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  Prologue




  As the sunset dulled on the British south coast, Barry Slater threw his eighth and last empty can of cheap lager into the soft ripple of the sea. His drunken, blurred vision lied to him as he stared at it floating on the dark green surface. He tried to concentrate as it seemingly separated into two cans: a ghostly double of the original, mimicking the slow sway of the ocean.




  He wondered for a second if there actually were two cans, perhaps he had already dumped another ‘dead soldier’ in the ‘drink’ and only recalled one? It wouldn’t be the first time his addled brain had malfunctioned in this way, nor, he knew, would it be the last. He rubbed his tired eyes. Seeing straight, as if by magic, the two bobbing cans returned to one.




  See, he thought, I ain’t that pissed, and a dirty, delirious, black-toothed smile spread over his face.




  Seeing double had been a problem for Barry lately, it was a problem on top of a stack of others his life was filled with. This was a more sinister and menacing problem though, darker than any he had ever had to deal with.




  He pushed his rough hand through his greasy hair and drew it into a fist, his fingers sticking to one another inside his palm. Opening his fist, he looked down. His entire hand was red with blood. Blood that wasn’t his own. His face turned sheet white. The thing he had tried to forget crept to the forefront of his mind again.




  Barry rubbed his hands madly down his filthy, yellow, highvis jacket. A piece of clothing that was more of a shell than a suit, thick with dirt, grease and oil, the added smears of blood made the supposed ‘high visibility’ a shade more akin to a dulled mud-covered pumpkin.




  Seawater lapped up and into the hungry mouth of his old beer can, weighing it down to the ocean floor. A hollow shiver penetrated the numbing drunkenness that he had spent the last of his change to enjoy. His mouth relaxed into a slack jawed drool and his cold eyes glazed over as he remembered his last job out at sea.




  This memory seemed to have a life of its own, forever returning, like a vicious, barbed boomerang into his brain, leaving deep lacerations which could never heal.




  The job, he remembered, was one, that for once, he hadn’t got fired from, but had himself – almost stone cold sober – walked away from.




  His friend, Dirty Derek – a man with as much personal hygiene as himself, with a putrefying aroma so pungent the army could bottle it as a new form of chemical warfare – had told him that there was, ‘Some real good Spon-doolies if ya fancy it.’




  ‘Fancy what?’ he’d asked, chugging back the dregs of a bottle of vodka that he may or may not have at some point topped with a cheaper bottle of mouthwash.




  ‘Old Bob said they need some drilling out on a jackup rig. They’re putting up a load of them wind turbines out at sea. Ya know, that re-usable energy shit. Massive bastards they are. Want blokes with experience and a bit of muscle they do.’




  Barry, sucking his gut in as far as possible and as a result belching fumes into Derek’s face, slurred, ‘Yeah, I’m ya man for that.’




  ‘Need ta be sober though, Bazza, need ya down the dock in Lancing at nine tamorra. Do ya fink ya can make it?’




  ‘Course I can,’ Barry said swaying. Of course he would be there for nine. Put out that a man as he might be doubted in such a way. It was easy, all he had to do was find a dry place to sleep under the docks at Lancing, then slither up at nine like a giant slug, good to go. Easy.




  And so he did. He found himself standing on the dock, surprised that he’d remembered the job offer and that there actually was a job to be offered. Dirty Derek hadn’t let him down. At nine a.m. sharp, the boss of the crew, with no questions asked, had enrolled him for ‘cash in hand’ work that day and before he knew it he was standing on the rig’s steel platform, staring across the waves back to land.




  In a romantic recess of his mind, he would think of himself as a nomad, a man of the world with a case of wanderlust. The passing world that would stare at him asleep under a bridge in a pool of piss would call him otherwise – a hobo, a filthy layabout, a tramp.




  His life’s priorities lay in the good times of a bottle and the cloud of his own filth. Living near the sea helped feed into his careless attitudes. He had worked on the docks all his life. Nothing ever too formal, just a hired hand, a rented grunt to do things no one else wanted to: Trawling fish, general maintenance, working the oil rigs, getting his hands dirty. It was all well-paid work at a casual pace, a pace he could more than live up to. He liked it out at sea, away from society, from the people who looked at him with disgusted eyes. They seemed a million miles away from him, stuck on the island. He had liked that thought; liked being away from them, and gobbed a huge green membrane of phlegm in their direction with a sneer.




  The people on the rig left him alone, too, partially due to his foul attitude, partially due to his foul aroma.




  In their own individual ways, the people there were nomads like him, too.




  There was a woman out there, dressed for action in safety clothes, but beautiful and blonde. He had never really seen too many ‘lookers’ out on the rigs. She seemed intelligent but could have been one of those stunners from Page Three that he used to ‘shoot his load’ to. He’d tried to talk to her, tried to make her laugh. A Polish worker nearby talked in his native tongue to two others. Barry had turned his nose up at them, looked at the blonde, and then flicked his head in their direction.




  ‘Listen to em,’ he’d cackled. ‘I bet the fuckers couldn’t even laugh in English!’




  She’d raised her eyebrows, and then walked off. ‘Up tight bitch,’ he’d spat out, stripping her with his eyes as she went. For the rest of the day all he did was look at her. She’d seen his lascivious glances, the way he licked drool from his lips like a starving man looking at a plate of steaming chicken, and ignored it like she always did.




  Day disappeared. Night pulled in like death’s ragged robe and shrouded the entire sky in darkness. Barry had stood on deck, staring above as speckles of rain began to hit his face, striping his filthy visage with clean streaks. The cold, steel rig was lit by high-powered spotlights now, their beams reaching through the gridded platforms, making cross-sectioned shadows like spider webs on the rolling waves.




  It reminded him of an old haunted house film he had seen at the pictures years before. He couldn’t think of the film’s name but remembered how it felt: somber, claustrophobic, a deep sense of dread that seemed to emit from the screen in cold, chilling waves. The moon peered from behind thick banks of grey cloud, staring at him like a huge glowing eye.




  Dodging as much work as he could, he couldn’t believe his luck when the rig’s huge industrial drill had locked up boring one of the wind turbine’s foundations. The huge yellow drill had hit an unplanned patch of thick seabed. A loud grinding of stone ended the chewing of the diamond-encrusted drill bit. The pained cry of twisted metal and chugged black smoke rose into the night. It was instant panic stations all around, suits and clipboards going into meltdown mode. ‘Gutted, ya cunts,’ Barry had sneered, finding a nearby lifeboat to hide in. It was the perfect makeshift shelter to roll some fags and smoke the hours away. ‘Stay broke,’ he’d smirked. ‘I need some overtime.’




  After four hours of picking through the other men’s lunches while their hands were dirty with work, the free ride eventually came to an end. With cheers and claps, the crew managed to throw the drill into reverse, making its big engines groan back to life and Barry groan at the thought of actually having to do something again.




  But below the chatter of the crew and the steel rig they stood upon, deep in the ocean, something had been disturbed by the enormous drill. No one noticed the loud reverberating tectonic cracks from the breached stone, something that, had they known about it, would have garnered a lot of interest; a thing that would have been considered to be of great archaeological interest if discovered.




  Sunk down into the seabed, deep in the fresh, watery, dust clouds, was a time worn stone monument, its covering slab destroyed by the drill’s ravaging bit. Beneath was a sealed off, oversized tomb, a place that was never supposed to be opened again, now broken into. Its contents flickered to life as if a switch had been flipped. Something had been awakened, something that had waited a long time to escape. Finally, its time was now. Its way to freedom was here. Inside the living darkness, a bioluminescence blinked with a malevolent intelligence. Things that were never supposed to rise again seeped up through the drilled hole like thick oil. Beings condensed to hydrophobic molecules that refused to mix with the ocean as they rushed out and pulped together into living protoplasm that tingled with a conscious cold desire. A hunger pulsated in it, aroused and stimulated by all the warm flesh it knew was above.




  Men peered down from the steel walkways as high-powered lights lit up the massive drill shaft, the giant bit slowly retracted from the seabed, bubbling to the water’s surface. It’s over worked engine juddered a rumbling groan before seizing up again with a steaming hiss. Before the hard-hatted workmen were able to do anything, before any sigh or grunt was able to leave their cold, chapped lips, another sound was heard. An animalistic scream emanated from the watery depths – a long, desperate cry. The sound of the things unleashed. A scream that silenced everything.




  Barry had heard wild stories of things dwelling in the ocean as a child, from men as drunk and rotten as he was now. But that’s what they were: stories. He hated those stories. He liked things with substance, things grounded in an understandable reality, but his idea of reality was about to change.




  The thick, cancerous blackness bubbled to the sea’s surface, polluting the water around it in big, gagging, glugs. ‘We’ve hit oil!’ Barry cried, pound signs rolling in his eyes like the reels of a fruit machine.




  Ignoring him, like they had been all day long, a few of the crew noticed something that made no sense. The black tar leaped from the sea, wound itself up the drill’s bit, wrapping itself around its shaft with fast swipes, like dark, reaching tentacles. It was a grotesque living thing that morphed into what looked like hundreds of elongated arms, winding around each other with a desperate clawing.




  Stringy, flailing arms whose ends became sharpened daggers, thick pointed cat-like talons that curled to perfect pin sharp ends.




  Everyone watched in horror as within only a few seconds of reaching the rig’s cold, steel deck, the liquid arms separated, spread out into pools of darkness at the shadowed corners of the deck. Another banshee scream thundered out, not pinpointed to the foamy water below, but around the crew, next to them, on the very platform where they stood. A scream that sounded like it came from a hundred rabid mouths that now circled them. One of the workmen frantically shone his torch around, his trembling hands making the beam quiver.




  They rushed to turn the high-powered lights back from the drill to the platform. But something else illuminated. Sets of primal, yellow eyes opened all around them, evil burning bright in the black night.




  Barry, suddenly the soberest he had been in his working life, turned his head frantically from side to side, watched as swiping claws appeared from nowhere, exploded from the shadows, slashing the protective clothing from the workmen, tearing into their flesh – cries and blood all around him. The soft, cold spray of sea on his face quickly turned to a warm coating of crimson as shrieking creatures, clawing in the night, grabbed their victims and dragged them over the rig’s edge, plunging, screaming, down into the icy sea below.




  Barry backed away, somehow unseen and left alone as madness erupted around him. The beautiful, blonde girl exploded from the darkness, running towards him. She grabbed him by his shoulders; her wide, blue eyes brimmed with fear as she screamed for him to help her. He didn’t understand her words; she may as well have been talking a foreign language now as each syllable was muted by sheer terror. One of the creatures advanced towards him, its eyes blazing, lighting up the rows of razor sharp teeth that were grinning hungrily in its gaping mouth. Barry grabbed the girl back, his first physical embrace with a woman – a woman he hadn’t paid for – in his entire life. He flashed her a regretful, rotten smile. ‘Sorry love,’ he said as he lifted and swung her around, turning her into a beautiful, blonde shield as a creature’s razor sharp talons slashed towards him.




  The sound of tearing filled the air, a mask of pure agony dropped across her face. The beautiful face he’d fantasized about touching turned a sickening white, blood drained from her flailing body as she was wrenched from his grasp, pulled down into the black sea.




  He stared at a bubbling patch on the water. For a second, on top of the waves, he could see the blonde, her face doubled; he rubbed his eyes, double, but not a reflection, not the same. One was naked, one wasn’t. One had glowing yellow eyes, like the black, oily creatures: the other, a wide-open mouth and endlessly staring dead eyes.




  The yellow-eyed blonde held the other dead blonde – the one he had used as a human shield – arms wrapped around her as she floated on the waves. She sneered at him, then sank below, bubbles rising from her lips, dragging the girl’s corpse with it as it folded backwards. And somehow, as it went, with the ripple of the waves, or by an unknown force, their features merged, fused into one as they disappeared into the abyss.




  Barry felt a warm stream shoot down the leg of his trousers; the strong smell of his own piss filled his nostrils. Frantically backing away, he remembered the lifeboat behind him. Jumping in, he lowered himself down. After several attempts, the motor started, his wide eyes frenziedly searching the night as he navigated back to land, not even stopping to be sick over the side into the watery graveyard of his former colleagues.




  Somehow he had managed to get the small boat back to the secluded bay in a Shoreham industrial area. That was a day ago now. No one had known that he was out on the rig, cash in hand work; the contract wasn’t worth the paper it was printed on. Officially, he hadn’t been there to see any of what happened, unofficially, he knew every detail. Eventually, staggering back onto land, shell shocked, he went to a twenty-four hour off-license and spent the last of his money on eight cheap, shit beers and a bottle of cheap, shit whiskey.




  The whiskey went quick, the beers paced out. Falling asleep, the booze did its trick, temporarily erasing the images of the creatures’ nightmarish eyes from his brain. The shock of death on the blonde girl’s face. The shower of blood in the air as they tore and swiped flesh. But as that final beer can sank down into the sea, it all came back. He remembered everything again. Still feeling the tackiness of the dead girl’s blood on his hands, he emptied his stomach’s contents over the edge of a guardrail, hearing it splatter into the sea.




  That’s when Barry Slater turned his back on his idea of being a nomad, of being a man of the sea, happily accepting a mundane, prosaic way of life. All he wanted to do now was drink more than he ever had before, to escape, to erase that memory of what he did. He finally saw himself as the rest of the world did, as filthy Barry the tramp. A loser in life. He was a coward, a fat, stinking coward. Wiping puke from his chin he went to find something that resembled shelter to call home. To find something in a bottle that would clear his head of those images again.




  It never crossed his mind to tell anyone of what had happened, of what was still out there. It never occurred to him that it wasn’t over. That the death he had experienced was only the beginning.




  CHAPTER 1




  Charley Reynolds wrapped one of the curls of her dyed, red hair around her finger over and over. This was a thing she found herself doing more and more these days, fixating on the slightly fraying ends, noticing the changes in color from countless dye jobs. It was an easy distraction, driving out here in the Sussex countryside with the man next to her – her boyfriend, Darren, wearing his usual grease-stained T-shirt. He pulled down the gear stick of the old, orange, Mark 3 Escort Mexico, a car he considered to be his pride and joy. A mechanical mass of fought back rust that she knew meant more to him any day of the week than she did.




  She pulled the strand of hair in her fingers straight, transforming its tight curl into a long, wiry, dyed fuse, she let it go and it immediately sprang back into its original form.




  ‘Pull the car up,’ she said.




  ‘Wha..?’




  ‘Pull up.’




  ‘What, you need a piss or something?’




  ‘I want to get out,’ she said with a stronger tone.




  ‘Oh, here we go. Not this shit again. You been reading them women’s mags ain’t ya? Filling your brain with shit about how I treat ya?’




  A flare of revulsion coursed through her like a warhead, infusing her with an overwhelming feeling of wanting to escape.




  Without hesitation or care of the consequences, she reached out and grabbed the steering wheel, yanking it towards the side of the road. Loose stones, the smell of burning rubber all combined with the objecting tyres dragged in a direction they weren’t prepared for. Darren hit the brakes hard, the car screeched to a halt, his refurbished rims barely missing the protruding six-inch concrete curb.




  ‘You dumb bitch! What the fuck are you doing?’ Darren yelled.




  Quickly grabbing her handbag, Charley jumped out. Slamming the door behind her, walking away from the car, the dust caused by the sudden stop still hanging in the air like a mist.




  ‘Get back in ‘ere!’ he screamed, a shower of spittle spraying from his mouth.




  She thought about those melodramatic, grey TV shows, soap operas set in boring pubs, with down beaten people backstroking in depression and misery. Thought about screaming back, about telling him the old clichés. ‘It’s over.’ ‘I never want to see you again.’ Or the council estate classic: ‘You’re doing my head in.’ But she didn’t.




  Realizing where she actually was, walking on a random road, with nothing around apart from long stretches of tarmac and sundried green fields. She turned back to him, raging in his orange car, wearing his black-stained, yellow T-shirt, looking like a wasp maniacally trying to escape the insides of a particularly sticky piece of fruit.




  The sound of his ranting, calling her all the ‘bitches’ and ‘whores’ he could muster, becoming distant as she stared forward and carried on. She narrowed her vision down to a thin tunnel, ignoring him, the outside border becoming a black blur, like darkness was consuming her.




  After a few minutes of determined walking, a slick orange bullet flew past her, pulling as close to her as its furious driver would dare. She ignored it, throwing her handbag further over her shoulder. Silence suddenly seeped into the soundtrack, making her decision to be alone and away from him more real. The heat from the afternoon sun beat down on her, glad now that she had chosen to wear a cropped, white vest, tiny shorts and low top Converse.




  She wondered where he would go, if he would come back, what she should do to keep him away. She remembered the family party when she introduced him as he swayed drunkenly in the doorway. ‘You’re late, Darren!’ she moaned. ‘You’ve been drinking again!’




  ‘I’d rather be pissed and late than early and fucking bored with you lot,’ he slurred.




  Charley had back pedaled, tried to make his first impression more pleasant.




  ‘This is Darren, he’s a mechanic,’ Charley said with pseudo enthusiasm in her voice.




  ‘Fuck off, am I! I work on the bins, innit fella? Driving the dust cart.’ He smirked as he patted her father on the back.




  She had known her father hated him from day one. He had never said this outright to her, just to her mother. She’d always defended Darren, but now she wanted him out of the flat. Daddy’s flat that he had bought his little girl. She knew how to play her father when she had to, and she knew he would make it his personal project to get Darren out.




  She checked her bag for her phone. ‘Shit,’ she whispered closing her eyes, remembering she had left it in the Escort’s center console, knowing his grubby fingers would be working at the password, trying to unlock it; trying to find the messages from the other men he had constantly accused her of seeing.




  A breeze caught her hair, the curls rising and falling, propelled by soft gusts as she wondered if anything else could possibly go wrong today.




  She continued to walk, making it from the main road, wandering by instinct to the south, going back to the seafront. She found her way to Eastbourne’s promenade and headed west, back towards Hove. It was a long walk, the afternoon fading to the long shadows of evening.




  The walk gave her time to think; to contemplate the decision of living with Darren, libido and petulant youth had overcome good sense when selecting a live-in life partner.




  Maybe she should get a job, live like the regular people of the world and not live from Daddy’s wallet. She never understood how they did it; she would often go shopping during the day, watching people work, managers, assistants and cashiers. Bored after ten minutes of viewing them run the rat race, she wasn’t able to fathom spending eight hours there. It would send her mad, consumer retail incarceration, locked behind a till pressing buttons like a chimp trying to type Shakespeare.




  Deep in her shallow thoughts, she looked up ahead at the nearing Brighton pier. It looked mystical in the setting sun, like a mirage that bridged the gap between the sea and the pebbly beach she walked on. She couldn’t believe she was here already, her head so far away it distorted time.




  Long, thin strands of rotting seaweed were caught on the structure’s underside, hanging down and gently swaying in the wind like ghostly shredded curtains through an open window.




  Above, on the promenade, a group of young men – boys in actuality, all drinking from cans of larger – shouted down to her. She looked up at them. Here was an entire gang of dick head Darrens, five of them in total. Dopey, Brainless, Gormless, Toothless and Fuck Wit – a small seaside tribe of lowbrows. They all had the same vocabulary as him, using their pub charms in her direction. ‘Oi babe’, ‘Oi bitch’. ‘Come suck on this,’ one yelled, grabbing his genitals.




  She thought about giving them the finger, using that old daytime TV dialogue she had mastered. Telling them all to piss off without the censoring bleep of a producer to stop her. But she didn’t. She just looked forward and continued to walk, putting distance between her and their leering voices. Moving quicker, the wind picked up, its hollow timbre coldly whispering past her ears.




  A few minutes passed, the sharp smell of the sea drifted to her senses, distracted her, immediately making her forget the bench full of morons. She looked up at the promenade again, and then stopped. Another figure was looking down towards her. There, as if in mourning, a dark-haired woman stood, wearing funeral black.




  The woman raised the dark veil from her hat, looked down at Charley with eyes blackened by tear-stained makeup. She was middle-aged, beautiful, her expression gaunt and vague, masked by sadness. The woman’s black, tar-like pupils defied the twenty feet between them, her mesmerizing gaze rushing through Charley like a pair of dark spears. Sharing a moment in time together, the lady in black sharply turned then walked away, disappearing from view.




  Charley raised her hand to her hair, pushed it from her face as a breeze took hold of it again. The image of the woman in black turned in her head as she moved to the underside of the pier. She had never known anyone who had died, had never been to a funeral before. She wondered what it felt like to lose someone. The only feeling she knew of in life was the slow bubbling of wanting rid of another, not the grief or sadness of their unexpected departure.




  Beneath the pier’s metal structure, decay and rot clung in abundance. Hanging seaweed tendrils reached towards her like hundreds of miniature tentacles. She could see the sun in the distance pushing out its final orange glow, dipping on the horizon like a ball of fire slowly being extinguished by the sea. A refreshing coolness caressed her skin.




  Taking this moment for herself, she suddenly felt anguished and worn out from the fight earlier, from the common foul abuse thrown at her by Darren. Reaching in her bag, she passed a cigarette in between her lips and lit it.




  As the pier’s acoustics reverberated, completely immersed her, the soothing sound of the wind mixed with the hypnotic roll of the waves and created a tranquility in her soul. She had never allowed herself these quiet moments before, she found a rock and sat down, her legs crossed in a meditative position, eyes shut. There was always a drama, a party, or a trip to the pub with Darren, manmade noisy nonsense, people creating their own pointless dramas all for the purpose of having something to talk about. She pulled three more drags on the cigarette, tasting its rough pleasures that her mind longed for and her lungs repelled.




  The sea rolled in, a breeze touched her face.




  The cigarette fell from her fingers as she dropped from consciousness. Slipping into a light but far away sleep, she thought of that deep look in the eyes of the woman in black. Her hypnotizing eyes. She had real problems. She didn’t know how she knew this, but she felt it with an intuition she didn’t really understand, a heightened instinct that she had drawn from her gaze.




  A shattering shriek, an almost animalistic cry pierced the bubble she had put herself in. Her eyelids flew open. Panic surged in her blood. She swung her head around trying to find the origin of the sound that made her tingle in terror, her skin rippled as cold as the waves before her.




  Then, as soon as the shriek had come, an alluring, ethereal song, not too many octaves away from the slight whistle on the wind, distinctive enough to be its own eerie thing, replaced it; a soft, female voice, romantic but empty, cold but warming. There was no understandable dialogue, just long drawn, sensual sounds. A soft sexuality entwined within a child’s lullaby twisted into its tone.




  Charley gasped at the air with parted lips, slowly calming herself, her rough fear smoothed as the strange song entered her mind, caressed her body and overcame her.




  Her head lolled, her eyes closed with a slow, soft joining of her lashes, like the closing mouth of a Venus fly trap, ensnaring her in the darkness of her own mind. A tranquility as vivid as REM sleep washed over her. The song became more intense, closer and more personal, firing pangs of sexual excitement between her legs.




  Suddenly, the song stopped. Immediately the foggy, intense desire in her mind dissipated. She opened her eyes and looked around, trying to discover the song’s source. There was nothing, just the dying sun’s final touch on her face.




  The tide pulled out, the wind’s icy bite now noticeable. Between the pebble beach and the sea there was something she hadn’t noticed before. A collection of curved, black rocks, two feet high and four feet wide, all spread out in front of her under the advancing waves, each of them a similar shape and size, as they dotted out away under the shadowed length of the pier. As the tide rolled out again, momentarily, the song wafted up from the sea’s creased blanket of waves, the desire filled drowsiness bubbled in her brain again.




  She stood, transfixed by the pattern of black rocks, transfixed by the song.




  That was where the song was coming from, the rocks.




  A heightened intuition tingled through her, fueled her curiosity. Everything seemed like a dream, the song pulled her forward.




  The tide drew in, lapping up at her feet before being sucked back out again. Her grin broadened, she felt drunk, filled with something that made her feel far away. The song... the song.




  Something whispered in its soft tones. A word – her name –




  ‘Charleeyyyyyy.’




  It was calling her, drawing her to it.




  Without thinking, she moved forward dreamily, almost floated forward. The nearest black rock was only a few feet away now. With each step closer, the rock becoming bigger, the rock... wasn’t a rock. Its thick surface seemed to pulsate with a webbing of veins, like it was somehow... breathing? With each rhythmic pulse the veins conducted a small glow of energy through them. A neon surge, like the bioluminescence of deep-sea fish, shone deeply below its surface. Each pulse matched the dreamy rhythm of the song. Yes, she understood, somehow, this... thing was generating the song. She wanted to run, but it held her in place, became stronger, whispering her name over and over.




  ‘Charleeyyyyyy, Charleeyyyyyy, Charleeyyyyyy.’




  Re-adjusting her dreamy eyes, she began to notice recognizable contours. Thin limbs wrapped around folded legs. A smooth, black head bent to thin black knees. A long, thin spine rose in its middle, separating two halves of a human-looking back. Charley gasped, the fog in her mind thinning, settling, understanding, no, this was no rock. No, it wasn’t a rock at all. It was a curled up humanoid form, a living, breathing, vein covered shadow.




  The tide crashed in and pulled back out. A thin, spindly arm moved from the curled creature towards the wet sand, its fingers tipped with sharp talons that stretched into a vicious tarantula-like paw.




  She wanted to turn away, wanted to run, but somehow the song held her in place, tears building in her eyes. Fear and intuition said, Run! Run! Run! The silky, slithering song said, Stay! Stay! Stay! The creature slowly unfolded, stood up, restructured into a sheet of darkness that blocked her view. Tears fell from her face, a jolt of panic broke the songs spell, she fell backwards, toppled down, landing violently on to the pebbly beach with a winding blow. The thing loomed forward, Charley’s mouth curled to scream as two, fiery, night-time eyes drew down.




  There was no scream, only the song filling her again, muting her from the inside.




  It slashed her with its taloned hand, five, sharp, meaty holes gouged into her front, splitting the fabric of her white T-shirt, tearing down in her soft flesh, dragging across her breasts, pushing deeper, nicking at her ribcage with claw-like blades. Agony overwhelmed her and the next flush of tide was a deep crimson, polluted with her warm blood. It grabbed her, dragged her backwards. Her open mouth filled with water as she was pulled deep below the waves into a stagnant, silent place. Hollow, cold, isolated, where her terrified, bubbling screams would never be heard. She looked up to the surface of the sea, watched as it rapidly disappeared into the distance. Blood plumed around her, like a contrail of red haze from a plane. Wide-eyed, petrified, her lungs filled with gory, freezing, water, twisting and turning in panic, she was dragged straight down into the murky gulf. Straight down to her death.




  CHAPTER 2




  In a trendy, overpriced but rundown part of Hackney, down a graffiti covered back alley, up a rusted fire escape and though an old, red brick warehouse door. A pair of deep-brown eyes stared mannequin-like, not blinking, as intense flashes hit their retina, licking them with light.




  ‘OK turn to your left again... drop your arm... come on!’ the photographer barked as he unloaded a rapid fire of camera clicks.




  Modelling was Kirsten Costello’s job; this was her way to pay the bills. She had been a fortunate girl at birth, blessed with all the right attributes in the facial department to be classed as beautiful. She had the cheekbones, the jaw line. Her nose was perky, her eyes held the correct distance between them to be cat-like and alluring. Others in her immediate family held just a few of these physical characteristics. Nice eyes, full lips, perfect cheekbones. Whether through good genes or the stars cosmic alignment, she naturally had the attractiveness many others searched for in surgery.




  At 18, living in the tacky surroundings of South End, she felt London calling. A place that, in her mind’s eye, promised to be a creative catalyst, a fuel pump for ideas she could feed directly to her brain. A place where she could revel in culture, rather than doss in run down arcades and chip shops. Originally, she had not relied on just looks for her future, but used her artistic talent instead. Skills and talent that were based behind the camera, not just standing in front of it, skills that had now become largely redundant. Applying for a photographer’s position at a fashionable magazine, they quickly became less interested in her portfolio, and more so in taking her picture.




  Sometimes in life, things just fall into your lap, even when you may not have wanted them. She had a face people wanted to look at, a face that had been chosen for others to see. There was only one other person she knew who had the good sense to leave their hometown. Her cousin, Simone, the one no one spoke about at family dos, and if they did, it was with a condescending tone and a disdainful flash of the eyes.




  More flashes burst in her own eyes. Her pose tilted to match the line of the expensive, German-designed dress that she wore. She was starting to feel hot, sweat running down her back, her thick brown hair wasn’t helping. She was positioned only a few inches from the hot red bars that the studio was dressed with. Not neon bars, no that was too easy. The stylist wanted authenticity, wanted those ‘volcanic oranges and reds’. Behind her was a heated metal grid, basically a giant grill – a health and safety nightmare. All for that ‘look’ they wanted. Someone trying to be ‘artistic’ with their decisions, someone who should spend an hour in front of it to see how it feels.




  She listened to the man in front of her again. A guy doing a job she should be doing, and her doing a job he could never do.




  ‘Turn to your left a little, that’s it... chin up, a little more... a little less... No, no, no... can you just be more seductive?’




  She did what she was told. That was her job. Looking good and shutting up. What could she do? She needed the money. Before her was a man with a reputation of being the ‘best’ at fashion photography, a man who was highly respected in his field, an original. You would never have guessed this from his look and ensemble: the beard, the skinny jeans, the branded cup of ‘designer’ coffee. Originality had taken a holiday in the arts and pop culture as of late, the mediocre admired, the awful graciously given a pass if their ‘face fit’.




  Just like the man who took the pictures now, the tinpot Karl Lagerfeld, a man who had seen Antonioni’s Blow Up one too many times at art school. But that’s how the world worked, wasn’t it? You act like the thing you want to be and then you become the thing you act like.




  ‘Show me something. Make me want to buy this outfit! Come on, do what you’re supposed to do!’




  She turned, striking another pose that showed off her body in the well-cut outfit.




  In a way, modelling was like being trapped behind her own eyes, caged in her own head, her old self a slave to the movements her body made. It was easy money. You stand and you stare. No brain, no pain. But her caged side, the creative side, the side that was actually her, had grown tired of its prison and now it wanted out.
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