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	Jethro

	~19:50~

	 

	He surges awake, fangs extended, blanket falling away where his claws slice it apart, the pistol in his untransformed hand tracking with his narrow-eyed gaze.

	Nothing close.

	Jethro closes his eyes, taking a moment to calm his combat reflex. With a faint crunching noise, his left hand returns to human form. His fangs shrink silently, as befits any nightwalker over a decade old.

	He grins. Over a decade? Only a little.

	Now, what was the feeling that roused him? Mere moments early, but sure. He knows the feeling, has felt it before, but not for a long…

	Necromancy.

	It’s been nigh-on three hundred years since he felt the tremor in his bones caused by a ritual of such power only a necromancer able to command nightwalkers could pull it off. For it to wake him moments before sundown, it must be nearby, and have started the moment the sun went down for them. 

	Jethro snarls into the darkness. Necromancers this powerful can be a problem. It’s inevitable something dangerous will happen soon. By midnight, anyone caught unprepared is likely to be mired in deep trouble. 

	 

	Dagny

	~19:52~

	 

	Frost glitters on the grass within the casting circle as Pachan completes the crafting. A lattice of golden light appears in the air before him. He spits blood through it. Feeling the tingle of acknowledgement makes him smile. It’s the first time this ritual has been completed since before the founding of Tenochtitlan.

	The lattice flashes white and revolves clockwise. He feels the attention of something that makes him want to run screaming until he can throw himself from a high place, begging forgiveness all the way down. Instead, he bends forwards until the sweat on his forehead freezes on contact with the ground. 

	“Your wish is my guide, Canghutl. You will be free.”

	 The feeling of terrifying attention eases off, then fades. He rocks back on his heels, relaxing slightly. It has begun.

	The lattice stops moving, then starts to turn anti-clockwise, shrinking as it goes. It vanishes. He tenses. Why did his lattice disappear?

	“Impressive crafting. Not sure the Smoking Mirror intended for her to ever be free, though.”

	Before he can react to the woman’s voice, a soft-point bullet tears through his heart. He falls, blood freezing where it lands.

	“You were brilliant. Any sorcerous attack would have failed. But, as I need what you’ve started, you now understand why I wear armour during rituals on open ground. Thanks, I’ll take it from here. Better luck next time.”

	Dagny reloads her revolver, careful to pocket the spent shell.

	 

	~20:22~

	 

	Constable Wendy Rees is tired. It’s been good to see life returning to the streets, but lockdown gave a lot of problem drinkers time to dwell on those problems. 

	Walking the beat along St James Street has involved helping too many drunks stabilise themselves, calling taxis, and - a couple of times - calling ambulances. Some nights she feels less like beat police and more like community support. Thankfully, tonight has started quietly. Not many people about: one of those inexplicable lulls that sometimes happen.

	She looks about, seeing no lights behind the closed doors of some shops. Most of them should still be open, or closed to the public and doing after-hours chores. Continuing her turn, she sees a group of people coming slowly down the road.

	“Dean. We’ve got company.”

	Her partner on tonight’s beat, Constable Dean Davies, steps out from the alleyway where he’d been having a cheeky cigarette. Wendy doesn’t mind. He’s covered for her enough times when she’s had to dive off home before her babysitter turned fractious, so keeping the peace on her own while he has the occasional smoke is fine.

	He chuckles: “Whoa my. Behold the remains of a hardcore drinking session.”

	The crowd approaching are not quite staggering, each seemingly leaning against the other. Their movements are slack: arms swinging, steps plodding, heads down. No dynamism at all.

	“My money’s on inhaling rather than drinking.”

	Dean gets on the radio.

	“Station, this is Two-Four. We need some backup: at least a van. Corner of St. James Street and Rock Place. Got a group of around a dozen, look like they’re under the influence of something, moving very slowly right down the middle of the road.”

	“Roger that, Two-Four. Backup should be with you in under four minutes.”

	“Thanks, Station.”

	Wendy steps out into the road and faces the group.

	“Good evening, folks. Going anywhere in particular?”

	All of the heads come up at once. Fourteen pairs of glowing yellow eyes fix on her. Fourteen mouths open. A hissing, howling mob charges the two officers.

	Behind them, more glowing-eyed people emerge from doorways, alleyways and side streets. They each howl, then race to join the others.

	 

	~20:24~

	 

	Van Six is close: down by the Dome. After everybody gets back in, Tony - Constable Antonio Dawes - puts his foot down.

	“What have we got?”

	Sergeant Gerson leans back to shout through the mesh to Constables Leon Bell and Kara Weston, who are sitting in the rear compartment.

	“Bunch of shuffleheads marching down the centre of St James Street.”

	Kara shakes her head in resignation.

	“Mark my words: we’re going to be hosing the van out before end of shift.”

	After a U-turn to point them the right way, it’s a right onto the main road, followed by a left into the lower end of St James. They’re checking each other’s gear when Tony’s emergency stop bounces Kara and Leon off the mesh between crew compartment and cab.

	Kara pushes Leon upright.

	“Easy there, Tony.”

	Sergeant Gerson’s voice is a whisper.

	“Fucking hell. Do you see…?”

	Tony nods, mouth working, no sound coming out.

	Leon crouches to get a look.

	The road and pavements ahead are filled with glowing-eyed figures. In doorways and at the edges of the crowd, fights are going on as ordinary people try to hold off the yellow-eyed maniacs grabbing at them. In the centre of the street, a woman in police uniform turns glowing yellow eyes towards their van and hisses venomously. At her feet, another officer lies unmoving, with black circles visible where his eyes should be.

	“The fuck is this?”

	Sergeant Gerson grabs the handset off the dash.

	“Station, this is Van Six, responding to mob call from Two-Four earlier. We have a violent riot in progress, at least twenty individuals, with participants attacking passers-by and residents. The attackers all appear to be under the influence of an unknown substance, evidenced by their eyes being bright yellow. Both calling officers are down. I repeat: Two-Four is down. Requesting reinforcements.”

	Tony turns to look at the Sergeant as a group of yellow-eyed maniacs follow the former constable as she charges at Van Six.

	“What do we do in the meantime?”

	Arms, hands, and fists start to strike the front and sides of the van. The hissing and howling increases in volume.

	“Reverse really slowly. If we can keep them occupied, maybe they’ll leave the other people alone. Hopefully they’ll have the sense to run if we can give them the chance.”

	Kara shakes her head. Nice idea, Sarge, you hopeless optimist.

	He switches to the loudspeaker, sounding the sirens before speaking.

	“This is the police. Please stay in your homes. Secure your doors and windows until this disturbance is under control. Help is on the way. Do not attempt to come out and fight under any circumstances.”

	He sees faces at the windows in the flats above the shops. Tony starts waving for them to stay put. With a sigh, he sounds the sirens again and repeats the message.

	Leon sounds panicky.

	“We need TSG. Armoured vehicles. Water cannons.”

	Gerson turns.

	“TSG are part of the Met. Out here it’s officers with riot training and possibly a team from counter-terror.”

	He gestures to what used to be Wendy, who’s beating on the mesh shields across the windscreen. Her skin is pale grey, suffused with darker lines, almost like cracks. Iris and pupil in both eyes have combined and transformed into blazing golden discs. She seems to be muttering things between bestial howls and almost feline hisses.

	“Even if we had water cannons, I don’t think they’d calm this lot down. We’ve got a real problem, and it’s something new.”

	Kara points to where a woman she watched being overwhelmed gets up, eyes now shining like her attackers.

	“Big problem, Sarge. This crazy is contagious, and quick about it.”

	He twists about to look where she’s pointing.

	“Okay. Eyes out. Spot a citizen going down and time how long it takes them to get glowing eyes. Let’s try and get what we can from observing. Tony, keep backing us up.”

	He sounds the sirens again and repeats his message.

	Leon looks back from where he’d been watching a well-built local hold his own against a pair of glowing-eyed assailants.

	“Sarge, there’s no biting. This bloke was fending two of them off, then he stopped, his eyes started to glow, and he’s now joined them in attacking the people in the premises next door!”

	Gerson looks back.

	“Some sort of contact contamination?”

	Tony hisses and lunges at Gerson, eyes glowing yellow. Only his seatbelt stops him reaching the Sergeant. Who crams himself into the farthest corner of the cab, instinctively pulling out his pepper spray. With a disgusted snort, he drops it, then extends his baton. With that, he manages to fend the constable off.

	“Fuck me. Tony! Tony!” 

	He stretches his boot and flips the air vents to ‘internal only’. 

	“There’s something in the air. Tony’s gone.”

	Leon checks the rear doors to make sure they’re secure. Kara lowers her head and pulls out her phone. Gerson snatches the handset off the dashboard.

	“Station, this is Van Six. We haven’t even exited the van and Constable Dawes has been affected. Must be some kind of airborne attack!”

	“Got that, Six. Exact situation?”

	The slowly reversing van hits a parked car and stops. Gerson glances at Tony, who’s turned his gnashing attentions towards Leon, but is still held by the seatbelt.

	“Stationary, trapped in the disturbance, one officer affected and attempting to attack the rest of us.”

	“Restrain him, defend yourselves. Stay calm, Six. Help is on the way.”

	Calm? Kara stares at the floor, phone held in a white-knuckle grip. After a moment’s hesitation, she dials, then gasps as it’s answered before it can ring a second time. As the mindless howling from the cab gets louder, she talks fast, intent on keeping her words clear.

	“Freja? You said to call if ever something properly spooked me? That’s right now. I’m on duty in the middle of it. Incident in St James Street, Brighton. I’m in Van Six. Help!”

	The reply is terse: “On my way.”

	Leon catches Kara’s eye as the call ends.

	“You should have told her to be quick about it. I’ve seen zombie movies. This shit never ends well.”

	 

	Freja

	~21:07~

	 

	Freja lies on the roof of a crashed van and watches the hissing mob settle down after overwhelming two of her SFO team. To her right, she can see Van Six in the distance. To her left, she can see what had been SFO Don Slater, his golden eyes reflecting in a nearby shop window. SFO Steve Quinn is nowhere to be seen. Presumably the collapse as his eyes turned from gold to black indicated some incompatibility, possibly fatal. She hopes not. Good firearms officers are hard to find… Is this thing even curable?

	Kara’s never been one to waste time with petty scares. If she’s concerned enough to call, she really does need help.

	By the time Freja made her way from rest room to parking bay, she’d heard dozens of emergency calls had been received. Senior officers were already describing it as some sort of terrorist attack.

	She rolled out of Police HQ at Lewes with her Armed Response Unit, ARV3, within five minutes of getting off the phone.

	She ducks her head before smacking the roof a couple of times. A few querulous cries come in response, then things go quiet again. Cautiously raising her head, she peers about.

	These things seem to be vision-cued. Noises make them look, but if they don’t see anything moving, they fall back into their heads-down, stagger-cum-walk waiting state.

	“DS Winterburn, you out there?”

	“On top of the van embedded in the newsagents, SFO Tanner.”

	She hears Mike sigh.

	“I’m inside the launderette two doors down. What are we going to do, boss?”

	“First two things: don’t get seen, and for fuck’s sake don’t look them in the eyes for any longer than you have to. I watched Don change right in front of me. There were two panes of glass and a full-face mask between it and him.”

	“Are they zombies?”

	“Mike, use the sensors in the enhanced vision glasses they gave us. These have warm bodies with heartbeats. I’m not happy about their eyes being hotter than their open mouths, but they’re definitely not dead - or undead - for that matter.”

	He whispers: “They sure act like zombies.”

	Too scared. He’s not listening.

	“Mike, don’t do what I think you’re about to do.”

	She sees him step out of the launderette doorway, weapon ready. As soon as one of the golden-eyed moves towards him, he fires. It’s a clean headshot. She sees the back of the victim’s head come apart. The figure falls, then stops before hitting the ground, like some crazy freeze-frame of that particular bit of reality.

	Mike gasps, going rigid in shock: “What the-?”

	An SFO under her command is about to lose the plot.

	“Constable Tanner! Snap to!”

	She sees him straighten, then shake his head as the one he shot ‘unfreezes’. In an insane rewind, it returns to the position it was in before being shot. Its eyes are blazing blue, and white light is coming from its mouth. The exit wound has filled with dark grey, like storm clouds.

	“Mike! Run!”

	He manages to turn before something that sounds like lightning but looks like blue-white fire shoots from the creature’s mouth, burning his upper torso and the back of his head to the bone.

	She sees vertebrae char, watches his scapulae warp, then claws at her emergency pouch. Clearing and then loading the shotgun with a 357-Defender shell takes long enough for her to take a good look at the creature with the sensors in her glasses. It’s ice cold throughout, except for the eyes, which are white hot.

	In a ridiculous insight, it occurs to her the clouds in the exit wound are snow clouds. She taps herself lightly on the chin with the butt of the shotgun to clear the distraction from her mind. 

	Settling the weapon into her shoulder, she takes careful aim, then puts a magnum round jacketed in a 12-gauge slug into the side of the creature’s chest. 

	The result is better than expected: a fading scream of inhuman rage echoes as the torso explodes. The fracturing body collapses, crackling with cold as it falls. Parts of it shatter when it hits the ground.

	Freja ducks flat against the roof of the truck as golden-eyed bodies mill about, looking for the source of the noise.

	The sound of something sliding is followed by a low voice.

	“Police lady!”

	She looks up. Above the newsagents, a window has opened. There’s a woman in a sari gesturing for her to climb up.

	If there’s a way up after cutting through their flat, she can move out across the rooftops, then get away to start a proper response effort. This is no terrorist attack! Fuck knows what it actually is, but all anti-terror and biohazard procedures will do is waste precious time.

	Containing the threat is all well and good, but keeping people penned in will just add to the numbers of afflicted. The primary response has to be for people to get away. 

	 

	Katya & Josh

	~21:20~

	 

	Josh wakes from a doze as his phone plays Roy’s tune. From the room across the hall, he hears Katya’s muffled shout.

	“Tell him if he wants to talk to you outside of office hours, he should come in person, and bring cakes.”

	He grins as he answers the call.

	“Evening.”

	Roy sounds worried. The background noises are raucous. There’s a lot of weird howling going on.

	“Rouse the wizard-child you have for a sister, Josh. Got glowing-eyed crazies running riot down here. It’s bedlam. Call me back when you’re up and running. I’ve got to go hold the door.”

	He hangs up.

	Josh rolls over and up.

	“Squeak! Got an infestation of glowy-eyed monsters down the Marina way.”

	“Funny man! What else? A UFO landing?”

	“Katya, that was Roy calling to tell us something mad is happening.”

	Ever since his ‘episode’ a few years ago, Roy has been determinedly mundane. His world contains absolutely no monsters - or none he’ll admit to.

	Katya appears in his doorway, hair dishevelled. Josh covers his eyes.

	“Clothes, Squeak. Underwear, at least.”

	“Get a grip, Joshua. You’ve tended wounds on me for years. What did he say?”

	“Glowing-eyed crazies. Something about holding his door?”

	Katya pouts.

	“I know I’m the super spooky magical oracular savant at this obscure occult lore thing, but that’s skinny details, even for me. I need decent information to start the thing in my head rolling.”

	Josh points towards her room.

	“Go throw some clothes on. I’ll call Lucy.”

	Katya grins evilly.

	“Natalie, you mean.”

	Josh flushes slightly. Miss Spears and he do get along well, but their mismatched viewpoints on religion and the occult keep them from getting any further, despite them both wanting to - maybe.

	“Just Lucy.”

	“Sure, sure. Say ‘hi’ for me.”

	He tries to call, but the service is unavailable. Grabbing the landline phone, he dials from memory.

	“Joshua, dear man. How is the biggest softie I know?”

	“Hearing of very bad things happening in East Brighton. This is advanced warning. Lock the clinic gates, and tell Natalie to get ready to repel boarders.”

	“Are things so bad you don’t have time to speak with her?”

	He grins. Does everybody realise except the two of them?

	“I think so. Give her my best.”

	“I can’t hug that big, dear man.”

	“Closest I’ve ever found, Lucy. Stay safe.”

	He hangs up. Katya rushes in.

	“Mobile services are deliberately down. My tower monitor is showing an orchestrated outage, Brighton-wide.”

	Josh dials Roy’s landline. A woman answers with a shout, having to overcome the howling and sounds of strife in the background.

	“Roy’s phone. Who is this?”

	“This is Josh. I need to speak to Roy.”

	“Hang on.”

	There’s the sound of a door closing. The eerie noises become muted. The sound of a lot of people, like some sort of meeting, continues. Roy comes on.

	“Josh. You got Katya there?”

	He switches the phone to speaker. Katya leans in.

	“Hello, Roy. You running a class in your living room?”

	“Those things won’t come near me. They bow and back off! I’ve got a throbbing headache, and a flat full of very scared people taking refuge.”

	Her brows furrow.

	“Tell me about the crazies.”

	“They look like normal people, except their eyes are glowing yellow. They attack anyone without glowing eyes. What I’m hearing is they either keep attacking until the person becomes like them, or goes down. I’m presuming either dead or comatose.”

	“How do they infect others?”

	“All I can make out from what people tell me is it’s a bad idea to look these things in the eyes. No idea if it’s because staring distance is close enough to inhale or contract something, or what. I get the impression the time taken depends on proximity and/or numbers. Got no idea of effective range if that’s true.”

	Katya sits back, her eyes becoming glossy black orbs as she thinks things through, waiting for the right detail to be picked up and fully rouse the oracle she’s carried in her mind since childhood.

	Glowing yellow eyes? Deferential towards Roy, whose one experience with the supernatural left him with a strange ‘blessing’ from an ancient creature that might well be some sort of god.

	Which would mean the creatures sense his ‘status’, and acknowledge it. Which means they’re au fait with the Mesoamerican hierarchy of powers. Supernatural orders are territorial, invariably by continent. Two different cultures of supernaturals can only arrive at a common order through combat. They didn’t attack Roy. Means they know who ‘blessed’ him, and consider it a superior.

	Mesoamerican. Pre-Toltec. Yellow-eyed… No. Golden-eyed!

	“Fuck.”

	Josh grins. Roy chuckles.

	“I take it the oracle in your head threw you the answer?”

	She shakes her head, eyes returning to normal.

	“Partially. It’s an answer. This affliction hails from the same part of the world as your previous problem, Roy, but isn’t connected. Whatever you met is senior to whatever’s driving these things, and they know it.”

	“Something is driving this?”

	She nods.

	“Somebody’s trying to summon one of the tzitzimime, which are a group of really old, mad, bad demons - and quite possibly gods at the same time. The Mesoamerican definition of good and evil is more a duality than specific roles. Means their gods can be bringing gifts on sunny days, then coming for your firstborn when it rains, to give an oversimplified example. Must be a complete bastard to schedule your life around. Anyway, I’m sure we’re dealing with one of the less-friendly ones, but not sure which. From the big picture it doesn’t really matter, because tzitzimime are all varying categories of indescribably awful. Hang on, I need to go grab a book.”

	She rushes back to her room and returns a few moments later, bringing up the e-reader on her phone.

	“Okay, Roy. I’m back.”

	“How does the yellow-eyed proto-zombie horde fit in?”

	Katya flicks her way through several shelves, selects a book, scrolls an index, swipes through a dozen pages, then grins.

	“The correct term is itconi. Means ‘vassals’, or ‘lesser beings’. If one gets killed by people fighting back, it becomes xiuhtlatlay - means ‘one burning with hunger’ - which is an absolute horror, if I’m interpreting these sketchy details correctly.

	“Anyway, the sorcerer has got far enough for the tzitzimime to bestow the power on them to start a horde. Those itconi will seek more victims, as will those they create, and eventually they’ll all congregate somewhere to get killed. That creates a blood offering big enough to call the tzitzimime, which may involve letting it break free of its confinement. Which is the good news.”

	“In what way?”

	“There’s a minimum number of victims, and it’s never small. During this ‘recruiting’ period, if we kill the sorcerer, the whole thing fails. The affliction will cease immediately, and the ritual will abort. Might be a few fatalities, but it’ll stop pretty damn quick - and stay that way.”

	“How do we find the sorcerer?”

	“We need to find wherever the tzitzimime is. From there, I can sort of back-trace to find the sorcerer. The problem is finding wherever it’s hiding or what it’s contained in.”

	Josh waves a hand.

	“Hang on, Squeak. If it’s this evil a thing, why can’t you detect it like you do with other big bad threats?”

	Katya looks thunderstruck.

	“Because I’m an idiot. Whatever it is, it must be in or near Brighton.”

	She frowns in concentration, then hangs her head.

	“Some bloody seawitch I am. I only detect accurately on land or sea. It’s insulated from both: land over the sea gets vague. It’s here, but a little way offshore.”

	Roy and Josh chorus: “What?”

	“It’s on a boat. I’d guess a yacht at the Marina.”

	Josh taps the end of her nose.

	“Or on a pier?”

	She nods.

	“That too.”

	Josh turns to the phone.

	“Roy, keep on doing what you’re doing. We’re working at it from this side.”

	He hangs up.

	Katya peers at Josh.

	“You thinking what I’m thinking?”

	Josh leans in until the tip of his nose touches hers.

	“I’m thinking the oracle is hitting you harder these days. You used to be able to access it without your eyes turning into black marbles. What’s going on?”

	She shrugs.

	“I’ve been looking into that. It’s a compatibility thing: apparently, I’m getting more compatible. Not sure I’m keen on that, but it’s not like I have a choice. If it gets intrusive, the Tide have offered to help.” She grins at him: “Not sure I’m keen on that, either. So, let’s just focus on the immediate problem, shall we?”

	He nods: “Good for me. You were thinking about West Pier Precinct. We know it’s become supernatural sanctuary number one around here.”

	“Exactly.”

	“You think it’s there?”

	“Not sure, but it’s both our first guesses. We need to find out, and hopefully that’ll answer the question.”

	“I don’t think their slick website has an FAQ section for this.”

	“I’m happy to go and ask directly. However, I’m guessing the rent-a-cops on visible patrol aren’t in on the bigger secrets. Therefore, we need to find alternative methods.”

	“Visit the dead library?”

	“It’s empty. From the things he mentioned, I’m guessing he’s gone to join that vampire imperium in Estonia.”

	Josh frowns: “We’re running out of friendly nightwalkers. At least Ma will still be around.”

	“That’s the problem. It could take days to find her.”

	“What about Tamasho?”

	She gives a start of surprise: “Yup, I’m definitely a little off tonight.” Placing index and little fingers in the corners of her mouth, she blows hard.

	Josh winces: “The beginning of that goes right through my head.”

	“You shouldn’t be able to hear it at all.”

	He shrugs.

	A little black fox with an elongated snout, fine gold spirals on its pelt, and two tails appears in mid-air and sinks slowly to sit upright on the floor next to them, flicking a tail to neatly cover each forepaw.

	Katya kisses the top of its head and whispers: “Find Ma Dennin. Do it really quickly, please.”

	It vanishes.

	She heads for her room.

	“Should have just enough time to get ready.”

	“What about all the itconi roaming about?”

	“You’re going to be wandering Brighton with a Tide-blessed seawitch and an allied yako. If there’s an itconi that can get near any of us, we’re already dead.”

	“I love it when you give the universe challenges. One day it’s going to bite back hard.”

	Katya sticks her head back round the door and grins: “Looking forward to it.” She sticks her tongue out.

	Josh slaps his hand over his eyes and falls back onto the settee with a groan. 

	 

	Freja

	~21:55~

	 

	“Detective Sergeant Winterburn!”

	Freja holds up a finger in a ‘wait a moment’ gesture. Hopefully it’ll annoy the irritating senior officer into having a heart attack and save her from the confrontation that’s coming. 

	Chief Superintendent Jim Waddleston is having none of this insubordination from the golden girl out of Newhaven Station. She’s in Brighton and will bloody well play by the rules. He strides over and grabs for the satphone while shouting: “We haven’t got time for idle chatter!”

	Freja slides her free hand past his reaching arm, gets a grip on the back of his neck, steps close, levers with her elbow, and with a deft twist, rolls him to the ground over her extended leg. The satphone doesn’t leave her ear.

	He lies there, sputtering, face turning puce. After taking a couple of deep breaths, he looks up to find her holding out the satphone.

	“It’s for you.”

	Grabbing it, he sits up before snapping: “Who the bloody hell is this?”

	“Chief Constable Margault, Jim. DS Winterburn tells me you’re refusing her recommendations?”

	“I’m refusing her ideas because they’re bloody idiotic, Gerald! Hiding and sneaking? Painting buses? Containers as building blocks? Lunacy! On top of that, the woman just assaulted me.”

	“You tried to take her phone, didn’t you?”

	Jim takes the satphone from his ear, stares at it, stares up at Freja, looks for nearby cameras, then puts it back to his ear.

	“Hardly relevant.”

	“You remember that briefing I gave about ‘unusual threats’, Jim?”

	“Yes. Thought it was a bit far-fetched, to be honest.”

	“Brighton is currently being overrun by golden-eyed maniacs created from ordinary people by means we don’t fully understand. Those afflicted have ignored anti-terror, biohazard, and riot control measures. They’re spreading nearly as quickly as our desperate responses. I’m not even going to touch on the frankly unbelievable and equally terrifying reports of what happens if you treat them like zombies and perform any equivalent of shooting them in the head.”

	“Your point?”

	“Wouldn’t you define this as an unusual threat?”

	“I’ll admit the exact cause is a bit of a puzzle at the moment, but it’s clearly some kind of chemical attack. Nothing like one of your postulated supernatural threats, sir.”

	“After seeing DS Winterburn’s report and talking to her, I now disagree. However, you have site command. That said, I expect you to implement DS Winterburn’s proposed barricade measures as a matter of urgency. They make sense to me. If they prove ineffective, then we’ll reconsider. Whatever happens, we need to buy time while we work out what the hell is going on, and her ideas are the best I’ve heard.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	He hands the satphone back, then glares balefully at Freja.

	“You and I aren’t done with your insubordination, Detective Sergeant.”

	She salutes: “You might not be. Permission to return to the patrolled lines, sir. I can be of actual use there.”

	“Get out.”

	Freja goes. That man is going to be a pain, but it’s nothing new, and nothing she can’t cope with.

	 

	Jethro

	~22:00~

	 

	Gaz looks about the room in amazement. All this at the end of a fuckin’ pier! Whoever the rich tosser is who fronted the dosh for this project, the fag certainly has style. A swanky shopping precinct, plus rebuilding West Pier with two restaurants, exclusive residences, a huge library, and this private museum? Unreal. Some of the stuff in here, though…

	He’s not a clever man, but he knows genuine antiquities when he comes across them, and this place is a treasure trove. Having picked out the pair of portable, high value pieces he’ll be taking as a bonus, he moves to the target he’s being paid for.

	Right. Do this, then grab the necklace and the book with the platinum cover, then up the rope and out. He reaches into his pouch and pulls out a squeezy bottle. Ten grand for vandalism? Brighton clients: they’re a different order of fuckin’ odd.

	He uncaps it, resists the urge to take a whiff, and extends his hand towards the ugly statue. Nearly a metre high, over thirty centimetres thick, and quite possibly solid gold. Thinking about the potential value makes him light-headed: easily into seven figures. But, at over fifty kilos, it’s a non-starter for this sort of stealing. With a grin, he up-ends the bottle, squeezing it hard to get it emptied fast.

	What comes out is like oily ketchup. It hits the statue and fizzes. Gaz sees some of the liquid freeze over, then it starts to steam and flow down the grooves and channels in the gold. He notices it runs cleanly round the snowflake-like patterns on the sides of the head, and looks closer. He can’t see any reason why. Strange.

	The statue starts to hum! There’s no other word for it. This fuckin’ lump of gold is making noise! He drops the bottle. Fuck grabbing anything. This is too far gone. Gaz races to the line he dropped from the ventilation shaft and climbs fast.

	Something flashes across his vision. He falls, leaving his hands gripping a rope that ends where his wrists had been. Blood fountains from the stumps at the ends of his arms. He hits the floor hard, cut rope coiling on top of him. His hands are still swinging gently, high above.

	Lying there, trembling, trying to draw breath to make some noise to express the pain, he stops waving his arms as a figure dressed in tracksuit bottoms and T-shirt comes into view. It’s eyes are like red LEDs, and the teeth are all pointed. The voice that comes from between the rows of canines is clear and unremarkable, though.

	“I’m guessing that asking who paid you is useless, because you never met them. The up-front payment was digital? You collected the payload from a blind drop?”

	Gaz nods, fascinated by the way the light reflects off the teeth and his spurting blood.

	“That’s inconvenient. Somebody set you up for this, knowing you’d probably never make it out. I’d have liked to discuss their plans with them.”

	The figure grabs one of Gaz’s arms, fastens its mouth around the bleeding stump, and starts to drink. The pleasure it gives Gaz is as shocking as it is amazing, and as intense as it is brief.

	Jethro finishes the intruder off and gestures for a couple of his attendants to take the husk away. They’ll donate it in the usual way: the Tide are never averse to bloodless meat.

	Two hands fall at his feet. He looks up. He beckons to an attendant, pointing to both hands, the bloody floor, and then at the rope above.

	“Clean this up, please, and make sure the way he came in isn’t usable by anyone else.”

	“Will do.”

	He calms himself, feeling his face slide back into human form, then takes a hot towel from another attendant waiting nearby.

	He wipes face and hands, then gives it back.

	“Thanks. Find me a clean T-shirt, would you?”

	The attendant nods and leaves. No matter how much he tries, he can’t establish a rapport with mundane beings. Took him a long time to learn that. Now, he keeps things civil and doesn’t try to engage. It only makes people nervous, and neither side enjoys the attempts at false camaraderie.

	After a shoulder-rolling stretch, he heads for the roof.

	He looks out at Brighton from the viewing balcony atop the Grand Ballroom of the restored West Pier. After spending a decade and a fortune, this edifice gives him such a sense of calm. Something of note in his eternity, which is saying a lot.

	****
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