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	Welcome to the Melee

	 

	The one with fiery cat eyes - and a dog skull where its face should be - throws Sev across the room like it’s tossing away an empty can. He goes into a wall. I lose sight of him in the cloud of dust.

	It seems distracted, so I throw one of my machetes at it. A long shot, but we’re due some luck. Dog-skull-face swats the spinning blade out of the air: no luck tonight, then.

	“Can somebody please do for the cat-eyed fucker?”

	Before anyone can reply, my closest opponent tries to brain me with a length of aged oak. I save my head with my forearm. Everything below the elbow goes numb from the force of the impact.

	My machete slams into hardwood, barely leaving a mark. I did not sign up for tree felling. The monster lunges at me, going for a bearhug. I drop and roll, shaving a tiny sliver off a leg as I go. Gives me a moment to catch up: this is getting severe. I’ve also lost track of this building-sized melee. 

	“Sound off!”

	“Tan. One, one.”

	She’s downed one and is dancing with one.

	“Bas. Zero, two.”

	He’s got two dance partners.

	Silence on comms. Where are my other five? 

	We’re getting creamed. Again.

	The only effective way to fight things that make and repair bodies from organic material is to burn them. Which inevitably leads to blazes, which we have to avoid at all costs when fighting in urban areas. We’re supposed to be trying to protect people, after all. So here we are again, down to blades and brute force. Unfortunately, the opposition are better at brute force.

	I pull my machine pistol and let the monster reaching down for me have a whole mag. Bits fly off and it comes apart across the middle, which is what I need to get a proper breather while it puts itself back together. I roll backwards onto my feet and come up looking for trouble.

	Dog-skull-face has moved to the far side of the room. It thumps a gloved fist to its chest, over where a heart might be, then extends the same arm to point two fingers at me. Its eyes seem to get even bigger.

	 The voice is guttural: “F’n’gha.”

	Fucking sure I know what that means? 

	Tan gets it before me, spinning to put her back against mine.

	“Protect Grif!”

	Oh yeah. It means ‘kill that one’. Tricky bastard. Defending yourself can be a problem, but defending someone else is hard fucking work. Ties up resources. Makes life difficult - like we’re taking it easy already, for fuck’s sake.

	Right on cue, two battered sofas, a pile of rags, and a rubbish pile in the corner form themselves about three more nythah and come for us. I glance to one side. The one made from aged oak table has nearly finished reassembling itself, too.

	On the upside, it confirms who the haajinn is for this mob: dog-skull-face. Not that I had any doubt, but command use with multiple witnesses goes down better with the higher-ups than my intuition.

	The downside? A mob of nythah rush in to obey. As they do so, the fire-eyed horror darts out the back.

	Bas shouts. I flick a glance his way to see the tatty curtains have joined forces with some remaining scraps of wallpaper to make two more nythah. This is not good.

	Tan swings her machete into the angry sofa trying to murder her. There’s a meaty ‘thunk’ and the damn blade sticks in a solid bit. What is it with hardwood today? She swears and draws her spare. None of this furniture is as rotted as it looks: we have a problem.

	A suspicious person might think this place has been seeded with fresh organic material so the nythah will be tougher than usual.

	Bas slices the curtains into swatches that promptly start to combine with the other swatches and a few bits of broken floorboards to make something even more dangerous.

	Not that cloth is non-lethal when it wraps your head thirty layers deep, but wood gives these things far too many stabby options to work with.

	Fuck it.

	“Burn burn burn!”

	All three of us snap out firesticks - a three-part extending baton with a road flare in the end, which ignites when the baton is extended - and stab-ignite the nythah while defending ourselves using the machetes.

	The curtain monsters go up fast, likewise the baggier sofa. The rags and rubbish are damp, emitting a stinking smoke while burning slowly. Tan lights the remaining sofa. It takes exception to being torched, extrudes an extra wooden limb, and wallops her on the head.

	She staggers back. I charge in, stabbing under the new limb and plunging the firestick deep inside it. Grabbing her machete, I try to free it as that section is well alight.

	Ow! The machete is already fucking hot, but comes out of the nythah. I step back, then kick hard into what I hope is a solid part - Dan from Solomon Nine lost a leg when he kicked into a wrong bit and got it engulfed, then stabbed over fifty times, despite his puncture-resistant kit. Like I said: wood gives these things too many pointed objects, and they’re all filthy - wounds always fester.

	I get lucky, it goes over backwards, then I have to duck as the nythah driving the oak table makes another attempt on my life. Bringing the reloaded machine pistol to bear, I gun it up properly this time. It falls into three pieces.

	“Fire-fire! Break-break!”

	Bas’s right. This place is about to go up and take us with it.

	“Everybody out!”

	It’s always a problem, urban areas or not. Dying with the bad things is not a victory, and besides, they don’t really die. It’s more like we’re giving them a spanking and sending them home to mum.

	“Tan, check Sev and Tor. Bas: Lil and Ven. I’ll do Ade.”

	We sprint to check on fallen comrades. I take the furthest in: up a floor, along a corridor and up into the attic via a creaky stair. Ade said he was taking on something in the roof? He was meant to come and join us downstairs, but clearly something got in the way.

	I find him: head wrapped in mouldy sheets, impaled on a snapped-off roof beam. A strip of torn sheet links wrappings to beam. I can see from the tracks in the powdery insulation he got his head wrapped, got pulled, then staggered back, unable to see the nythah had extended itself from the beam. It’s a fucking nasty trap, and cunning like we don’t usually see.

	A sheet of flames roars up the stairs, and through gaps in the floor. Insulation ignites, choking smoke billows. Oh, fuck. Out of options. I orient myself, then charge the side that overlooks the street.

	Crashing through the rotted timber and roof tiles, I plunge five floors before- 

	“He lands unharmed.”

	This time, I don’t feel myself age the year demanded as tariff. Seems I’m getting used to it. What is it now? Eleven? Twelve?

	I drift down and land after the pieces of the roof. On the ground, Tan - Tanith - and Bas - Basel - watch me from where they’re sat on the opposite kerb.

	Looking up, I wave: “Thanks, Misty.”

	A lilting voice comes from thin air, somewhere between me and the unseen stars above. “You’re very welcome, Griffin. One remains.”

	That’s not good. But still more than anybody else has around here.

	Basel grins at me.

	“Down to your last wish already?”

	I chuckle.

	“Been a busy year.”

	Looking about I see the burning building has lit this side street brighter than it’s been in a century or two.

	Tanith dabs at a scalp wound.

	“Things are getting feisty, Grif.”

	She’s right. This trip has been a two-day rolling nightmare dealing with Vaenyth: what the cultists call themselves - and nythah suppression. Not that we suppressed much to-fucking-night. Five down? Dear gods.

	I shoot my aching forearm full of painkillers, then pocket the injector before reaching out to grab her hand, noting bloody fingertips and the mess down one side of her head.

	“Stop fiddling. Keep pressure on. It’s a proper bleeder. I’ll tape it up when we’re clear.”

	Looking about, I see we’ve attracted a furtive audience.

	“Time to go. Leave the toys. You know what the local police are like.”

	I pop the flare out of the baton, collapse it, then toss the spent flare into the burning building. After tucking the baton down the side of my boot, I wipe the machetes off, just in case, then slide them into the gutter. Tanith and Basel do likewise.

	As we move off, I take the machine pistol apart and distribute it between the three of us. Risky, but losing expensive hardware gets me reprimanded. I keep trying to point out it’ll be more expensive to spring us from police custody, but they always ignore me.

	“What now, Grif?”

	I grin at him.

	“The usual: runaway and takeaway.”

	Tanith slaps my shoulder.

	“Still not funny.”

	“Still true.”

	As we start to trudge towards the lights of civilised Cairo, I make a call.

	“This is Solomon One. We’re five down, off book, and blending in.”

	“You’re clear, Solomon One. Commiserations over your losses. We’ll be in touch when the next op is prepped.”

	Two days max. I’ll get the debrief out of the way tonight. Then one day sleeping, showering, and grieving, with many supporting drinks. The second day spent mainly in a hotel gym and sauna, followed by lazing for a few hours. 

	It’s a living. Not convinced it’s a life.

	 

	The Movie in My Head

	 

	Lying in a metal-framed double bed, smoking a blue-label cigar longer than my hand, I stare at the ceiling while my mind chews over the last op. It’s been 38 hours. The forearm hit I took has turned the flesh colours I’ve never seen before. It’s strapped up, with some stinking wonder poultice created by Doc Sheila between wrappings and skin.

	This is my ritual: after the grieving, I always go over the details in my mind to see if I can spot anything new. Any results get added to the ‘introductory movie’ in my head. It’s the thing I do every time to help me process the absurdity I serve in.

	Apparently, it’s “not a healthy coping mechanism”. I told the psych officer to come out with us sometime and see what not fucking healthy really looks like. I’ve not been called for another evaluation.

	If we were public, it’s the sort of thing I’d play to the new recruits in the main hall of our fancy training college.

	Goes something like this -

	There’s still a war on. There’s always been a war on. It’s not about oil, or who’s oppressing who, or which dictator has or hasn’t paid their dues to the wrong superpower.

	It’s about the forces of Vaen versus every being who answers to a deity. We are responsible for our deeds, and are prepared to answer for them before whatever powers we believe in.

	We do it to protect all those who can’t defend themselves, and all those who don’t believe in anything beyond the lives they have.

	The horrors we face serve no power any of us can survive. The world has become a never-ending patchwork of killing floors as we try to stop them. Ideally, we do it without attracting attention.

	‘Vaen’? Nobody knows if there’s a being behind that title or name, nor do we know if there’s an organisation underpinning it. What we do know is they’ve been making deadly trouble worldwide since the early 1900s. The reasons why remain ‘under investigation’.

	Warbands are their unit of operation. Led by a haajinn, each is a mixed force of Vaenyth - fanatical humans - and nythah, which are lesser versions of whatever haajinn are, and subservient to them.

	Both haajinn and nythah are insubstantial paranormal entities that form physical bodies from organic materials, which can include corpses, and bigger things. (The largest I’ve seen is a nythah-animated wooden barn. We laughed until it got up and started walking. Then I had to call in an air strike to bring it down.)

	The warbands do not do long-term strategy. They have only one tactic: arrive at a location and kill everything that refuses to ally with them to cause chaos. Exactly how they separate allies from targets is another thing that remains ‘under investigation’.

	The arrive/leave thing is also something we’re working on. If we could find out how, we might be able to mess with it, maybe slow them down, even ground them. That could certainly make our lives easier, and a sight less incredibly dangerous. 

	Until then?

	Welcome to the too-often quite literal bleeding edge of modern skirmish-level counterterrorism. It can be a lot uglier than the participants, and that’s saying something.

	That’s where the movie ends: with a snappy one liner. There is, of course, more to it than a ‘never-ending fight against random evil’. Which is another problem: I think most, if not all, of the higher-ups have written this off as nothing more than that. I also think there’s something going on that we’re missing.

	For starters, how do the opposition know who’s who on the ground? Clearly, they’re snooping about beforehand. It would help if we could get a line on their intelligence gathering.

	I’m still waiting to be told how nythah make their created bodies change shape in ways that shouldn’t be possible with the parts they use. 

	Dog-skull-face? A first-time meeting for me, but I’ve heard of other teams encountering it several times now, and on different continents. I know haajinn retain bodies, whereas nythah bodies only last until destroyed, or the next dawn. I also know all the haajinn we’re aware of are unique in looks and style. In several cases, they’ve gone so far as to recreate the same appearance when a prior body has been destroyed.

	Either we’ve missed a popular motif among a subset of haajinn, or dog-skull-face gets around. If their only purpose is raising chaos, one wonders why it needs to travel so much? The others don’t, and there always seem to be more than enough haajinn to lead their warbands wherever they pop up.

	The trap in the attic? That, to my knowledge, is unheard of. Nythah are supposed to be something like super-poltergeists with a taste for killing. Which I interpret to mean dog-skull-face set one in wait. That unwelcome thought joins with my suspicion of the site being seeded.

	The cat-eyed horror set a trap for a Solomon Team? Fuck right off. That’s a bit much.

	I roll over, pick up my phone, and call in. I need to talk to someone about this. Either I’m paranoid and losing it, or the only reason we got out tonight is because we’re Solomon One, the senior team, and we lost five members anyway. Other teams would have been completely torn apart.

	“An early call. This can’t be good.”

	“I’m thinking that last haajinn set a trap for us, Doc.”

	“You and me both. Had to happen eventually. All three of you come see me tomorrow. Travel separately, and by different routes. We’ve not had an occurrence on a passenger flight yet, and I’d prefer not to provoke one.”

	Sheila ends the call. 

	That could be the most informative reply I’ve had in five years. The implication they’ve attacked non-civilian flights is worrying. But, unless I misread it, she also implied they actively target Solomon Teams, and the higher-ups are already aware of it.

	Son of a bitch. That’s not good.

	I send a ‘RTHQ. Meet first. 0630.’ text to Tanith and Basel, then try to get some sleep.

	Which isn’t simple, even in a room with a flagstone floor and an old mattress with metal springs. I can’t settle until I’ve tied the sheets and curtains about the rail in the wardrobe. It won’t stop a nythah using them, but the sound of coat hangers falling should give me enough time to make it out the door. 

	 

	Night Fight

	 

	We drew straws for flights to HQ. I lost, getting the longest way: Cairo to Tel Aviv, Tel Aviv to Manchester, then Manchester to London.

	To top it off, the only flight to Manchester is a red-eye as the previous scheduled flight got cancelled due to engine problems. Me being the only passenger coming from a connecting flight, alternative flights at sensible times had all departed.

	The silver lining is an upgrade to business class. Given the lack of passengers, they could have upgraded everyone with seats to spare and saved the cabin crew some legwork, but it’s not my airline.

	After a decent meal and some average champagne, I crash out: never fail to grab extra sleeping time if it’s there for the taking.

	I suffer from nightmares: not often, but always bad. The one where I’m being strangled by nameless horrors is my least favourite. At least it wakes me up fast.

	My lurch upright is slowed by the nameless horrors strangling me. I flail to get a grip, then find the arms on these nythah bend like they’re soft toys. Tearing the arms apart, I flick myself to my feet and drop onto the would-be plush assassins. I crush them down, feeling soft snaps from within, then tear the leather cord they’d been using from around my neck, and use it to bind them into a twitching bundle. That done, I strap the pair into a seat.

	Bouncing up, I look about. These things never come in ones or twos. My eyes light on a flight attendant slumped across a seat, glazed eyes staring at nothing, leather cord tight about his neck. Running about, I find every passenger in business class dead, along with two more attendants. Rushing back into economy, the story is repeated.

	Things start to roll towards the front of the plane. That’s not good.

	A nythah like the pair that attacked me lunges across an aisle. I grab it from the air and fold it in half, tie the left arm in a knot with the right leg, then strap it into a seat. Another soft killer leaps onto my back. I pull an arm off it, swing the horror free, then knot and strap it in next to its buddy. The arm I tie into another seat.

	Nythah keep the bodies they make until they’re torn apart or until their time is up. Restraining them works, providing you don’t leave any loose bits, and ensure they can’t pull themselves apart so they can reform outside the restraints.

	Five minutes later, I’ve found no survivors, have eleven restrained bundles of knotted nythah, and a deep cut in my face. That came courtesy of a straight razor: it had a carved wooden handle, of all things.

	The plane lurches. Its descent turns into a dive. Fuck. They got to the pilots. An unrelated idea surfaces. I check the nythah. Thought they looked a bit uniform: the cotton is new, likewise the softwood inside, and the leather cords.

	A freight shipment of organic materials, because passenger flights don’t usually have enough usable organics on board! 

	Whoa. If you want to ship nythah, all you have to do is crush them down into a suitcase, have a Vaenyth take them on as luggage, then let them unpack and rebuild at the destination... Solved it!

	Unexpectedly useful answers. Small reward for what happens next. I’m pretty sure I’ll survive, and very sure it won’t be fun.

	“Misty!”

	“Ready yourself, Griffin. This is going to hurt.”

	 

	At Least Our Plans Are Good

	 

	Everyone else’s journeys were uneventful. Mine blew a hole in the Peak District National Park. The crash is all over the news. One good thing is the scattered reports of a survivor are being dismissed out of hand. 

	I couldn’t help being seen: I was a bit fucked up. Misty says shedym - what she is, I think - can’t resurrect. Apparently they didn’t get to keep that add-on when they gave up being gods.

	Which means her only recourse when faced with a catastrophic mangling is to heal the wounds as soon as they happen. All the pain of getting injured, plus all the agony of getting well, condensed into sequential moments.

	Being in a plane crash involves getting a lot of injuries. By the time Misty was done saving me, I was gibbering. Then I aged a year: I felt that one all the way to the marrow of my bones.

	The aftermath is what a couple of people saw: a blackened, bloodied, smoking figure talking in tongues as it staggered through the forest. I ran until I found a lake, then threw myself in. The cold water shocked me back to a semblance of sanity. Coming all the way back had to wait until I could get far enough away to go through the hysterical laughing and crying phase without being caught.

	After that, I mugged some campers for clothes and money, stole their car, and got the hell out of there.

	 

	European headquarters are on the outskirts of London, because no matter what the politics says, the island called Britain is still part of the continent Europe sits on. 

	I roll into the briefing room to find Tanith, Basel, and Sheila helping themselves to a breakfast buffet. I come to attention and salute.

	Sheila waves the hand with a croissant in it towards me.

	“Very nice. You can eat as well, providing you can do it and listen at the same time.”

	Rude moo, my boss. After exchanging a reassuring glance with Tanith and a nod with Basel, I set to.

	Sheila finishes up and wanders over to join us.

	“First things first: that was an unusual expenses claim you submitted.” She stares at me, awaiting an explanation. I’m about to, then I remember my manners and finish my mouthful before replying.

	“I knocked them out, took their kit and cash, then helped myself to their car, which I torched on the outskirts of London as per regulations. It’s not their fault I survived being targeted by a nythah hit squad on a plane. Dress it up as a victim support package, and make sure their car insurance pays out full value plus all the extras on their motor.”

	Sheila nods: “Actually, that’s a reasonable request. I’ll tell HR to get it done.”

	Well, fuck me. Way too easy.

	I give her a ghost of a smile: “Next up?”

	“The haajinn you tagged as ‘dog-skull-face’ is known to us. It’s not a run-of-the-mill chaos and slaughter specialist. What, why, how, etcetera we’re not clear on,” she grins, “which, let’s face it, is nothing new.”

	I point at her with a half-eaten sausage.

	“What about the attacks on military flights, and the targeting of Solomon Teams?”

	Tanith and Basel stop eating, forks poised midway between plates and mouths.

	Sheila grabs a carton of juice and fusses over getting the straw into it.

	Tanith carefully puts her fork down, then glares at Sheila: “Come on, Doc. Enough thinking about how to deflect the question. We’re Solomon One. If you’re lying to us, this is all for nothing.”

	Basel nods: “Too fucking right. How long have they been coming for the teams?”

	I add: “Did the military flights attacked have cargoes of organic materials?”

	She runs a venomous glance across the three of us. That’s more like it.

	“I’ve not been lying to you. There were, however, several areas I’d not been fully briefed on.” She shakes her head: “I’m still not at all convinced I’ve been fully briefed now, but that’s another conversation for me to have with the rest of the Eleven.”

	Tanith snorts derisively: “I’d always take their answers to be partial. So, what can you give us that you didn’t know yesterday?”

	Sheila puts the carton down.

	“I’ll have to get the cargo manifests of the attacked flights checked before answering the organic materials question. It’s a useful thought, I’ll admit. 

	“There have been suspicions regarding Solomon Teams being targeted for about a year now. I came to the same conclusion a few months back, and raised it formally four months ago, after Solomon Six were lost when Flight 7G71 went down in the Pacific.”

	I remember that. We took it as another airline tragedy, not multiple murder with a whole plane as collateral damage.

	She sees my expression: “We’re still not 100% sure about the loss of Solomon Six, but since then we’ve had enough ground-level weirdness to make me suspicious. Add in your encounter and it now looks more like an attack than an accident.”

	Basel nods, then levels a slice of buttered toast at her. Hardly menacing, unlike the look in his eyes.

	“Now tell us everything about dog-skull-face. We’ve brought down over a hundred haajinn. Not one of them could have thrown a hundred-plus-kilo soldier wearing twenty kilos of kit across a room one-handed, let alone do it hard enough to put him through a wall.”

	 I raise a finger: “Or be wary and fast enough to swat a machete out of the air. Every other one we’ve met let thrown objects hit them, relying on their scrap ‘n’ crap bodies to soak the damage.”

	Tanith looks back at me: “I don’t think it was wary. I think it was showing off.”

	Well, fuck me. That’s brilliant.

	“Change of view: I agree with Tan. What the fuck is it, Doc?”

	Basel nods, clearly enjoying his marmalade-less toast. Weirdo.

	Sheila shrugs.

	“Apparently, it has been suspected for decades that haajinn answer to a ruling caste.”

	Tanith thumps a fist down on the table: “Dog-skull-face is a fucking boss-level haajinn.”

	Sheila shakes her head: “Current thinking is that it’s not even a haajinn.” She grins: “Yes, I know that raises an obvious question. To answer in your native tongue, Grif: we haven’t got a fucking clue as to what the fuck the son of a bitch actually fucking is.”

	Tanith bursts out laughing. Basel chokes on his toast.

	Like I said, my boss is a rude moo. She’s also funny as fuck when she wants to be. I find combinations of the two slightly disturbing.

	Basel finishes his toast and reaches for another slice.

	“Okay, then. Answer me this: is it unique, or are there many dog-skull-faces?”

	Now there’s a question.

	Sheila watches Basel butter toast. When he finishes, she gestures for him to push the toast rack her way. He does so.

	“Thank you. The vote is currently eight to three in favour of a ruling caste, rather than a ruler.”

	I’m about to be sarcastic when Tanith beats me to the punch with a sensible question.

	“Which side is your vote on, and what’s your opinion of the consensus?”

	Sheila rocks back and stares at Tanith like she’s seeing her for the first time.

	“I think it’s a ruler, and I think my eight venerable colleagues are the reason why I spend far too much time watching my Solomon Teams getting the stuffing knocked out of them.”

	That one I know: “All eight stuck in the ‘old ways’, Doc?”

	She grins: “In a couple of cases, I think they’re the sort who’d have ordered those cavalry charges against tanks in World War One, had they been on the German side. Not convinced their grandparents weren’t tucked away in a cosy government post on our side at the time, either. Bloody aristocrats, the lot of us. Some of whom still need to realise we don’t have a clue about the real world.”

	Her phone rings. We all look at it. She checks the caller ID, then picks it up. We can’t hear what’s being said on the other end, but she waits a full two minutes before starting to talk.

	“I’m fully aware these meetings are a matter of formal record, Malcolm. To save time, since you’re on the line, can I re-task Solomon One to hunt the hostile recently tagged as ‘dog-skull-face’? Yours and her backing, plus me, allows us to authorise it. You know the only way to resolve this is to discover more. After all, fighting the good fight is meaningless if our opponents can continue to rely on us ignoring anything beyond the good fight. We’re going to lose, Malcolm. I’m asking you two to give my teams a real chance to alter that conclusion.”

	She pauses, then nods and ends the call. Looking at us, she smiles.

	“To my immense surprise, you’ve been authorised to pursue it. I’d be a fool if I thought the decision won’t be reversed the moment you do something loud and public. However, the demands of saving face on high might just give you a lot of leeway until then.”

	Sheila raises her carton in salute: “Enough of the office politics. Go catch me a monster.”

	We rise, come to attention, and salute.

	I nod to her: “Warm up HR, would you, Doc? This is going to get messy, and I’m damn sure we’re going to need bribe money.”

	 

	One Week Later

	 

	It stomps towards us, making the ground shake. I hear trees snap as it pushes through. Great, more hardwood.

	“Would you look at that?”

	I grab Bas and pull him back into the tunnel.

	“Mate, stopping to admire the cartoon giant robot monster made out of a narrow boat will get you squashed like a bug. Move your arse.”

	I turn, then push Bas to one side and drop flat as I find Tan levelling a disposable RPG at the monstrosity. She lets rip, probably with one of our custom ‘Fireblast’ warheads. I feel the hair on the back of my head crisp.

	There’s a big bang. Definitely one of our warheads. Flaming bits of boat spin off into the night. The remains collapse like a house of cards. Integrity destroyed, another nythah has been sent packing. Could be more than one… It’s something else that’s ‘under investigation’.

	“Where the fuck did you pull that from?”

	She grins at me: “Got Solomon Thirty to spread some gear about.”

	“You mean there are heavy weapons lying around all over London?”

	She keeps talking as she slots the launcher back into its case, then closes the lid. I hear locks engage.

	“Only in the likelier areas, plus the cases and firing restraints are coded to open for nothing except Solomon Team tags.”

	The woman is certifiable. Brilliant, but barmy. Still not a good idea, though. 

	“I hope you told Thirty to log exactly where they parked every bit, and I hope they put a locator beacon in each piece.”

	Tan looks impressed.

	“Look at you, thinking ahead and all strategic with it.”

	Bas leans round me to grin at her.

	“Grif’s out of wishes. Always makes him paranoid.”

	Too bloody right it does. I cannot properly describe the feeling of not having a ‘get out of dying’ option easily available, because so few people have it. If you don’t, you cannot possibly understand.

	Doc still refuses to disclose what was decided about Solomon Zero after our last op went so strange I’m still trying to forget it. I get the feeling most of the Eleven are fucking terrified. I know I am, if I let myself dwell on what happened, which I try not to.

	It’s nothing but a reminiscence for a longer night after many beers, and I’m never having that night, if I have any fucking say over it.

	Right now, after a week spent chasing down every nutbar and fruitloop on our surprisingly short list of occultists who might actually know genuine occult secrets, we’re here to visit an oddball known as the Grey Man. Given what just tried to stop us, I do believe we’re on to something this time. I also believe the opposition are on to what we’re trying to do. I don’t much like that thought.

	 

	The Man in the Tunnel

	 

	I’ve never had the pleasure of walking while bent almost double down a tunnel that reeks of things that like damp and dark. The soft noises of flowing water to one side are distracting, too. I keep thinking something’s going to lunge from the canal.

	“Grif, less twitchy with your light. It’s getting like a night club in here.”

	“Dark water makes me nervous.”

	“Anything makes you nervous when you’re not unkillable, remember?”

	Dammit. She has a point.

	“Give you that. De-twitching in progress.”

	Bas sighs from behind us: “Hallelujah. You were giving me a headache.”

	My witty reply dies as we enter a wide, circular area with enough room to stand. There are six exits I can see, and only two of them follow waterways.

	“Unexpected.”

	Tan: “Inconvenient.”

	There’s a light that’s not ours.

	Bas: “Contact right!”

	We swing to follow his cue.

	There’s a skinny figure holding a camping lantern stood in the furthest right-hand archway. I point my torch that way. He’s not skinny, he’s almost skeletal. I could shave cheese using his cheekbones.

	Tan goes in with the obvious opener.

	“We’re looking for the Grey Man. Can you help?”

	The scarecrow in a trenchcoat puts the lamp hand against his hip and waves the other towards the ceiling in exasperation.

	“My name is Dan Gray. I keep telling the streetlife it’s not Grey Man - or Grey Dan, for that matter - but they just won’t listen.”

	“They need a mystical name to suit your appearance. Superstition, in some form or other, will out in any isolated group deprived of mainstream pressures.”

	Tan and I turn to stare at Bas.

	Dan chuckles: “A philosopher in body armour, carrying a pistol and packing two long knives, accompanied by a pair of equally dangerous companions. I’m intrigued. Can I interest you all in a spot of tea?”

	Tan and Bas look to me.

	I shrug: “Not sure about the other two, but I could murder a cuppa about now.”

	Tan shrugs: “I could manage a mug or two of Lapsang souchong.”

	Dan shakes his head: “Best I’ve got is ‘English Breakfast Tea’. Someone traded me a couple of kilos a little while ago. You’ll be helping me not waste any by drinking some.”

	Tan grins: “Sold.”

	Bas gestures for us to go first.

	Dan’s lair is several hundred metres away, down nine flights of very clean stairs. The huge airlock at the end gives onto what looks like an upmarket old fallout shelter.

	He gestures about the place as he leads us through. Behind us the inner airlock door closes with a soft ‘thud’.

	“A city speculator built a couple of these in the fifties. Died before he could sell them and make a fortune. His wife wrote this one off as it was incomplete, sold the complete one, and headed for sunnier climes. I picked this up for a song a few years back. Somebody owed someone, and as obligations do, stuff changes hands in payment of debts until each finds someone who really wants or needs it.”

	He stops and looks at us intently for a couple of minutes. I’m about to call him on staring at Tanith a bit too much when he steps back and asks: “You’re not wearing or carrying any organics, are you?”

	I nod.

	“You’re Jinn Hunters!”

	Tanith shoots me a confused look.

	Basel rolls with the unexpected cue and performs a fancy bow.

	“Well spotted, Mister Gray. We were told you could help us.”

	“At last! I do hope so. Come in, come in.”

	The main room is done in that 1920s style: art deco? Taking a closer look, I see it’s all artificial, right down to the wood panelling and the pot plants. There are only a dozen books on display. Tanith runs a finger along their spines, then lifts one down. Catching my eye, she mouths ‘plastic’.

	Basel beats me to it: “Mister Gray, what do you know about jinn?”

	Dan raises a hand.

	“Let me get organised before I answer that.”

	He bustles about, covering the low table between the two sofas in biscuit tins while the tea brews. I’m relieved to see his definition of ‘cup’ is a half-litre mug.

	Drinks served, we get stuck into the biscuits - come to think of it, they’re organic. How many would a nythah need…? No. I’m not going there.

	Dan fills us in on the details he has.

	“My great-grandfather was killed by a jinn that transformed his tent while he was in Egypt in 1936. My father died in the dressmakers we used to run in Copney Street. My mother nearly died as well, but dad held it off so she could escape. She burned the place to the ground. Got done for arson and died under ‘mysterious circumstances’ in the prison laundry.”

	A dressmaker? Metres of cloth, hundreds of metres of thread, plus needles all over the place. No. Not going to follow that thought further. A laundry? Wet organics by the kilo. It’s amazing just how heavy a towel soaked in water can be, and getting hit by a club that tries to waterboard you as well is no fun at all.

	He continues: “I got left enough money to get by, and the family diaries. Turns out my family has been fighting jinn since the First World War. All except grandfather, that is: he went the other way and started worshipping them. I like to believe my father killed him, but there’s no proof grandpa didn’t accidentally electrocute himself in the bath.”

	Dan pauses to eat a cookie before carrying on.

	“I’m guessing jinn hate humans, which is why they attack. After all, we’re their replacements on Earth, according to some religious texts. I also guess they’re pursuing some genocidal goal because of that. Never been able to find enough to get a clear understanding of it. I have found there are several types of jinn you can encounter, though.”

	Hold up. I lean forward: “Several? We’re aware of two, with a third just discovered.”

	“Oh, no. There are five. I don’t know what you’d call proper names, but my father called them Nythah, Followers, Haajinn, and Sorcerers. The fifth is a single entity: Maloka. Means ‘king’ in Akkadian, if I remember correctly.

	“Nythah are the lowest, the ones that make bodies out of organics that last about a day. Next up are Followers, which are Nythah that have taken possession of a live cultist. Not sure how long they last: some sources say a day, some a week, others say up to a month. They all agree the cultist dies before their body keels over.

	“Then there are the Haajinn, the ones that have stable bodies, so much so that they reform in the same shape after getting chopped up.

	“Above them, and very rare, are Sorcerers, who make bodies from one of the four elemental forces: earth, water, fire or air. The bodies don’t last long, a matter of hours, but they’re frightfully dangerous. Finally, you have the Maloka, the one who is behind this war, I presume.”

	He makes a circular motion with one open hand.

	“Of course, there is effectively a sixth rank, the true lowest level: cultists, who call themselves Vaenyth, and strive to excel each other at inflicting horror in the hope of being chosen to become the body of a Follower.”

	****

	** To read further, please purchase a copy of this book. Thank you. **

	*****
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