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	0000

	 

	The town around the harbour is silent, as are the houses behind him. Another sleepy seaport, another summer night. He smiles. As duties go, he’s had worse. Reaching into his kitbag, he pulls out his sight. There’s scant chance of seeing the candidate, but he needs to get his bearings.

	Something passes, close and quick. The gust of wind in its wake makes bushes thrash and cats hiss. A scream dwindles into the distance. The sight tumbles down the chalk face to be lost in the brambles below.

	 

	A fisherman sits at ease, his rod braced against his boot in a relaxed, one-handed grip. In his other hand: an open bottle of beer. He closes his eyes, tips his head back and takes a long swig.

	To his left, things splash into the water.

	Ned’s been fishing the bay since he was a kid. He doesn’t look for what fell, he doesn’t look for what dropped them. He lowers his head and puts the beer down. With a sigh, he reels in his line. Best call it a night.

	 

	High on the hill, a man walks into view, muttering to himself while leaning hard on a crooked walking stick. He looks about, then smiles and heads for the kitbag. Grunting with effort, he swings it onto his shoulder. With a look to the sky and a tug of his forelock, he starts the long walk back.

	 

	Down on Riverside, a man in grey stops and turns without warning, the bulk of his brightly coloured rucksack forcing a jogger into a stumbling dodge.

	While the jogger swears, recovers, and passes from sight, the man remains still, head turning, searching the sky for whatever it was he glimpsed from the corner of his eye. 

	 

	38...

	 

	The lift smells like a putrid urinal.

	It’s broken.

	My flat is on the second floor.

	There was a note in the letter reminding Americans it’s what they would call the third floor. 

	The stairwell smells like the lift.

	The bent louvre windows seem to be better than intact panes at keeping out any breath of air.

	Fifteen steps per floor.

	As the safety door is missing, it’s thirty-three uninterrupted steps to stand on my landing.

	Flat number eight is in front of me.

	Fifty-fifty I turn the right way.

	I go left.

	Number nine.

	Sigh.

	The number on my door hangs upside-down.

	A shudder of familiarity.

	Something wrong with it?

	No - it’s just done continental style, with a line through the middle of the vertical stroke.

	Keys.

	Three of them.

	Two deadlocks and a mortice.

	Security is either tight or necessary.

	I suspect the latter.

	The deadlocks squeal like nails on a blackboard, while the mortice grinds like teeth during a fit.

	Why am I so sure about that?

	No matter.

	Must get oil.

	My hallway is short: four doorways, two on each side, with barely any gap between them.

	The carpet tiles are new: speckled in three shades of grey.

	The walls are somewhere between magnolia and coffee crème, with white boards top and bottom.

	The white on the ceiling has the faintest hint of yellow.

	Matt paint throughout.

	First on the left, utilities cupboard: a dim bulb illuminates a trio of meters and a smelly mop in a green plastic bucket.

	First on the right, toilet: under the light of the oversized fluorescent ring, it’s all so white it hurts my eyes.

	Everything within is brand new.

	The small window has been painted over.

	Second on the left, bedroom: small and windowless.

	The ceiling is nicotine-stained and the dangling light has no shade.

	It’s a long-life bulb: one of those that takes forever to get beyond an insignificant glow.

	There’s a single bed with a brown duvet and no pillow.

	A battered bedside table sports a dented angle-poise lamp.

	When turned on, the bulb is at least a hundred watts.

	Wait until my eyesight returns.

	Second on the right, kitchen.

	It’s bigger than the bedroom.

	No, wait.

	Reach back and open the bedroom door; it’s longer than the bedroom, but narrower.

	The sink is barely wider than my hand.

	.../The one in the caravan was bigger.

	What?

	No matter.

	The fridge looks like something from a room in a cheap hotel chain.

	At the end of the kitchen, there’s a shelf made by slapping a sawn-off plank across the gap between the two rows of cupboards.

	A microwave oven shares the shelf with a portable double hob.

	That crude installation places the top of the microwave a few inches below the sill of the narrow, wall-to-wall window.

	Step out of my hall and enter my lounge.

	Uplighters hang from the ceiling at the corners of the room.

	Ahead of me are sliding French doors that open out onto the balcony.

	The balcony is eighteen inches deep and its outer wall has half-bricks spaced neatly to form crenellations.

	To my right, the bathroom: as blindingly white as the toilet, boasting a proper tub.

	I rap it with my knuckles: it’s metal.

	Same size fluorescent light as the toilet, but in a bigger space.

	Not quite as overpowering.

	The interior of the single cabinet is spotless.

	I close the door, looking away.

	Stop that.

	Look back.

	A pale-faced Caucasian male, with a hint of freckles and shockingly blue eyes.

	A tight, dark crew-cut is shaved to a stubble at the sides, and the scar that drops from the corner of my left eye - disfiguring the cheek and pulling my lips into a lopsided thin grin - has not become less stark.

	With a blink, I realise why the number on the front door seemed familiar: apart from the line across, it’s near enough the same shape.

	The cable box may be old, but it has a circuit board in plastic wrap sticking out of a crudely carved slot in the back.

	A wide, flat lead runs from that board to a bulky converter plugged into the base of a much newer widescreen display.

	I switch both on and find I have over two hundred channels available.

	I surf to a music channel and let it play.

	I have never been one with a particular taste in music.

	Just music is fine.

	I put my rucksack on the table and flip the top.

	Reaching in, I pull a package out and carefully unwrap my library: ‘Black Sun Oracles’ by S.M. Nalia, and ‘The Book of the Sea’ by my great-great-grandfather, Gilbert Fitcham.

	Putting the leather-bound editions on the shelf next to the television takes time.

	They have to be placed right.

	After a couple of trips to the settee and back to check their visibility, I’m satisfied.

	Moving in accomplished.

	Time to make it a home.

	The rucksack disgorges another package, and my bed has a thermal sheet.

	Redundant duvet goes on the shelf at the back of the utilities cupboard.

	A third package supplies the bathroom cabinet with toiletries.

	Package four provides towels and underwear.

	Number five: the coffee goes in the mug while the kettle does what kettles do.

	Lareina’s rule: “Boil once, swirl and tip, then boil fresh to make me decent java.”

	No idea who Lareina is.

	Sitting back on the settee, with my coffee, gets me a dig in the ribs and bum.

	Sit forward and hoist the scabbarded bayonet out of my trousers.

	With a smile, I place it on the coffee table, disturbing the thin patina of dust.

	Home sweet home.

	Again.

	How many times is this?

	Counting on fingers: right hand for units, left for tens.

	Binstead, East Wretham, Aldershot, Chichester, Frankfurt, Cairo, Jo’burg, Shibukawa, Melbourne, Runnymede, Hilo, Downey, Lawrence, Lisbon, Barakaldo, Calais, Birmingham, Newhaven.

	Eighteen homes in nineteen years, none for more than a year and a half after the caravan burned.

	Right round the world, I think.

	To be fair, Newhaven is not even two days old.

	So many miles.

	Only place names remain.

	Left hand plunges into the rucksack as if it has a mind of its own.

	Package six.

	White-banded capsules with a golden liquid in one end and bits in the other.

	Honey and tealeaves, the nurse called them.

	Still not convinced, but she had the prettiest smile I can remember.

	And can still remember.

	Which is why I take these.

	Coffee.

	Capsule.

	Cough.

	Coffee.

	Lie back.

	Wait.

	- Colours flow like a painter rinsing his palette. 

	- Waves crashing upon a shingle beach.

	- Heartbeat thunder.

	- Black sun.

	This is the reason why I bought that book.

	I see one every day.

	One day, I might read it.

	But not likely.

	It’s an anchor.

	You don’t read anchors.

	You moor yourself with them.

	 

	.1..

	 

	Awake in darkness, bayonet in hand.

	Something stirred this sleeping soldier.

	Slide down the bed.

	Feet to the floor and ease toward the doorway.

	Never higher than a crouch as I ease the door open.

	Thighs parallel with the floor, left hand making the third leg of the low-moving tripod.

	Bayonet in my right.

	Pause.

	Listen.

	Ignore the thunder of my heart; take deep, controlled breaths through my wide open mouth.

	Movement!

	I have company.

	Lunge into the lounge.

	The tipped-over settee catches my feet, lurching my knees into its cushions.

	As I tumble, something clatters out through the French doors and is gone.

	There’s the ‘swoosh’ of a substantial body parting the night air with ease.

	.../That scent is familiar.

	My head slams down on the edge of the coffee table.

	Darkness. 

	 

	36...

	 

	Morning?

	East-facing balcony.

	Sun shining down the hall.

	Morning confirmed.

	Sit up in bed and look about.

	Bayonet in scabbard between mattress and bed base.

	A dream?

	There’s blood on the mattress.

	My forehead is tender.

	Up!

	Dash into lounge.

	Settee is where I left it, not tipped across the entrance to the hall.

	The coffee table is clean.

	Wait.

	Something about that?

	No matter.

	The day is young and I’m up: it’s time to venture out.

	Without the bayonet.

	Not having a repeat of that.

	The police are never reasonable with sleeping soldiers.

	Not going back to Birmingham under guard.

	Next time, I will report for restock like any other candidate.

	For now, I am shopping, and there’s nothing to fight.

	Nothing.

	To.

	Fight.

	Just a need to buy food, a wok, and some oil for the locks.

	Check that the door closes properly on my way out.

	“Oh, hi. Welcome to the neighbourhood.”

	I turn to face her.

	She goes white.

	I smile.

	My neighbour disappears back into number eight before I can reply.

	Sigh.

	New town, old reactions.

	Time to go forth and get stared at, then.

	 

	35...

	 

	It’s a long walk and no-one seems to be about.

	Which is odd, as this place is a seaport.

	I would have thought there would be more tourists.

	An hour later, I understand why.

	This place is dismal.

	They stare a lot.

	Presumably, I provide a welcome distraction.

	Get oil from a tiny locksmiths.

	The ‘Wonder Wok’ shop does not sell woks.

	Nor does it have seats.

	I’ve never liked takeaways.

	.../Standing around waiting is just begging for someone to organise something loud.

	Stop that.

	Nothing.

	To.

	Fight.

	There’s a grocery in a side street, run by a Chinese family.

	Guiren, the son, only works as an assistant when he’s not in the dojo, judging by the way he moves and the way he reacts to me.

	But he does not stare: just bows his head quickly, folding his hands together to emphasise it’s a mark of respect.

	I get everything I want, and also reach a tacit understanding regarding me becoming a regular customer.

	The wok shop recommended by Guiren looks run-down and has grimy windows.

	Inside, it’s a hardware store, but with a startling array of cookware racked across the back of the shop.

	“EBay top seller.”

	I presume that conveys some status, so I nod appreciatively.

	Wok procured, I retreat.

	I’ll not venture into town often, will never stay long.

	Seems that the country I left has deteriorated.

	The living standards are dropping.

	.../Next stop, neofeudalism.

	 

	33...

	 

	Home is now grand, but not stately.

	With the doors to the balcony open, cooking is a welcome routine, set against the twilight shadows cast by sunset on the other side of the building.

	The vegetables are fine: they chop cleanly and have good flavours after cooking.

	A second mug of coffee washes them down.

	I fetch the bayonet and touch great-great-grandpa’s book on the way back.

	It’s also an anchor.

	But it, or something in it, scares me.

	I have it, but I don’t know how.

	I think I’ve read it, but I don’t remember when.

	Yet I can’t be without it.

	In a way, it’s a reinforcement: just as safety can moor you, so can fear.

	We are adaptive, we humans.

	Always making the best of whatever environment we dwell in.

	Not always in good ways.

	Not always a good thing.

	.../Blood on a wall.

	.../A caravan burning.

	Time for a capsule.

	- Colours flow like a painter rinsing his palette. 

	- Waves crashing upon a shingle beach.

	- Heartbeat thunder.

	- Black sun.

	- Something passes under a full moon: limited light giving only an impression of strength and speed, without revealing shape or identity.

	That’s new.

	No matter.

	Rummaging in my rucksack, I dig up my notebook.

	The last entry is over a year ago.

	It says ‘Tide Mills’.

	.../Oh yes.

	The reason why I came to Newhaven.

	I wrote it down so it would influence me.

	And here I am.

	It’s not ideal, nor is it quick, but it works.

	The notebook takes longer to make me do things than remembering them.

	But memory is volatile.

	Nowhere near as good as comprehensive notes.

	I don’t keep either.

	.../And there’s a truth.

	Some things I didn’t want to remember.

	Some things I can’t remember.

	Both of those are linked to things I’d have liked to keep.

	But it doesn’t work like that.

	“Forgetting is one of the prices we pay.”

	So someone told me, a long time ago.

	Or was it last week, in Birmingham?

	Billy?

	Or Bonnie?

	Was that the nurse’s name?

	The one with the smile?

	Ah, I understand.

	…/Not really.

	I can remember her smile.

	Which means I cannot remember her name.

	Because forgetting is the price, but remembering has a tariff as well.

	Things remain because they are simple.

	And simple is something I am allowed.

	Billy and Bonnie must be from before the caravan burned.

	.../I was too little.

	I’ll never remember them.

	 

	.11..

	 

	Something large is moving outside.

	Not going to say flying.

	Not going to say wings.

	Just something, out there.

	Tonight I’m ready.

	Behind the settee.

	Torch in one hand, bayonet in the other.

	I hear the French doors slide.

	Count three.

	Two.

	One.

	Stand up, torch on, bayonet at guard.

	A cough.

	An expression of surprise?

	And a flicker of movement: a cloak?

	The something large is gone.

	…/It’s fast for its size.

	Was it ever there?

	Look closely at the balcony.

	There are fresh scratches on the half bricks in the middle, and more in the corner at the south end.

	Tonight and last night?

	So I have an admirer.

	…/Again.

	Mission?

	No.

	I’m on furlough.

	Local?

	Maybe.

	What happened to the previous tenant, beyond the obvious considerations?

	Why were the bathroom and toilet redecorated so thoroughly?

	Are those two questions even relevant?

	Will it be back?

	.../Probably.

	How do I kill it?

	.../Anything dies if you damage it faster than it can heal.

	Is it alone?

	No matter.

	Something.

	To.

	Fight.

	.../At last.

	 

	.2..

	 

	I take another capsule before settling for the night.

	Because I’ll need more mind tomorrow.

	Another overdose won’t kill me.

	I hope.

	 

	..01.

	 

	Come round with a capsule-induced headache.

	Short duration, full faculty, headache will get worse.

	So, it’s morning, but later than yesterday.

	Time to figure out how to kill something I haven’t properly seen.

	First, elimination processing: not burglars, owls, eagles, people in microlights, hang gliders, parachutists, wingsuits or climbing teams.

	Therefore, it’s time to review the spectrum.

	If it had been a Black, the reek would be unmistakable and they can’t hide it from me.

	Pinks fly really badly.

	Browns reek and don’t fly - but they can bathe and climb?

	Peer carefully over the balcony: the exterior from ground to here is worn, but not clawed.

	Not Browns.

	Any Purples wouldn’t have been able to resist taking me after I went down.

	A Silver?

	Too big. Even a juvenile would have demolished part of the building if it attempted to get in.

	Blues are strong along the south coast?

	They don’t fly and they don’t miss opportunities: I would already be dead.

	Which leaves?

	- Lightning behind my eyes.

	Before the come-down takes me, I have to evaluate these, much as I don’t want to.

	- I have two heartbeats.

	Hallucinations due to my overuse of capsules: unlikely, as this ‘mirage’ opened doors and rearranged my furniture.

	Madness: plausible.

	Hoax: no-one knows I’m here.

	Even if they do, they haven’t had enough time.

	- Relaxed muscles quiver.

	Am I the victim of a generic prank played on tenants of this place?

	It’s a little too eccentric for those prone to indulging in that sort of thing.

	- Fighting the urge to hyperventilate.

	Psychological attack: same category as hoax/prank, with an additional clause regarding being far too elaborate when it would be simpler to just kill me.

	.../After all, I am as useless as the next monster against a good headshot.

	Stop that.

	- Hands want to clench into white-knuckled fists.

	Nothing-

	No.

	Something-

	Yes.

	Something new from the spectrum.

	Yes.

	I am being stalked by something new, or I have, finally, gone insane.

	Until the latter is proven, I must continue as if the former is true.

	- Hammers in my mind.

	Notebook!

	Write down ‘new colour’ as the hammers make me rock under their impacts.

	Throw the book far enough under the bed.

	Brace myself for th-

	- My vision sees nothing but grey, and my ears hear voices whispering truths, futures and secrets. 

	The sorts of epiphany that will harrow a man.

	- They whisper of things I have done and forgotten, or that I will do, and must not remember.

	There’s a price for forgetting.

	There’s a price for remembering.

	And there’s a price for rousing myself.

	- As the hammers smash their way out of my head, the voices become one, and she whispers something I cannot be.

	My consciousness flees from that voice.

	 

	.21..

	 

	Dark.

	I’ve lost a day to the sleeping soldier.

	Wait.

	Something moves just beyond the doorway.

	I hear furtive movements as it prepares.

	Slipping from the bed, I brace myself.

	With a wordless shout, I drive the bayonet through the wall on the lounge side of my door.

	There’s an explosion of drywall materials and dust, then the bayonet slams into something that is not part of my home.

	Something that coughs, gurgling in anger.

	I remember my drill instructor’s words and twist the hilt hard, ripping inward, widening the wound.

	The intruder coughs in pained surprise.

	I feel warmth spurt across my hand.

	A crushing grip takes my forearm and pulls me into the wall.

	I feel the wall give about me, then my head hits something solid and the lights go out.

	 

	32...

	 

	Afternoon.

	.../Getting tired of being taken out before I’m done with a situation.

	No matter.

	Look about.

	Very white, but not as white as my toilet.

	Big windows, wires and monitors, pique knitted sheets.

	Hospital.

	Stationary shadows beyond the closed door.

	Bulky, people-shaped shadows.

	Police.

	Door opens: they’re private security, not police.

	A nurse closes the door carefully and turns toward me.

	“Welcome back. How do you feel?”

	****

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

	*****
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