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Prologue




The stranger appeared on a night when rain fell without mercy. Not drizzle or damp that clings. This was Sunderland rain. The kind that conceals and contorts. 

It warped edges and smeared outlines under white moonlight so nothing held its shape. The sky wasn't black but a haunting, energetic violet, as the sun gave up the northern skyline.

It always gave up here.

No one watched this street. No one answered when footsteps echoed. Doors stayed shut, curtains tighter still.

Trouble, when it came from alleyways, was best left unchallenged.

And so, in that hush, he knocked. Then let himself in.

His shoes weren't the type that walked these pavements. His footsteps whispered, his clothes still dry. The rain had tried not to touch him.

Inside, he moved with care. The hallway lit by a single naked bulb. When he pulled off his coat, he laid it neatly on the green, rotting floorboards.

A man in his early forties. Eyes like deep skies settled on greens. Thick, dark hair, neatly combed, shone unbothered by the rain. A slight bend in his nose hinted at past fights.

He walked like he'd won them all, with purpose, neither kind nor threatening. He had come a long way to do something he dearly wished he could have avoided, but could no longer abide such unholy injustice. He carried nothing with him, only a debt he had finally been given a way to settle. Regret still flickered beneath.

The house spilled with unhappiness. An empty picture frame leaned against the wall. Wallpaper hung loose. Damp crept through old plaster.

He put a hand to the banister, testing it. The wood slid away beneath his fingers, unready for the weight it would soon bear.

His hands, clean, exact, nails trimmed to neat half-moons. They had torn things down before. Built things too. Never quickly. Never gently.

He recalled the talks, the promises made. They tugged at him now.

He straightened his tie and was glad no one else was here. He climbed the stairs. They were soft and damp and smelled of must.

The landing was dark, lit by the broken bulb ahead, its glow divided: one half diffused, the other sharp, a blur where they met. Worn carpeting clung to skirting boards in patches.

The door stood ajar. Before it, a cracked mirror. Beyond it, a boy sat on the edge of a narrow bed. He was young, though it didn't show at first. Not quite a child, not yet an animal.

His old clothes didn't fit. Trousers stopped short of his ankles. Eyes bloodshot. Cheeks pale and dry.

The man paused, uncertain. So he waited until the boy looked up, sharp-eyed. He said nothing.

Neither did the man.

Shadows beneath their sad eyes.

The house had turned the boy's eyes an icy blue.

They watched each other, tiredness etched into both, while the storm continued to test the walls.

The man cleared his throat. When he spoke, his voice hung in the musty air, 'She's gone, boy.'

The boy looked away, knees drawn in, no quarter to a stranger who stated the obvious.

The man inched closer. His voice softened, and he kept his distance. Searching for promised words that wouldn't come.

'I know this is...' A pause. 'You shouldn't be here anymore.'

The boy watched. Silent. Beyond tears. His muscles tensed for combat. When trouble walked through your door wearing a stranger's face, you didn't let it linger.

'They said someone would come, but I don't want to go.'

It was barely a sound.

The man reached for the boy's shoulder, and the boy recoiled. So the man smoothed his hair and stood straighter.

'I want you to come with me. The paperwork is done.'

The boy blinked. Nodded surrender.

The man gestured toward the door. The boy rose. Arms stiff. Elbows bent. A runner's stance.

They moved back through the corridor. The boy tracked broad shoulders below a thick neck.

The mirror split the boy's reflection in two.

At the stairs, he looked back. Lightning flashed. The man's features hardened. Jaw set. Hair slicked back.

The boy stared, and his mother whispered to him.

He lunged.

Both hands slammed between shoulder blades. Short and sharp and with everything he had.

Arms flailed. Shoes slipped.

The man twisted, grasping.

Wooden steps welcomed him down.

The boy froze. Breath caught. Eyes wide at his own actions.

The boy didn't rush. He listened to the new sound. Rasping breaths below.

Then he threw himself down, knees first, heart pounding. His mother's whisper ghosted past.

Blood trickled from the man's forehead. Eyes wild.

His mother's delighted whisper again.

The rod waited around the corner. Calling.

He reached.

You will not take me.

The man raised one hand. Uncomprehending. Each strike was rage, sorrow, and something darker.

The rod's weight surprised the boy, and so he gripped it with both hands.

Thuds echoed.

Then cries stopped, and the boy staggered back. Chest heaving. Innocence shattered. Childhood ended.

Morality broken.

And the Sunderland sky wept.

The boy didn't. He let the rod clatter. Little knuckles, streaked crimson across pale, dry cheeks as he wiped his face. The whisper of his mother. The stranger. The rod. And now, the door.

The handle resisted. The stranger's final act. He had yanked hard.

Cold air and rain on the wind slapped his face until tears came without permission. Thunder punctuated his departure as the door closed.

The estate offered nothing.

Not its purpose.

Streetlamps cast pools of false dawn over black puddles. Around him, houses stood guard, silent sentinels. Not a curtain or blind twitched.

He was steps forward when the sky split open again. Wet cloth scraped tender skin raw. He hated the sensation. Too much weight. Too close. Breathing became a luxury as he felt the shadows of the estate press in.

Days would pass before someone might notice something wrong. Council workers would discover the truth. But he'd be a ghost by then. A slight grin crossed his face. Rain stung the expression. Payment would come, in time.

Emotions warred: Confusion. Relief. Shame. Guilt dominated, shuddering through small bones. He forced it down. A kicked stone skittered away. New labels waited: orphan, ward, nothing. Papers still tied him to expensive shoes, so they would keep searching.

Shadows welcomed him. The path stretched clear into back streets to swallow him and ensure he never returned.

He emerged at the estate's edge. Chain-link fence gaped. Beyond lay open ground, and no direction promised sanctuary. He would hide inside himself for as long as it took.

The fence stood broken. Its twisted links remembered. Like the rod's weight in his grip. It would return. Forever.

More alleys beckoned, and the darkness would have no end. That rod would find him again and again; he cursed, remembering it was there.

He looked back as he balanced between worlds.

One final survey.

He stood on the edge and took it all in.

* * *

‘How are you sleeping, Jude?’

Flint sat upright, notebook on one knee, pen ready.

‘Sleeping’s not the problem,’ Jude said. ‘It’s waking up.’

Flint angled his head. Calm face, sharp eyes.

The clock ticked. Clean, clinical.

Jude leaned forward, elbows to knees, fingers laced until the knuckles blanched. His shoulders shivered once. He locked them still.

‘Opening my eyes,’ he murmured, ‘feels like stepping into traffic.’

‘You’ve had to cope with a great deal.’

‘They say,’ he muttered, gaze dropping to the carpet. Safer than Flint’s gaze.

‘Your heightened perception,’ Flint went on, voice even, ‘does it ever help?’

He let the silence breathe.

‘I see things,’ Jude said eventually. ‘Things other people miss. And some things that aren’t even real.’

‘Things, or people?’

‘People,’ Jude said, quieter. Sharper.

Flint made a short note. The pen scratched, paused, scratched again.

‘We’ve talked about suspicion,’ he said. ‘Your instincts aren’t faulty. They’re overloaded.’

‘Overloaded,’ Jude echoed. ‘You know I’m not a circuit board?’

‘No. But signals get scrambled. The information’s there; it’s buried in noise.’

‘Noise,’ Jude repeated.

‘Static,’ Flint said. ‘The world’s loud for people like you. That you hear it at all is impressive. Your sensitivity’s a strength. It just isn’t tuned yet.’

Jude exhaled. ‘Feels more like drowning with the radio stuck on death metal.’

Flint set the notebook aside.

‘Maybe the world needs people like you,’ he said.

Jude’s eyes flicked up. ‘Why?’

‘Protection. Prevention. You spot threats before anyone else.’

Jude’s look sharpened. ‘Then why am I always late?’

Flint rose, crossed to the shelf, returned with a small carved owl.

Jude hesitated, then took it. Cool weight in his palm. Steadying.

‘An owl sees in the dark,’ Flint said. ‘Cuts through noise. You can do that too. Not all at once. Choose what matters.’

‘I never chose this,’ Jude murmured. ‘Normal would be enough.’

Flint knelt to his level, posture steady. ‘Normal’s overrated. Your mind isn’t broken. It doesn’t need fixing. It needs direction.’

Jude traced a thumb along the cross-hatched wing.

‘Direction,’ he repeated. ‘I’d like to believe that.’

‘Then do,’ Flint said. ‘Maybe the chaos is a pattern you haven’t learned yet.’

Jude released a breath he hadn’t realised he was holding.

‘Belief is one thing,’ he said at last. ‘Control’s another.’

Flint held his gaze. ‘You’re not here to be silenced, Jude. You’re here to learn what to listen to and what to dismiss.’

Jude studied the owl again, thumb moving along the ridged feather. It felt like a kept secret.

‘Control,’ he said. ‘I want control.’

Flint nodded once. Voice low, firm. ‘Trust your instincts. They’re the best part of you.’

Jude met his eyes. ‘Thank you,’ he said.

Flint’s smile was fleeting.

But for the first time in years, Jude didn’t feel like he was losing.








  
  

Chapter one

The Sergeant





The throbbing started again. 

Deep in his skull, pulsing. Always a cruel reminder.

Race three, and still Jude fought to stay anchored. His eternal battle, playing out beneath the afternoon sun.

'White flag is raised, away they go, starter sends them on their way, and first to show is Glenn of the Fields and Ben Ainsley… as they pass the half mile in this the Theodore Thomas Novice Stakes over a mile and 4 furlongs… And racing toward their halfway stage and on the inside remains Glenn of the Fields, and further back to HeyHoShivvers… Forward Capacity racing comfortably on his inside, and as they enter the turn…' the commentator began his wind, shifting pitch from the booth above.

Hoofbeats. They drummed closer, pounding toward the crowd.

Jude tracked them from the start. Not by choice. Never by choice. His senses locked onto their rhythm like a guided missile.

Matt abandoned the commentator's garble. He turned to Jude instead.

Jude's inhuman awareness could paint every stride.

Until the crowd erupted. Until their roar drowned him whole.

'Addison Talbot and Kerryn now ranges alongside, moving powerfully now and is also yet to ask the question and as the race up toward the line, it's BraveitlikeGeorge who sets his sail for home up the far side, and has them quickly strung out like Monday morning's washing…'

Around them, heads began to crane. Betting slips. Held in fists.

This is what Lingfield Saturdays are made for.

'Local jockey, Sam Tuckey, absolutely motionless on BraveitLikeGeorge crosses the line to find Forward Capacity some way off, takes up second, nearside WhiteWolfWalking, minor honours. Your winner… Number six! Number six! BraveitLikeGeorge.'

There was no following the race commentary from the stands. The acoustics were never intended for peasantry. A few words here or there, maybe.

Matt spun to read the results off Jude's face while a mixture of elation and dismay cut from the stands, down and across the betting ring. A ripple through the air.

Before the result appeared on the large screen, Matt had already held his betting slip aloft.

He waited for Jude's attention again before casually tearing it asunder. His movement exaggerated for comic effect.

Done.

'Don't worry, we'll get it back,' Matt said. He'd say something to this effect every time he lost. A few times he said it when they had won. Once, he had already destroyed a winning betting slip.

Matt steered Jude out of the crunch. They sauntered back up the stands to give Jude extra room.

'So that's lunch money gone,' Matt joked. 'Crisps if I'm lucky?'

The betting ring paused.

Reset.

Already onto the next race.

He stepped onto the top tier of the stands like it belonged to him. Gestured to someone behind Jude with a half-smile, nodding, 'No.'

The man knew Matt. Offered an apologetic tilt of his head.

Hands. Pockets. Clothes.

The crowd surged forward. A mass of punters shoved past. Some faces glowed with fresh hope. Others twisted with curses.

Matt stood unmoved. Hands in pockets. One foot forward. Relaxed. Natural. The crowd flowed around him like water.

The tannoy returned with more formal tones. 'Just confirmation then that Alabaster the Great is no longer a runner in the Fortunes Hurdle. Rule 4 applies, so if you have a bet on, you can get that back at your on-course bookmaker.' The commentator's voice was full, dulcet and overdone.

'That's the favourite, right?' Matt asked.

'Pulled. Didn't eat up, apparently,' added Jude, having taken in voices from afar.

Didn't eat his breakfast?

Well, I lost mine.

His coat still smelt of it.

Jude's eyes locked onto the electronic boards. Waiting. The odds refused to settle.

Matt went quiet. His eyes burned with calculation. A point at the board. A wink.

The unbeaten favourite flickered at 8/11. Then vanished.

Bookmakers powered down their boards. Others grabbed cash with both hands. The odds danced as money moved.

Eyes. Hairpieces. Bookie's assistant.

Every detail had already fried Jude's eyeballs. Every sound had stripped his poor nerves raw.

'About earlier,' Matt said, treading softly. 'Can I ask... you really don't remember anything? Like nothing at all?'

I'm slowly breaking. That's all.

He waited for the punters to pass. Needed space. He stepped up to the first tier.

'Seriously?' Matt circled back. 'Nothing?'

Children screamed by the rail.

The tannoy crackled.

A plane droned overhead. One every ninety seconds.

'I don't know,' Jude said, tensing. 'The normal thing… felt really frazzled… then… different.'

Man. Handbag. Pocket. Hand.

He could manage crowds. For a while.

Then his brain turned to muck. His face would go blank until the next day. Sometimes alcohol helped. Matt's exposure therapy didn't.

Today it had spun him off the track. And as he had lost the battle, embarrassment and self-pity pushed on him.

Handbag. Woman. Fence. Back again. Short laughter from behind.

The sensations closed in. Jude forced himself back. His surroundings hammered him. His brain's filter was chicken wire now.

Useless.

'Different? Different how?'

'Out. Just gone,' Jude said. 'You. Me. Time. Everything. I mean proper out.' Empty words. No better ones existed. Something was wrong.

'Remember inside?'

Sunshine. Shadow. Fried onions. Board.

'No.'

'Remember going inside?'

'No!'

'No Phil? You don't remember Phil?'

Jude exhaled hard.

'Matt, man. Who's Phil?' Two hours trying to forget. Now Matt's questions stabbed back.

Child. Hand. Bookie. Back to the stands. That lady cackling again. Light. Group by the railing. Pigeon on a bin.

Matt opened his mouth. Stopped.

Reached for his phone.

His face had changed. Hardened. Jude had seen it.

A chill ran through him. Sweat trickled down his side as he locked onto Matt's eyes. Panic stood ready for him.

Matt started walking.

Glanced back. 'And, I need to go see something.'

Forced a half-smile. 'It's probably fine,' he said.

No, no. It's not.

Acid churned in Jude's stomach.

Matt tapped his screen. Relief and pain in one gesture.

Another look back. 'Going back inside. I'll come find you.' He pushed a tenner into Jude's hand. 'Pick something with four legs and a tail, kay? Back in a tick.'

Jude didn't want to return inside. But the pulse pulled him. Policework rhythm. He liked that feeling.

He needed to know what had happened.

What had put him on the floor. Told himself knowing was safer than not knowing.

But the truth hit back.

It was that he couldn't face being alone. Not with vomit crusted on his coat. Not while his grip on adulthood felt paper-thin. Not alone.

'No, I'll come,' Jude said. He ignored Matt. Ignored that look on Matt's face.

Don't leave me.

Jude drained his pint. The alcohol would help. Soon it would slow the relentless ticking in his head. That imaginary clock waiting to dominate his vision. Scarcely more than an hour had passed since he had woken up on the grass. Stupefied.

Like a drunk.

Matt glanced back. Saw Jude struggling to keep up.

'Jude, no. This could be serious. I don't know. Please stay.' Matt's voice carried kindness wrapped in steel.

His hand reached for Jude's arm.

Jude kept walking.

'Jude. Stay downstairs. Please.' Matt's voice dropped low. 'I'll be quick, promise.'

Matt's confidence flowed back, spilling over onto Jude.

A nod. A scoff.

Jude took one final look outside. At sky. At grass. At light.

They descended the stairs.

Into the valley…

Past the lobby. Past the loos. Back to where darkness had claimed him. Ahead lay a different world. Noise. Heat. Compression. A place where things vanished without warning, where time disappeared and memory evaporated.

He followed Matt inside.

Into the valley…

Again, the line rose in his head. A poem from school. Coaxed along by a teacher.

He couldn't remember the rest. Just the rhythm.

Into the valley…

The lobby doors stood wide. Light behind him. Pressure ahead.

As he stepped inside, the lines gave away.

Into the valley of Death rode the six hundred.

* * *

Jude never read people like others could. Normal people saw emotions. He saw only faces.

Arrangements of features. Shifting masks. Templates and stereotypes, carefully catalogued through bitter experience. A survival database built year by painful year.

Most days, he managed. His heightened senses filled the gaps.

But Matt was different.

Twenty years of watching had taught him every tell. The slight tightening around the eyes. That barely-there clench of jaw. The way his right hand flexed when holding something back.

Not brotherhood. Nothing as simple as that.

Just methodical observation. Trial and error. Scientific process applied to the one subject who'd stayed in frame long enough for proper study.

Matt's kindness. The unsolvable equation. A formula with a missing variable. Why Matt was his friend.

And his read told him that Matt's attention had drifted. If the static breached Jude's defences now, he wouldn't even register.

To follow Matt in, meant Jude had made a choice. No more burdens. No more obligations on Matt's endless list. The shame of it burned.

Invisibility was the minimum he could offer in the coming minutes. Also the maximum.

Stay small.

He matched Matt's stride. Begged his racing thoughts to quiet. Summoned what grit remained to push deeper into the gloomy lobby. Half-formed apologies died in his throat.

The room bristled with danger. Strangers everywhere. Din filling his ears.

Overhead, awful lights knew he was below. Artificial brightness and shadow pulled at his senses, and the clock in his mind began to tick.

And if it ran out, he would implode.

Again.

Flint had given him this tool. His former therapist's gift: imagine a clock that helps you ration your serotonin. Keep cortisol at bay. Do it like survival depends on it.

Today, it did. The crowd pressed closer.

But the harder he pushed the clock to stop, the faster it ticked. A red heads-up display hovering, imagined in his vision. His dashboard for sanity.

People like it here? Why?

Not three paces in, he had switched to sideways motion. A demented crab through the throng. His ankle pinched with each step. Bodies crushed against him. Heat. Cologne. Body odour clung to his nostrils. Sticky floor beneath, spilled drinks everywhere.

Don't offend strangers.

Don't spill drinks.

Don't step on toes.

Don't get crushed like a bug.

His body screamed to push, shove, fight; desperate to escape this personal hell.

Eyes down. Quick glances to track Matt's shoulders through the crush.

Don't leave me.

Silver patches had colonised both sides of Matt's head. Every few steps, Matt turned back. Those patches caught light like a lighthouse beam through chaos.

Matt. Floor. Matt. Floor.

One second of weakness and Matt would vanish. The gap between them stretched, contracted with each body Jude navigated. The distance. A physical proxy of his rising anxiety. Looking up meant seeing everything, willing or not.

Red jacket, blue top, heels. Floor. Another handbag. Another pocket. Good God Almighty.

Matt moved differently. Like heated steel through butter. His body bent; curved around those too slow to move. Most gave way by instinct. Jude kept pace only because they hesitated before filling Matt's wake.

Floor. Stain. Shoe. Matt.

Cigarette.

Of course someone's smoking. Like this place ever played by rules.

They reached a clearing. A corner pocket of negative space carved from bodies. Large doorway, frame worn smooth by countless hands. Matt was through already, vanishing with that effortless precision that only highlighted Jude's lack.

Jude felt eyes on him.

Door handle. Fingerprints. Smudges. Gross. Doorway again.

Wolf.

A man blocked the doorway, tall with impossibly black hair gleaming blue under the lights. He held his sunglasses between thick lips, his jawline so sharp it was engineered. This was Matt's man from the railings, earlier, now planted between Jude and escape from hell. Savage tracked him with cold calculation, assessing threat level. Then he looked through him; past him. Jude wasn't worth the trouble.

Details of this plain-clothed officer clicked into place like crime scene markers:

Long dark coat. Chelsea boots. Gold chain. Rings. Belt buckle to match. Tattoo on left sleeve, partially hidden, faded. Old life written there.

The cigarette in this non-smoking space should have bothered him. Today, this man did.

The undercover officer had Jude's measure. This defeated soul, spotted ages before emerging from the crowd. No acknowledgment as Jude passed. Strange eyes that usually drew stares met nothing. Jude's shirt scraped against clammy skin. Too close.

Metal lockers. A staircase spiralled up through shadow at the far end. Matt was already there, swinging around.

Matt said something to Savage. The wolf didn't respond.

As Jude reached for the rail, Savage materialised; impossibly quick, shouldering past. The impact sent Jude crashing back. Air rushed from his lungs.

Savage.

Balance recovered, Jude weighed options. Warning lights flashed across his vision. Clear signal to stay put. Fear bubbled up anyway. Matt was already halfway, barely touching stairs, routine in his movements.

Jude tackled the steps at an awkward angle, rushing before details of the room could stick in him.

Then he stopped cold.

Chill ripped through him. The storage room.

He knew this place. Memories congealed, fresh and visceral.

His gaze ping-ponged between stairs and this oddly familiar space. The doorway behind offered no escape. Crowd noise below made retreat impossible.

Time ticking away on his imaginary clock.

Matt froze at the top. Wide eyes pleaded: stay put. If Jude's presence annoyed him, it didn't show.

Just stay there and wait.

Only when Savage passed did Matt move again, and Jude had to watch him vanish.

The stairway kept climbing. Small landings cluttered with cabinets, strange tables. Forced to edge sideways. Clear message: not welcome.

On the top floor, Jude paused. Queasiness rose swift and sharp. Teeth clenched against acid burn. Vomit spots already marked his coat. Saliva pooled.

He'd lost ground. He searched for Matt like a drowning man sought air.

There. Centre frame. Still visible. Matt's outline. Breath wouldn't come. Pulse throbbed in his ankle.

So unfit.

To live.

Savage dominated the space ahead. A human wall.

Large white panel windows stretched wide. No safety here. No guards or bars. Just a panoramic view for the race judges to admire. Heights normally terrified Jude, but today adrenaline granted him a strange mercy.

Sweat blurred his vision. His pulse refused to slow. He pushed forward, adrenaline threatening complete collapse. But it quieted his mind.

He crept up behind Matt.

Matt sensed him. Held out a steadying hand. For Jude. For himself.

'Easy, big guy. Let me check this out first.'

Sunlight slashed through clouds. Brutal amber bathed the grime-coated room. The glare caught Matt first. He squinted. Moved to try to shield Jude.

Too late.

Jude's pupils contracted. Reality sharpened.

He staggered.

The clouds moved faster now. Shadows shifted. Light swept the room in harsh beams. Jude struggled to make sense of it.

The air held dust and something else. Cigars? No.

His shoes scraped worn carpet. Once blue. Now the colour of despair. The carpet whispered: tears won't help you here.

Then his eyes adjusted.

Matt inhaled. His shoulders braced like a man waiting for a punch. He straightened and turned before his expression shifted. Complex emotions flickered. Surprise. Irritation. Then smooth calm.

Jude followed his eyes to a third figure. It lay twisted on the floor. A man's body lay still. Sprawled before the next staircase.

Matt scanned the room with tired eyes as the light shifted again. Revealed darker patches on the carpet.

A foot. A leg.

Bent wrong. One hand splayed open. Fingers curled unnaturally.

The suit jacket: tweed. A tie askew. Red and gold diagonal stripes.

Racing colours.

A chill ran through him, but he did not know why.

Matt was right. He should not be here because he was not equipped.

This is not real.

A phone lay just beyond the outstretched fingers. Screen cracked. Message notifications still lighting up. The man's collar was crooked. One horseshoe cufflink missing; his sleeve gaped.

Unsettling silence thickened the air. It wrapped around Jude like a deadening shroud.

He glanced at the windows. His stream of thought looked to escape into the punters below.

Had they noticed the missing voice from the tannoy?

Was this the missing voice?

At the mic. Not the floor. Not like this.

Details pulsed through Jude's mind like strobe lights. His eyes locked onto the radio by the window.

The light flickered. Red. Steady. Accusing. Ready to broadcast every detail of what lay before him.

He's not on a break, is he?

One flash. Two. Three. Counting was easier than looking. Safer than processing.

But the body's angle told a different story. This was no simple collapse.

A spill. That's what it was. Like someone couldn't hold weight anymore.

Let go.

Not gently.

Like tipping out a bin.








  
  

Chapter two

The Trainer





Savage's head snapped around. His eyes locked onto Jude. Cold river stones. 'What the f...? The snarl came low, more under his breath as he stalked towards Matt. 

'Shit, Jude, you shouldn't be here. Just stay back, all right?' Matt kept one eye fixed on him.

But Jude had heard every word clearly. He knew what it meant. At a crime scene, he'd be nothing but extra paperwork.

Matt allowed Jude a reassuring look, half-ignoring Savage's protest. 'Not yet, it isn't,' he said flatly.

A knowing glance passed between Savage and Matt. Quick. But unmistakable.

Matt's arm went out, warning Jude back. Just in case. He turned a full circle. Hands on hips like a salesman at the end of a very long day. His binoculars hung dead weight against his chest.

Silence stretched out.

Jude couldn't move. His legs had forgotten how to walk. The door was right behind him but escape felt impossible.

It was that the figure on the floor held him frozen.

That unnatural angle of the neck in stillness. The body twisted at an exaggerated angle.

He wasn't in his body anymore. He floated somewhere behind it, watching himself fail to cope.

Not moving.

Should be moving. People move.

The details invaded his mind without permission. An expensive watch. Still ticking.

Just like mine.

White powder smudged on the sleeve.

Wake him now.

Matt held the quiet, controlling the room while his mind worked.

Savage moved around the body. One boot on the stairs. Pulled his glove with his teeth. Two fingers pressed to neck.

His growl dropped even lower. 'Cold. Been gone hours.' The words fell like a verdict. He looked at Matt. 'Judge says he turned to see the bloke on the floor like that. No pulse.' He stretched. 'Didn't move him, so he says.'

Okay, right, that's dead. That's what dead looks like.

I know that.

Savage descended the three steps to the desk. The tannoy system remained. Papers and personal effects scattered across its surface, abandoned by race judges and commentators.

Jude caught Savage's eyes. Wished he hadn't.

The message couldn't have been clearer if he'd shouted it. Every movement spoke volumes: the backward lean toward the exit, the dismissive flick of his wrist at Matt, head tilt. Savage wanted him gone.

Or dead.

Jude tried to escape Savage's glare by focusing on the room.

Dr Flint had taught him to ground himself on a single object. His eyes found the floor but drifted back to the corpse unhelpfully.

His gaze skated over it, partly avoiding, partly absorbing the grim sight, until it settled on the flight of stairs beyond. These steps climbed to a second commentary box. Steeper. Venue and race judges used this one; broadcasters, one flight up. No railing. Instead, narrow walls hemming in steps, worn and darkened by years of use. Sagging footmarks on soft wood.

Jude's eyes tracked upward. The third step caught his attention. More concave than the others. Light caught. Those walls pressed. The stairs seemed like they'd let this man down. They had tried to catch him. A splinter rising from the third, its edge like a warning.

He took a tentative step closer. His eyes traced scuff marks on the wall. Someone had fallen. Crashed against the bottom section on their way down.

No, old.

That's old. Lots of people fall here.

They trip. Too steep.

Matt crouched, trying to focus. For a moment, he just looked at the man's face, expression unreadable. Then, with two fingers, he lowered the eyelids shut. Matt exhaled through his nose and stood, saying nothing. Two circles of dust marked his kneecaps.

Moment gone. He glanced up at the stairs behind the body. 'Poor bastard. What a way...'

'Calling it in.' Savage's voice. Resigned. Cold and distant from the corner.

'Yeah,' Matt replied under his breath. An air of defeat.

Savage turned away, pulled out his mobile phone and called in a dead body.

Matt took a long step back. Sidled across to Jude, who stood fixated on sunlight glittering through little eddies. The cleaner never came up here.

Something about Savage sent a chill down Jude's spine. The way the man's gaze turned predatory. His eyes held a balance: actively hating you, yet couldn't be. To him, you're not even in the room.

Get out now.

Matt stepped in front of the body. He gripped Jude's shoulders. Fingers digging through his coat. Ten distinct points of contact. Ten anchors hauling him back from the precipice.

'It's all right, Jay. Just an accident.' His voice dropped low, eyes locked on Jude's. 'The poor bloke must've taken a little trip down those stairs. Not exactly a spring chicken, is he? We'll sort it. Ethan is calling for help. Gonna be fine, mate, and we'll be done soon. I can't see anything untoward... just following procedure, okay? Why don't you...'

The words flowed like cool water. Gentle. The kind Matt used when Jude was fraying. As panic eased, his vision sharpened. Senses heightening; returning, edging towards the supernatural.

His feet regained function as the initial shock subsided. He shuffled back, angling his shoulder blades, hoping to find the doorframe. Its door was missing.

He's dead.

I might as well be.

'Do your best to stay calm,' Matt repeated. Firmer now. To Savage it might sound patronising. To Jude it was what he needed. Matt knew his craft. He could feel his shirt sticking to his back now. Damp.

'Oh, and Jay.' Casual. An afterthought. 'It's all right to freak out.'

That's a new one.

'First one's always the punch to the gut. Doesn't make you weak, Jude, makes you human,' Matt said.

Jude stayed silent. Something had drained from him.

A space inside.

First time. Terrible. Exactly. A punch.

Not wanting to burden Matt, his gaze drifted to the body. Details surged, unfiltered. The tweed suit. Fine wool, perfectly tailored. Status. Refinement. A tight weave.

And I'm a nothing.

Polished leather shoes. Impeccably laced. A pen resting against the skirting board like it was napping. Trying to escape.

I am empty.

Another chill as he surveyed death. There in the breast pocket. Not a card. A shield-shaped emblem on red fabric, secured to the uppermost button. Owners and Trainers badge. Purple. The badge held secrets. Knew what happened. Jude squeezed his sweaty eyes. Cursed himself for giving objects feelings.

Look at me.

His eyes found the dead man's ashen face. Recognition sparked. Something familiar.

No. Look at me.

A face glimpsed for years without knowing where or why. The connection snapped. His stomach clenched. Acid surged.

Not him.

Can't be him. But.

Matt caught the flicker.

His arm shot out. A barrier as Jude's knees weakened, bending him forward. Not commanding like Savage's bark. Steady.

Something to lean into.

Stop looking, you idiot.

The corpse's frozen mask loosened its hold on Jude's exhausted mind. But the image had already seared itself permanently into memory.

'Jude, we're done here. Are you all right to walk, mate?' Matt's voice stayed low and he peered up into Jude's ashen face.

The stairwell gaped before him. A plastered throat that devoured sound.

Jude nudged himself forward. Keeping close to Matt. Each step heavy. Sweat slid down his neck. His collar constricting.

He knew the dead body.

His legs carried him, driven away from the body by something darker than mere gravity. The industrial grey walls seemed to pulse around him. Every crack and pockmark hid stories.

Desperate squeezing breaths that left Jude light-headed. The stairwell warped with each descending step. Distorted by the cycling light from above.

He knew this man.

No, Jude knew of this man, or thought he did.

Everyone did.

* * *

The lobby hit him like a wall of sound. Shouting. Laughter. More pressure.

Jude's muscles coiled tight before his brain could process why. Wrong. Something felt wrong in the air.

He hadn't planned to return here. But his body knew.

Inside his skull, that relentless clock kept marking time. Chemical balance shifting. Always ticking.

'Wait here!' Matt's voice cracked through the air as his boot struck the storage room floor. Raw irritation from minutes before, resurging now.

Jude's body locked up. Pure instinct. Fight or flight.

Savage descended. Raw threat brushed against Jude, barely there but enough to push him forward.

Knees bent.

Strong gloved hands grabbed from behind, slowed the fall. At 6 ft 3, no easy feat.

'Me!' Savage growled. 'He means, me.'

Matt turned. 'Jude Green, this is Sergeant Ethan Savage, a finer officer you'll never meet!'

The half fall had rattled him. 'H... Hello,' Jude managed. Couldn't hide the instinctual fear. Desperately sought to play his part in releasing the mounting tension.

Neither moved to shake hands. Savage's accent hinted.

No wait, at something else.

Northern England, possibly Lancashire. This didn't matter to Jude. Anything above Watford might as well be the North. He avoided the North, and rarely ventured north of Croydon.

'Hello.' Savage's white teeth flashed. 'You're Mattie's friend. Mmm.'

The question landed where self-esteem would ordinarily be.

Backhanded slight.

He's insulting Matt.

'Matthew? Yes. Matt. Mattie. Yes,' Jude stammered. He realised, belatedly, that it hadn't been a question. Just a statement. Now he sounded like an idiot.

Eager to escape the palpable air, Jude stepped back. His second step connected with something behind him. Hard, no, soft. His body jolted, pure reflex.

He teetered around, apology already falling.

'Sorry, I... Ah,' he stammered.

The rest caught in his throat.

An unexpected figure loomed larger than anticipated, filling the doorway with casual ease. The smile lifted him like it recognised him despite never meeting before.

Idiot.

'...and this is DS McCracken,' Matt said, realising Jude was possibly well beyond noticing, 'though I reckon you've already met.'

A beat.

Matt went for a full restart. 'This is Phil Fields.'

The stocky man lifted a bent arm, politely creating space between them, extending into a handshake. 'Pleased,' he said with a bob of his head. His grin stretched wide.

Jude took his hand, gratefully. The man wore a stab vest, armlets, a stacked utility belt.

He reeked of alcohol.

Stale beer. Like the lobby floor.

Phil stood there. Enough warmth to melt Savage's presence. His round face held an easy way that immediately put Jude at ease. No hint that he noticed Jude's eyes. Savage hadn't seemed fussed either. A shock of ginger stubble framed Phil's cheeks.

'Didn't see you lurkers!' Fields exclaimed as he turned to Matt. His voice booming yet playful, like a giant eager to join a human-sized joke. Jude relaxed under this overly affable demeanour; the man could carry it. This face had lit up many pubs.

He knows he's a policeman, right?

Phil leaned to peer around Jude's shoulder. Matt and Savage engaged in silent standoff. 'Now this looks cosy, guys,' he said with a knowing smirk. 'Body up there?'

Okay, so if he knows about the dead guy, then he definitely doesn't know he's a policeman.

'Yes,' Savage obliged, saving Matt the fuss.

The dead guy. Fletcher. The dead guy is Fletcher.

Jude had been there. Every strange and offensive detail flooded back.

Fletcher is my fault.

Matt's firm hand found Jude's arm before turning to Phil. 'Ethan's already cleared the floors. They're on their way. Tell the staff to make another plan.'

He turned to face Savage. 'Tape goes up, anyway okay.'

Phil nodded, processing each command like scripture. A strange buoyancy mixed with obliviousness made him endearing but confusing.

My fault?

Course not.

'Inspector!' Phil's eyes twinkled, lips pushing his cheeks as he handed Matt a police radio. A curt bow, before he backed away in one smooth movement. A servant leaving his king.

Smiles evaporated. Matt fiddled with the radio.

With his attention gone, Savage's icy aggression retook the room. His gaze lingered. Measuring. Like a butcher choosing his knife.

Without looking up, Matt shifted between them. His grin flicked, a private joke behind his eyes, just for Jude.

'Still with us? Jay?' Matt craned his head around. 'Hard man, this one. I've seen seasoned constables take one look at a stiff and lose their breakfast. Jude held it in.'

Cos I did that already.

Matt began steering Jude toward the exit.

No minimising what he'd seen. The man sprawled upstairs was Hugh Fletcher. One of Britain's premier trainers. Four-time champion. Maybe the best. A celebrity. His family was racing royalty.

For a decade, that man had been on television almost every Saturday afternoon.

Not anymore.

Jude had never met him. He was certain of it. And yet the voice in his head reasserted itself:

Because of you.

The lobby emptied. Drinkers spilled outside for the next race. Jude followed Matt, grateful for space. His shoulders relaxed as the crowd thinned. But Savage's predatory grin lingered, refusing to fade.

'A pleasure,' Savage said as they left.

Dickhead.

Jude remembered his harshness on their climb up. A brand of certain aggression. Like a monster safely caged. Every step calculated. A man who already knew what waited above.

Of course he did, idiot.

He was the officer called.

Matt pushed through the main doors to the parade ring. Jude followed, rounding the conservatory.

From the corner of his eye, he saw it.

The spot where he had woken.

Just after blacking out.








  
  

Chapter three

The Friend





Jude Green lay dead to himself. Crumpled sideways. Nose pressed into clay, neck twisted. Body limp. 

Saliva slipped from his top lip. The world imploded as it trickled into his eye. His senses ignited. First light. Then sound. Memories flooded back, echoes of identity, location, existence. The weight of his being pressed down.

A jolt urged him back to earth. The world begging him to stay down. Give in. To lie there forever.

He dared eyes to open. Arms to push away from suffocating dirt, up from blissful nothingness. Air came as a tight gasp. A familiar chill washed over. Heaviness sank into his bones.

He was alive. He would be fine.

No, I won't.

A tannoy echoed through emptiness. Footsteps shuffled nearby. His lips felt stuck, raw. Random breaths refused to steady. Panic surged, forcing him upward into a sea of strangers. Sweat left his hairline, patient no longer.

He forced his gaze level as space came into focus. His stomach heaved, held. Groups passed in twos and threes. Looking down. At him. A small, shameful animal. A beggar. Or drunk?

Wait. Am I drunk?

Stares from all sides. Drawing out his shame.

He found himself looking skyward. Eyes grateful for the expanse above. Closed them. Waited for his guardian angel.

'Take it easy.'

Eyelids parted. He searched himself for humour. Found none. Just his own pathetic self.

Someone laughed nearby. A vacuous cackle.

He took what was offered without thinking. Glanced down. Serviettes filled his hand. Raised them toward his forehead, assuming.

'No, here,' the smooth voice directed.

He lowered his hand to his collar. Mimicked wiping motions, unsure why.

'Are you okay? Gave me a real scare there.'

The voice clicked. His face came into focus above. Head slanted. Pity perhaps. Or measuring.

'Can you sit?'

No.

Words failed. Lips sealed by milky smell.

Vomit? Yes. Vomit.

'Hold on,' he managed.

'Medics are on their way,' Matt said calmly. 'Just breathe.'

Jude patted at drying sick on chin and neck. Cheap serviettes scraped uselessly.

Matt dropped beside him. Legs splayed. Lowered his plastic pint.

Fuck my life.

Jude's head lolled sideways. Cheek to grass again.

The horizon was there. Still there. His gaze found his plastic pint. It sat cocked in the grass. Mocking him. Ready to join him. Prostrate. Pathetic.

Wait. I don't remember starting that.

'You fainted,' Matt said. Concern threaded through his voice. 'Just... take it slow.'

His first coherent thought brought shame. But shame had its uses. He channelled it, forced his body upright.

Matt twisted. Gave a thumbs-up to the approaching medics. Two of them, striding across grass with first-aid rucksacks. They slowed. Matt smiled. They turned away.

He turned to face forward. Trying to blend in. No more attention. He mimicked Matt's casual pose. They sat in silence like picnickers watching the world go by. Security guards stood off to one side. Still watching.

Can't blame them.

What the hell did I do now?

'Last thing you remember?' Not really a question. More like filling out an incident report.

Jude took his time.

A trembling finger rose before his eyes. Pointing back.

Back to the concrete stands of Lingfield Racecourse. They glowed in early spring light.

His strength ebbed away. Like reaching through the years.

In truth, it was less than an hour before.

* * *

Mid-March sun streamed in through thin, dry air, bringing with it no warmth and the promise of the usual fleeting summer. Jude and Matt sat hunched forward like conspirators. The vista spread out, wide before them, punctuated by occasional gusts. Dark clouds would threaten, but that wind would see them pass, whipping up early-spring bulbs.

They lived for these days. This, the open space, the distant horizon; each element happy memories in the making, energising Matt and anchoring Jude.

This, he could handle. Safe escape from his life of solitude.

From up in the stands. Long hours of watching. The world at a safe distance. His restless mind found purchase here. The endless internal chatter stilled.

Here, Jude could simply be. Here he would not be asked for anything that he could not give readily. Unthreatened, high in the stands, he watched the world go. Part of the world. Not consumed by it. A managed life.

Down below, noise began to gather.

They swung race cards, paper flicking in the wind, ready to rejoin battle against the rows of bookies now pulling into view. They gathered before orange boards as odds for the first race flickered and shifted. The ground below was beginning to hum. A faint spark running through it, searching for somewhere to land. First scattered, then layered, then rising.

Matt nodded pleasantly to a passing steward, effortlessly recalling his name. 'Busy day, Gazza?' he asked easily.

The steward smiled back, 'Can't complain.'

'I bet you'll try!' Matt parried back. The steward waved him off and went about his business.

'Bobby on the beat?' suggested Jude under his breath.

'No.' Matt flushed, knowing full well the answer was yes. 'That's umm... Gazza.'

'Yes, I got that part,' Jude jibed. 'He's Gazza.'

Younger men with sporadic chants, pointing and jeering. Long-legged partners on their arms, body-hugging outfits, high heels and fascinators, oblivious to the unwritten memo.

That this was not Ascot in July; this was Lingfield in March. Matt and Jude exchanged knowing glances.

'Remember being that young?' Jude said. The years had passed him by quickly.

Matt tilted his head, feigning insult, 'Not implying I was that awful? Don't remember you the poster-kid for poise and maturity.'

'I had depth,' Jude said, manufacturing pomp.

'You had a ponytail, that's what you had and...' One of the usual retorts.

'...and that was... unfortunate,' Jude cut in, his eyes escaping into the horizon, 'Had the legs for it, though.'

'Well, you're making me feel old now.'

'What are you talking about? I'm in my prime.'

Matt paused for effect. 'Tell me again how you hurt yourself dressing. Please.'

Soundly routed, Jude's ankle gave a throb. He made a show of glancing down at his phone once more, if only as an excuse to avoid full retreat. The signal bars flickered, just long enough to frustrate. He tried to scroll down the race card.

The browser crashed.

He had to start again.

His arm tensed.

No signal.

He took another deep breath.

Still, life is good.

The thought surfaced unbidden.

His eyes soared into the blue. Positivity. A harmless indulgence, provided he not lay claim to it. A lonely, meaningless reality waited mere hours away.

'Right?'

Jude crashed back to earth. 'What?'

'I asked if you were all right.'

'Fine. I'm good.'

That was all the conversation needed. Ordinarily, enough for the day.

Jude squinted against the glare, surveying. His eyes tracked the bookie stands running down the slight slope to his left. As he did so, the world sharpened with brutal clarity. Each detail asserted itself.

A bookmaker wobbled on his pedestal. Caught himself. Just. His board showed better odds than his neighbours'.

Drawing in discerning punters. There's the big money.

His gaze drifted. Students in a group. A young couple arguing. The woman's handbag strap twisted, shortened, dug in.

A child dropped ice cream. Raw agony peeled through the air.

The smell of cut grass lurked beneath onions and pulled pork. Information flooded in. Unstoppable. Useless. Jude breathed through it.

Matt was lost in his binoculars. Working, Jude feared.

'Here. I got.' A jerky motion. Jude's phone clutched tight, race card downloaded. The drill: never pay for the card.

Nothing.

He shifted his weight. His ankle protested.

'What, are you...?' Envy stabbed. Inadequacy. Matt on the job. While Jude's life remained painfully mundane. Proud of his mighty friend, crimefighter-extraordinaire. Against Jude the Prude. Nothingness-extraordinaire.

The envy morphed to loss. Matt working. Their day together, slipping away.

'By all means, carry on Inspector.' Disappointment masked.

'Over there.' Matt's shoulder shifted. Jude strained to follow. 'That's Savage.'

A lone wolf by the railings. Dark grey coat caught the wind, revealed flared trousers, ankle boots. Dark glasses traded for binoculars as he faced the track, toward the bookies.

Unlike Matt's, these binoculars looked smug. The thought arrived uninvited. They enjoyed reaching where they shouldn't.

The figure kept watch on the betting ring. Lowered the binoculars with practiced cool. Like posing for an outdoor magazine.

Easy, big unit.

Matt's head tilted toward the bookies. Jude squinted across the crowd again.

No one stood out.

'That's McCracken.' Matt looked back at Jude. 'Now that man, oh man, can he drink.'

Jude had failed to keep up.

The minutes stretched. Silent.

'And I think they're working a CI, maybe...' Matt let the sentence drift away. His binoculars tracked movements by the railings once more.

Disappointment gnawed at Jude's gut. But he leaned in, hungry for every morsel. Thanks to too much telly, he knew what a confidential informant was.

This was Matt.

Dedicated officer and enthusiastic friend. The comfort and sting of it all.

'You working? Like now?' The worry surfaced fully. Behind it lurked the threat of impending loneliness.

Matt finished.

Question ignored.

Then he noticed it. Put his hand on Jude's shoulder.

Feigned insult. 'Me?'

A beat.

Then a wide, warm smile broke across, compensating his old friend for having to entertain such thoughts. On such a nice day. For far longer than necessary.

Their eyes drifted back to the crowd. Minutes slipped past. Jude's gaze caught on a teenager. Too young for that thick cigar. Full tracksuit. Kneeling to hide something in a carryall. Jude catalogued it all. Then forced his eyes elsewhere, searching for something less suspicious.

'Oh, looky there.'

'Excuse me?' Jude returned.

'Earth to Jude.'

'Sorry.'

Matt dropped his chin.

'I was going to say.' Looked up at Jude, then back to his watch. 'What d'ya know?' A grin. 'Pint o'clock!'

Jude snapped back to reality.

Shit.

'Oh, come on, old man,' Matt said.

'You go.' Hands clutched his coat. Defensive reflex. The thought of that heaving crowd in the confined lobby. No. Just no.

He fumbled for his wallet.

Too late. Matt had taken to the stairs in a loose jog.

On the landing, Matt spun. Blinking into the sun. His face showed disappointment. That flash of ah, fuck, not again: empathetic pain with nowhere to go. 'Really?' Half-joke. Half-dare. The tone when he wasn't sure how hard to push.

Shit.

This was Matt helping. Start with pressure. See where they landed. Ease back to gentleness. Sometimes getting Jude to try; sometimes it helped.

Sometimes.

'You go.' Deep breath. Broke the stare. Pulled out the card.

'Here.'

Matt hesitated but he understood. Always had. Never asked for explanations. Jude was grateful. The world exhausted enough already.

But Matt didn't have to like it. Wouldn't stop trying.

He shifted on the step. Slow exhale. 'Come on, Jay. We're going for pints, remember?' One hand shielding his eyes. 'I owe you.'

Jude wished for Matt's easy way.

Just for a moment. To not feel like this. Like this feeling was forever.

Like it was all going to fall apart again.

Matt's weight shifted again. Trying to hold the mood. But it had slipped. Jude widened his eyes. Eyebrows high. A tight nod screaming, 'Don't make me.'

Theatrical. Defensive theatre. Matt had seen it before.

Matt waited. Politely.

Still.

'All right.' Jude grinned. 'Skipping ahead already? Strong-arming it is, then.'

He fell into line. Reluctant as always. Unwilling to disappoint.

One last look up. A pause to escape into the horizon. Midday sun washing everything clean. Sky wide. Light gentle.

It caught his eyes.

Not blue. Not green. Something deeper. Strange.

Magenta eyes. Deep and ethereal. Lit from within. Like part of him that came from another planet.

Or was haunted by something he had once seen.

* * *

An hour later.

'I'm a fool,' Matt's voice cut through the haze. 'I should've... You needed a breather.'

He passed Jude the pint. The pint in Jude's hand felt wrong. Too light. Half gone. His stomach lurched at the thought.

Wait. Is this even mine?

He settled beside him in the sod.

'Hate seeing you like this, Jay.'

Jude couldn't answer. Eyes still pressed in. The security stood on the path behind them. Their eyes. Their judgment. Their revulsion. Without the constant hubbub, he might have found strength. Instead, he stared at the sharp edge of the lawn. Where it met the brick edging.

Weak.

So weak.

The whirring never stopped. Always ticking. As his mind settled, information flooded back. Unwanted. Useless.

'I think I blacked out,' Jude whispered. 'Did I?'

Matt looked away, choosing his words. 'What do you mean?'

'Tell me, Matt. That's what happened, right?'

'Christ, Jay... yeah. I think. Feinted maybe. Just for a minute.' He looked away. 'Okay, yes.' Matt exhaled slowly. 'But if it's getting worse, we can't ignore it. Let's sort it.'

Silence from Jude. Matt pressed on.

'Look at you. You can't miss a thing. I can barely track what's happening half the time and I'm supposed to be the fancy, good-looking detective.' A forced laugh.

Matt rubbed his eyes. 'I know you don't believe me, but I mean it. Always have.'

The same speech. Twenty years old now. Back when Jude's life had hope, those words meant something.

Now they rang hollow. Jude said nothing. Matt shifted uncomfortably.

'Please, Jay. I'll drive. Sit in the waiting room. Whatever.'

Still nothing.

'Flinty got you off the Lith...' Matt added softly. 'That was progress, right? You never did thank me for finding him?'

Jude flinched. Jaw tight.

Too far.

'I'm tired,' Jude said flatly.

Matt tried recovery. Slapped Jude's shoulder. Too hard. No reaction. 'And I'm tired of having the reflexes of a dad in his fifties, but here we are.' Matt glared around, warning off curious onlookers.

Silence. The noise swelled.

'No harm trying,' Matt offered gently.

'No harm?' A bitter laugh came to him uninvited. 'They've done more harm... Shit. They're more broken than I am.'

Matt didn't flinch.

Jude leaned forward. Bent his wrist into his crotch. A nervous tick. 'It's not medicine,' he muttered. 'It's theatre.'

Matt didn't push.

Minutes crawled. Jude breathed. Waited for the familiar untightening. Wiped his cheek.

Know what? I can always kill myself later.

The thought lodged deep in his chest.

'I don't know.' A pause. 'Matt.' His voice heavy with exhaustion. Sadness. Shame.

At least I feel embarrassment.

My one last scrap of dignity.

Sweat trickled down his neck...

Matt launched his attack. The memory gambit. 'Remember when you got locked out? Spent the whole weekend in the stairwell?'

Silence. Jude let the words hang in the air between them.

'Didn't want to pay for a locksmith, remember?' Matt's sideways glance searching for reaction.

'I was seventeen.' Deflecting. 'You locked the keys in the flat.'

'Semantics, old boy.'

Something passed between them. Not quite a smile. The ghost of better days.

Matt settled back. Fingers threading through grass. 'You're a hard man.' A pause. Self-correction. 'All right, not really. But you're still standing...' Another pause. 'Okay. Sitting...'

'Don't push it.'

'Okay. Would you prefer hard alien?'

'Fuck all the way off.'

Matt rose. Collected the plastic cups. A single nod conveyed volumes.

'Jude.'

'Yeah?'

The words came soft. Almost too gentle.

'Wash your face, mate.'
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