlock and the pin had clearly been removed prior to his awakening and his was the only compartment that seemed to be occupied. He could not have been there for long, nothing more than a few hours. Whoever put him there, had either failed to secure the door with the pin and lock, or deliberately removed these protections in order that he would be able to free himself from within. He remembered ‘Task 1’, and immediately knew that his escape had been allowed to occur; this was all by design. 

Having travelled a distance of several hundred yards, he came to an intersection and made sense of his position on the wristband map. A few hundred more until the next cross-roads, where he figured that according to the map, he needed to make a turn. Plodding on, his sore heel and subsequent limp was slowing his progress and the pain seemed to rise upwards, creeping higher up each time his leg was forced to bear weight. His knee now throbbed with a deep aching pain. Could this be an infectious pain, spreading from the initial injury below it; or had the limp caused him to carry his leg differently, that before long would present as a further problem? The traffic was thinning now. A vehicle passed only now and then. The side of the carriageway along which he moved, facing the oncoming vehicles, was seemingly busier than the other. Only a small volume of traffic travelled in the same direction as him. Was the more heavily travelled route as a result of people moving towards the city nightlife, or heading home to the suburbs?  

The last he could remember before the sepulchre box in which he had found himself, it had been a Saturday. Was this still the same day? There was no immediate way to know how much time had elapsed. As an adolescent he had seen films where the protagonist had found themselves thrust into some unknown place or time; they would always check the date on discarded newspapers, but daily printed media had become a thing of the past. He must find some other way to know what day it was and how long he has been away. Had it been days, weeks, months, or God forbid, even years? And with that thought, came a gut-wrenching feeling, the pit of his stomach turned as he realised the grip on reality that was lost. Not knowing how much time had passed since he was last with her, caused him to feel, in the deepest sense of the term; lost.   

23:49 as he approached the next corner and raised his wrist to check the map once more. He was relieved to see that there was still no movement of this mystifying blue dot.  

The cold was biting hard. Grimacing at the thought of the lint and leftovers, he stuffed his fists into the jacket pockets to add some protection to the bare skin. At least there was no wind to speak of that would multiply the chill factor.  

The road was quiet, but considering the speed at which the traffic seemed to fly by he knew it would be madness to attempt to cross with the sluggish hobble he carried. It would be a much safer option to use the pedestrian crossing at the signal lamps. The anticipation of reaching the control button welled in him like a child running ahead of their parents to ‘get there first’; his gait had lengthened, and his pace increased, but as the button sank in and the ‘wait’ light illuminated, the excitement subsided immediately. He watched intently, staring at the recognizable red figure anticipating the change to green. Impatience tiptoed in and he urged to just start trundling across the tarmac. Turning his gaze to the lights that control the traffic, he was pleased to see amber and considered it safe enough to commence his crossing.  

There was an uneasiness that befell him as he moved across the hard surface of the road, a knot in his stomach. As he approached the midway point, there was a car approaching at speed on the other side with no signs of slowing. The driver had clearly failed to notice the red light towards which they advanced, until such a time as the only manner by which they could ensure they did not breach the crossroads, was to perform an emergency stop. The tyres screeched as they struggled to find grip, the sound blended into the ABS system fighting to maintain composure. Stepping out from the central divide, his eyes caught those of the driver, who was obviously shaken by the manoeuvre. As she looked at him, her face was a picture of her startled expression, as though she was the proverbial deer in the headlights, a role reversal for a driver. This woman was clearly distressed by her late perception of the right of way being removed through the imposing rouge luminescence of the floating boxes over the road. She stared at him intently, unsure whether to be thankful she had not continued through the red light to save herself from the embarrassment she now felt, or worse.  

The pungent smell of the burning rubber slapped his nostrils and was then interrupted by the stench of the overheated brake pads. Passing in front of the vehicle with his eyes locked on hers, it became clear to him that this was the first person he had shared any interaction with since his awakening. So drawn to her he felt, that he was unable to release his gaze from her, and turned his body to face her, whilst continuing across the road, walking backwards. He must have appeared as some drunk with his sagging form as a result of the pain crippling his leg from any regular movement. She must wonder why on earth this stumbling figure was intently watching her. Perhaps she thought that her ridiculously late halt at the lights was the reason he peered harshly into her skull, looking right through her eyes and into her soul. She moved on. Evidently, her light had changed and her car sprung into life, lurching forward like a prey that just escaped the clutches of a predator.  

He turned back to the direction of his travel, and looked ahead down the road on which he now found himself. The warm glow of the streetlights afforded him sight for some distance but eliminated the possibility of observing greater details, particularly colour. A blanket of orange was draped across the scene, only permitting the observation of shade for every other object in his field of vision. He was entering an urban area, passing through the fringe from unoccupied ground, to scattered residential. As he continued, there were parked cars, houses in silence with no signs of life other than the odd a faint radiance of a bathroom light that had been left on through the night. His progress was much slower than he would hope for and knew that he would need to resolve the pain soon. Surely there would be a pharmacy around here before long. He would rather deal with this sooner than later, and concluded that he would plead for help from the first person he encountered.  

Midnight approached as he checked his position on the map. Quickly finding the other, there was still no movement and he seemed to be getting more proficient at the limited features of this mysterious band. Considering the hour, it was likely that they were asleep he thought. Perhaps this dot had not been, like him, entombed only a little over an hour earlier, perhaps they had found a much different set of circumstances, and were not plagued with turmoil as he currently found himself to be. Determined that he would find them, he cared not about the politeness or decorum in not waking them, how could they sleep at in a situation like this anyhow? The previous interaction this dot had shared with the now absent other, continued to vex his emotions. How could they not have rallied together? If they were also hostage to the instructions of a distant persecutor, what tasks had they been instructed to do, and why would this cause them to separate from their union? 

Swiftly now approaching his destination, after making several turns, he perceived he was only a half mile or so away from the dot. He became more anxious, knowing not whether this was in anticipation of the impending encounter, or impatience at not being able to move faster. So far on his voyage, he had not passed another soul save for the startled driver at the crossing. He had witnessed the odd person, walking, crossing in the distance, but they were too far away to have given any coherent response had he tried to seek their attention. He had passed a few houses where the curtains were closed to the lower level, but lights were on behind them. Shadows had danced with a bluish tinge presumably emanating from television sets. He knew that he could call upon the assistance of the occupants, but this would only prevent his engagement with the dot, or jeopardize this crazy quest. And what could such people do to help beyond his physical ailment?  

Would the Police be able to assist him? Would they give him the time of day considering the ridiculousness of his story? Who would ever believe that he had emerged from a cadaver cooler. The predicament of his circumstances was nothing short of a fiction novel. But whoever this dot was, surely they would believe him; surely they too would have a band, like him, and be manoeuvred by the hidden puppeteer to complete their bidding, whatever it was that they wished for them to do. Hoping that he would soon find out what had been asked of this other. He was minutes away from discovering who they were, what they knew, and what undertaking they had been instructed to complete.  
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The chill in the air grew stronger as midnight passed. It was crisp but not cold enough for ice to start forming. Regardless, a night outside in this cold would not be good for anyone. The suburban streets had developed into a more commercialised area, with rows of houses intermittently interrupted by groups of retail shops. One shop he approached, on the other side of the road, was projecting light from within that spilled out onto the footpath. As he drew closer, he could see that there was some signage written across the windowpane by clear elements of glass in the midst of a satin finish around it; Peggy’s it read. There were signs of life within; silhouettes and shadows danced with determination at the glass.  

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE FIRST INSTALLMENT OF THE ONE DAY TRILOGY

‘THE CLOCK IS TICKING...

BRENDAN KAGE





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





