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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Each tick from the clock echoed against the bright, white walls which surrounded the metal table. As the seconds shouted out to him, Franklyn Jones sat, anxiously staring ahead at the door which was painted into the wall. The whole room stank of government, with his recent escape surely the reason for his incarceration. 
 
    Just what the hell was going on? 
 
    How did they find him? How was he free? 
 
    For his entire life, Franklyn had seen them. The creatures that lurked in the shadows, their dark eyes following his every step. Since he was a child, curled up under his duvet, he’d known the moment he pulled it back, the creature that perched on the end of his bed would pull back its lips, revealing rows of razor-sharp teeth. He’d tried to tell his mother; her drunken dismissal was that all children saw monsters. 
 
    His deadbeat dad wasn’t around to tell him otherwise. 
 
    As life had continued on its mundane journey, he’d pushed it to the fringes of his mind, convinced that he was just like everyone else. Occasionally he would see a shadow move, a dark blur whip by at the end of a shopping aisle. 
 
    Tricks of the mind. 
 
    That was the healthy way to look at it. 
 
    Throughout school he kept, like those creatures, to the corners and the edges of the world, avoiding the inevitable bullying, and shunning any notion of friendship. He was an outsider and felt it was easier to just run with that than reveal to them the truth. 
 
    The truth that we were not alone. 
 
    Now sat, encaged in this migraine inducing white room, he realised he truly wasn’t alone. Life had been hammering him from day one, making him tear at every fibre of his sanity and question everything. Throughout his early years he was ignored, dismissed as an odd child with an overactive imagination. 
 
    They dealt with it by removing sugar from his diet and giving him a packet of crayons. 
 
    As the years passed, he soon fended for himself, getting himself ready for, to, and from school while his mother lost herself to the bottle. The welcoming stench of cigarettes and wine greeted him every afternoon when he returned, the habit eventually catching up with him. 
 
    What he wouldn’t give for a cigarette and a pint of Doom Bar right now. 
 
    Mother would be so proud. 
 
    Franklyn looked away from the clock and its mocking clicking and down at his wrists. There were no shackles binding him to the metal desk, just the blinding gleam of the halogen light on the smooth, metal surface. Opposite was an empty chair. 
 
    A manila folder lay neatly in front of it. 
 
    Who the fuck were these people? 
 
    A draft filtered up the leg of his white, hospital issued trousers, the coldness snaking around his bare feet and causing his toes to ball. The ill-fitting white T-shirt hung from his body, the endless days locked in the cell had at least helped him build muscle. 
 
    For a man who had a twenty cigarettes a day and four pints a night habit, he’d never done so many push ups. 
 
    The door opened, a slender figure glided over the threshold and towards the table. Its skin was a pale grey, pulled tight across a skeleton which was certainly not human. The arms were slightly longer, the hands meeting under the large sleeves of its dark robe. Its skull protruded up, elongating its forehead, the skin pulled to almost translucent tightness. Its eyes were light, with no sign of a pupil. 
 
    As Franklyn sank in his seat with fear, he noticed that it didn’t walk. 
 
    It glided across towards him. 
 
    The door closed slowly behind it and it approached the table calmly. 
 
    ‘Do not be afraid.’ Its voice was calm, its eyes were caring. 
 
    Franklyn leapt backwards, sending his metal chair clattering to the floor, the sound hammering off the walls like an upturned toolbox. He backed towards the wall, the creature before him cast a long shadow from the piercing light above. 
 
    It wasn’t like the other creatures. 
 
    This one was human-like. It spoke. 
 
    But it wasn’t human. 
 
    Without moving, the creature cleared its throat. 
 
    ‘Is there anything I could retrieve for you while you wait?’ The creature tilted its head. ‘Perhaps some water? Or a coffee?’ 
 
    ‘Coffee?’ Franklyn scoffed, his back pressed against the unforgiven concrete wall. ‘You’re offering me coffee?’ 
 
    ‘Quite.’ 
 
    ‘This place doesn’t strike me as a Starbucks.’ 
 
    The creature showed zero reaction to Franklyn’s smart mouth. Its eyes searched Franklyn’s face, looking for anything other than fear. When he found none, his gaze ventured to the fallen chair. 
 
    ‘This must be a very confusing time for you, Mr Jones.’ The creature glided gently around the table before extending a long hand towards the steel. Its fingers were stretched and thin, like pale Twiglets. ‘But I assure you, we wish to help.’ 
 
    Slightly edging around the wall, Franklyn looked to the door. It was shut, with no handle. 
 
    He was locked in. 
 
    With this creature. 
 
    ‘Where am I?’ he eventually asked. 
 
    ‘You are at our headquarters.’ The creature gently placed the chair back at the table, turning it slightly in offer. ‘You shall be processed soon enough.’ 
 
    ‘Processed?’ Franklyn asked, his voice shaking as his mind filled with anal probes. 
 
    ‘It’s a nicer word than interview.’ With a noble elegance, the creature slid across the floor back towards the outline of the door. ‘You humans don’t seem to enjoy interviews.’ 
 
    ‘Interview? What the fuck?’ Franklyn’s face scrunched in confusion as he sat back down. A hiss shot from the sides of the door and it slid back, revealing the metallic corridor outside. ‘Hey wait?’ 
 
    The creature turned, its face was unsettlingly welcoming. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘What’s your name?’ Franklyn asked, a million questions fighting for prominence. 
 
    ‘Vincent.’ The creature nodded. ‘It is a pleasure to meet you finally.’ 
 
    With that, Vincent disappeared, and before Franklyn could leap from his seat, the door closed, locking him in his bright white tomb. Memories came flooding back, the last few hours had been a blur. He looked at the clock, but the old, analogue hands couldn’t help him gage the time. 
 
    Just that morning, he’d been sat in a room similar to this once, the walls a slightly softer, more terrifying padding. The doctors had stopped using the jacket on him, allowing him the freedom of his arms when they realised he wasn’t a danger to himself. They still thought he was to them. 
 
    To his wife. 
 
    To his daughter. 
 
    His chest lurched forward, his heart jack-knifing with guilt. He’d met his wife Angela at the tail end of university, the three years spent in Derby were some of the best of Franklyn’s life. While doing his level best to set a new record for lack of attendance, he’d not only met his best friend, Brett, but he had fallen in love. 
 
    He and Angela eventually became an item in their early twenties and suddenly, the haunting life of mysterious creatures and dangerous shadows didn’t matter.  
 
    She was a striking woman, her face was a perfect, symmetrical collection of sharp cheek bones and piercing green eyes. After a whirlwind romance ended in a young marriage, the hour glass began to empty along with her patience. 
 
    As the darkness of the other world began to spread through Franklyn’s life, Angela began to push herself away. 
 
    As their relationship strained, and he resigned himself to losing her, Franklyn was struck silent when she announced her pregnancy. 
 
    He was going to be a father. 
 
    When Angela gave birth to their daughter, it was the closest he’d ever felt to the world. The connection he felt with her was stronger than any magnetic pull. Determined to be the father he’d never had, Franklyn promised Angela he would do everything to shield her from the darkness. 
 
    From the creatures that appeared to him and him alone. 
 
    His Chloe. 
 
    Just thinking of her beautiful face caused his throat to dry, regretting not taking the bizarre Vincent up on his offer of a drink. Chloe was rapidly approaching her third birthday, her angelic face lined with soft, blonde hair. Her blue eyes always radiated joy, her small, pearly white teeth stretched in a beaming smile. 
 
    She was the greatest thing to happen to him. 
 
    He closed his eyes, his body arching forward until his forehead pressed against the cold table surface. His brown hair flopped forward, a few strands swinging down and tickling the beard that lined his face. Franklyn didn’t know what the hell he was interviewing for as Vincent put it, but he would have murdered a shower and a shave. 
 
    What would Chloe think if she saw him? 
 
    Again, his heart twisted with sadness, the memory of saying goodbye to her in the reception of the hospital still as fresh as a morning frost. Refusing to beg, he turned away from Angela, instead kneeling in front of his daughter, her innocence lost in confusion. He was going to be taken any moment, but he told her to be brave. To not listen to what they said about her. 
 
    He told her he loved her. 
 
    He always would. 
 
    As the two orderlies, at the order of the doctor and the heartbreak of Angela, wrestled him to his feet, Franklyn promised his daughter he would do whatever he had to, to keep her safe. 
 
    She screamed for him, terrified as these medical men dragged her father through the doors, her mother holding her tightly, her face awash with tears. 
 
    That was the last time he’d seen her. 
 
    Franklyn Jones had been a patient at the high security hospital, locked away inside his padded cell for what was deemed his and other’s safety. For over four months he’d sat, day after day, the world convinced that he was crazy, that he spoke of monsters and moving shadows. 
 
    They had decided he was unfit to be a husband. 
 
    Too unstable to be a father. 
 
    Back in the white room, he gently lifted his head and let it drop, gently colliding with the table. He knew no blow to the head would shake away what he could see, but his impatience was goading him to try. Each gentle tap on the table echoed around the room, the mysterious creature yet to return. 
 
    What the hell did he mean by interview? 
 
    Was it about what he could see? 
 
    Or how he escaped? 
 
    With his head pressed against the table, Franklyn took a deep breath, trying to figure out what the hell had happened earlier that day. It had started like any other, the days blending together to create one endless passage of time. The orderlies had politely brought him breakfast, their threats of the jacket never too far away when he offered them a smart comment. 
 
    After the morning exercise, which consisted of an escorted walk around the grounds, he found himself back in his cell, with no possessions, or mementoes of a life that he’d been pulled from. No clues or links to his daughter. 
 
    Nothing that attached him to anyone. 
 
    The only positive of the whole experience had been that he’d not seen a single creature. He told that to the guards, trying to convince them that the mental home had been a miracle cure and he was ready to leave. 
 
    They rewarded his mockery with two days strapped inside his straight jacket. 
 
    But that morning, like all the others that had been before it, was coming to an end with him laid on his bed, staring up at the padded ceiling, wishing for a chance to see his daughter again. His arms ached from another set of push ups, the passing of time helped by the hourly intervals of strength training. 
 
    Just another day. 
 
    When suddenly a burning sound crackled to the side of the room and a black line slowly began to burn itself into the padding. Slowly, the hole grew, fanning out, and slowly dropping down like the glaze over a cake. Panicked, Franklyn had dashed to the door, banging as hard as he could as he screamed for help. 
 
    With none coming, he’d turned, pressed against the wall with his heart leaping against his ribs. Shaking, he reached out to the wall to steady himself as the one before him burnt opened. 
 
    A crude doorway had emerged, the edges sizzling, with grey smoke filtering up, the allure of the other world calling to him. After a few moments of silence, he pushed himself off the wall, the curiosity of this phenomena taking a stranglehold. 
 
    Through the dark opening he could see the feint remnants of smoke, what looked like a thick fog that encased wherever he was seeing. 
 
    A world encased in smoke. 
 
    A world of ash. 
 
    The rattle of metal behind him caused him to jolt, and the keys turned in the lock. The doctor, with his henchmen masquerading as orderlies, entered, furious with the commotion Franklyn had been making. 
 
    The three men stood before Franklyn, their arms folded, and their eyes judging. He looked beyond them to the wall and when no words were forth coming, he realised it was just for him. 
 
    The darkness had finally come to collect. 
 
    As the doctor began running through a list of his indiscretions, Franklyn burst forward, pushing the men to the side, and darting towards the wall. To them, he must have looked insane. 
 
    Moments later, he had vanished. 
 
    As the clock in the room ticked mundanely in the back of his mind, he tried to remember what had happened when he’d passed through. 
 
    The ground beneath his bare feet had been cold and hard, a thin layer of dust being swept along by a howling wind. All around him had been smoke, thick, and dark like he was encased in a rain cloud. Everything was slightly scattered, the edges of his vision blurring and refusing the idea of clarity. 
 
    All he saw were eyes. 
 
    Red, demonic eyes. 
 
    As more pairs began to shine through the ethereal fog before him, he turned to run, his legs not budging. With his feet feeling like they were encased in quick sand, he resigned himself to a gruesome fate, the darkness of the world slowly overwhelming him, and he lost consciousness. As the final moments of his life ticked by and visions of his absent daughter danced through his mind, he suddenly felt himself moving. 
 
    Not of his own volition but moving still. 
 
    The world before him ripped open, he was launched through, his body colliding hard with the shoddy brickwork of the building. 
 
    He was back on Earth. 
 
    Back in his world. 
 
    The sun was beaming down, the heat latching onto him, refusing to let go. As the beads of sweat ran down his face, he looked around in a frenzy, the narrow, stone streets were lined with merchants and traders, their goods displayed on rugs and tables. The street was alive with activity, the inhabitants scurrying over each other like an ant’s nest. 
 
    Shaking with fear, he found a space on a wall on the outskirts of the city and waited, not knowing where he was, or the language being spoken. 
 
    All he knew was that he was alive. 
 
    That he had somehow made it back across. 
 
    Only moments later, two men dressed in expensive suits approached, calling him by name, and informing him that he was in Taroudant, a small city in Morocco. 
 
    Morocco. 
 
    What the fuck was going on? 
 
    With his thoughts lost to his bizarre escape from the mental home, Franklyn was reeled back into the room by a cough. He sat bolt upright, looking with surprise at the man that sat opposite him. He had been so consumed by his thoughts, he hadn’t heard the door open or this stranger enter and take his seat. The man was old, his soft, white hair floated above a wrinkled forehead which, to Franklyn’s amusement, helped lodge a monocle in place. 
 
    The expensive three-piece suit only added to the allure of the elderly gentleman who sat nonchalantly on his chair, the manila folder open before him and the few papers dotted before him. 
 
    ‘Mr Jones.’ He didn’t look up, his words eloquent. ‘Can I get you anything before we begin?’ 
 
    ‘Begin?’ 
 
    The man looked up, his warm, friendly face bending into a welcoming smile. His eyes radiated warmth. His posture radiated authority. 
 
    Was he in charge? 
 
    A steaming mug sat to the side of the folders, and with a well-manicured, wrinkled hand, the man grasped it, and took a satisfying sip. With a deep sigh, he looked back at Franklyn, who sat in complete confusion. 
 
    ‘Mr Jones, I’m Lord Felix Ottoway III, the chairman of the BTCO.’ The words were lost on Franklyn. ‘I bet you’re wondering what happens now?’ 
 
    It had been a long day. 
 
    Franklyn had a feeling it was about to get longer. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    Franklyn Jones sat anxiously, watching as Ottoway flicked through some of the pages. A few scoffs now and then, but he never looked up, devouring the information in mammoth portions. Franklyn was sure it was his medical records, and that Ottoway was going to arrest him for escaping his cell. 
 
    Through the wall? 
 
    As the memories of the morning began to overwhelm him once more, he was snapped back to the room by Ottoway closing the folder and slapping it hard against the table. 
 
    ‘Well this is all nonsense.’ 
 
    To Franklyn’s shock, Ottoway pushed the folder off the table, the pages spraying out like a spilt tin of paint. He turned back, the senior smiling, his eye gleaming behind his monocle. 
 
    ‘But …  isn’t that why I’m here?’ 
 
    ‘What? Because the world thinks you’re crazy and decided to lock you away?’ Ottoway chuckled heartily. ‘No, my dear boy. You are here because of how you got out.’ 
 
    His heart sank as he dropped his head into his arms, sprawling across the table and expecting to be sent back to the nuthouse, or worse, prison. With the idea of seeing his daughter again giving him a sudden cause for fight, he straightened up. 
 
    ‘Look, I had nothing to do with that. I just—’ 
 
    ‘Just what, Mr Jones?’ Ottoway interrupted with calm authority. ‘You are going to sit there and tell me that this morning you were not incarcerated in Maudsley Hospital, diagnosed as mentally unstable? Are you also going to tell me that you didn’t push past a doctor and guards before disappearing into the wall only for us to retrieve you merely hours ago from a small village in Morocco? Now I’m no pilot but I know it takes a little more than ten minutes from London to Marrakech. It’s hardly popping to the shops is it?’ 
 
    Franklyn slumped in his chair. 
 
    ‘No, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Quite. See, Mr Jones, there are so many things about all this that don’t add up. Your records tell me you see monsters, then out of nowhere, you effectively teleport from one continent to another. Yet, here you are, sat in front of me. My staff found you in seconds and we brought you in.’ 
 
    Despite the man’s soft, caring tone, Franklyn knew when he was being dressed down. He stared at the table as he feebly mumbled his response. 
 
    ‘It’s not good, is it?’ 
 
    Ottoway slammed his hand on the table with glee, the sound bouncing off the walls like an errant pinball. 
 
    ‘My boy, it’s fantastic.’ 
 
    Raising a bemused eyebrow, Franklyn looked up, confusion spread across his unkempt face. 
 
    ‘Excuse me?’ 
 
    ‘You passed across to the Otherside and returned. Unharmed.’ Ottoway shook his head in disbelief. ‘Truly remarkable.’ 
 
    ‘Wait … the where?’ 
 
    ‘The Otherside.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell is the Otherside?’ Franklyn asked, refusing to rule out anything after his ‘escape’ earlier that day. 
 
    ‘My boy, there is so much you do not know.’ Ottoway cleared his throat. ‘Before we start, can I get you anything? This may take a while.’ 
 
    ‘I’d like a coffee. And a fag.’ 
 
    ‘This is a non-smoking building.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’m not a non-smoking person.’ Franklyn barked back, his nicotine craving taking the wheel. 
 
    Ottoway held up his hands as a gesture of acceptance and slowly lifted himself from the chair. His suit, clearly expensive, snuggly fit his pudgy body, the years of expensive tastes and good food apparent. His hand wrapped around the handle of his cane as he slowly hobbled towards the door, his Italian leather shoes, polished to an impeccable sheen, clicked across the tiles. 
 
    The door hissed, and he was gone. 
 
    Franklyn Jones sat uncomfortably, nervously fidgeting until his buttocks ached against the cruel steel that welcomed them. His fingers drummed against the metal without rhythm and he anxiously searched the room. Unlike the police interrogation rooms he saw on TV, there was no fake mirror, with rows of smarmy detectives listening to every word. 
 
    No CCTV. 
 
    No recording. 
 
    ‘What the hell is this place?’ he muttered, crossing his arms across his chest and slouching in his seat. The door hissed again and Ottoway returned, his cane leading him back to the table as the strange creature, Vincent floated tentatively by his side. Vincent watched with care as Ottoway lowered himself down, offering his strange companion a thankful nod. Vincent turned to Franklyn, his eyes boring a hole through him and he placed a piping hot mug of coffee in front of him, along with an ashtray, lighter, and a packet of cigarettes. 
 
    ‘This a non-smoking facility.’ Vincent stated coldly. 
 
    ‘Yeah, yeah.’ Franklyn put a cigarette to his mouth, lit the end, and let the sweet smoke filter through to his lungs. 
 
    Tutting like a librarian, Vincent turned and slid back towards the door, Franklyn unable to tell if there were legs beneath his robe. 
 
    The door slammed shut. 
 
    For a moment, the only noise was the burning of the cigarette and the ticking of the clock. The paperwork was still spread across the floor like lily pads on a pond surface. 
 
    Ottoway removed his monocle, his brown eyes staring with intent as he scrubbed the glass lens with a cloth before popping it back under a thick, grey eyebrow. 
 
    He turned to Franklyn and smiled. 
 
    ‘Shall we begin?’ 
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    By the time Ottoway had finished, so had the packet of cigarettes. The ashtray, overflowing like a neglected garden, leaked cigarette butts, and ash across the metal surface. The white walls seemed closer, like the world had closed in upon him and Franklyn Jones wondered just how damn crazy it all was. 
 
    Ottoway had explained that for centuries, the world had known of another, one that enveloped our own, known to humanity as ‘the Otherside.’ This world had begun to breach our own, their feral creatures crossing the divide but not within the view of humanity itself. 
 
    Only a few. 
 
    Those who possessed ‘The Knack’. 
 
    Ottoway had explained it as a genetic defect, an anomaly within our DNA that allowed a small percentage to view the creatures that kept to the shadows. By his explanation, Franklyn had been right all along. The monsters he saw as a child, the creatures that stalked him ever since. 
 
    They were real. 
 
    While these creatures could be seen by such humans, their genetic makeup made them impossible to touch. They could live in our world but they couldn’t interact with it. 
 
    Upon this discovery, humanity realised that the threat level was low and that in exchange for their research, they would allow these creatures to exist if they stuck to the shadows. 
 
    As long as they hid in plain sight. 
 
    Eventually, many years ago, humans who came forward with this ability to see the Otherside eventually formed a small organisation to monitor this other world and the creatures that passed through the gateways. These people could see the truth. 
 
    They saw behind the curtain. 
 
    Thus, the Behind the Curtain Organisation was born. 
 
    The BTCO. 
 
    As Franklyn sat in disbelief, Ottoway spoke of the advances of this other world, how more creatures passed through with varying levels of intellect and manners. The creatures would soon be labelled the rather derogatory name of ‘Others’. The feral, dangerous ones were soon hunted down by cooperative creatures, who joined with the BTCO and formed a truce between the worlds. 
 
    Their knowledge and resources led to breakthroughs in human medicine, with Ottoway even crediting them with the cure for the plague, in exchange, they were allowed asylum. The stories of their world were ones of horror and pain, which from his own hazy memory of his morning venture to their world, Franklyn could corroborate. 
 
    Soon, the Otherside began to develop, too, their hatred for our world based upon our neglect and disrespect of their kind. Eventually, the technology to create a ‘latch stone’ was born, a trinket which allowed an Other to interact with our world. 
 
    Soon people went missing. 
 
    Many of them died. 
 
    The BTCO took a sterner approach, even enlisting the cooperative Others to join them full-time and hunt down these creatures. 
 
    The truce was breaking. 
 
    Sometime in the future, Ottoway feared a full-on invasion. 
 
    As the threat level increased, the BTCO shut down many of its registered gateways. The UK had once housed fourteen secret portals between the worlds, all of them well marshalled from both sides, with every immigrant accounted for. 
 
    Now they were down to one. 
 
    It was downstairs, a few floors below where they sat. 
 
    Franklyn found himself shaking as Ottoway drew his explanation to a close, the revelation that not only was he correct, but that the entire world was in danger, shook him like a baby’s rattle. As Ottoway finished, he sat patiently, the shell-shocked reaction of Franklyn was obviously nothing new to him. As the final cigarette burnt to its conclusion, Franklyn leant forward, and stubbed it. 
 
    ‘So, let me get this straight. You guys monitor the other world?’ he asked, smoke accompanying his words. 
 
    ‘The Otherside. Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Where there are creatures called Others?’ 
 
    ‘Correct.’ 
 
    ‘Except for the ones that work with you. Like Vincent.’ He nodded to the closed door. ‘You call them—’ 
 
    ‘We call them ‘Neithers’. Ottoway interjected. 
 
    ‘Christ, this is confusing.’ Franklyn ran his hands through his hair, tucking the rogue strands behind his ears. ‘And they can’t touch humans?’ 
 
    ‘Only the creatures who possess a ‘latch stone’, which links them to our world.’ Ottoway explained softly. ‘All of our registered Neithers have this issued to them.’ 
 
    ‘But the wild ones, they shouldn’t have it?’ 
 
    ‘No. It is illegal. While an Other with a latch stone won’t be seen by a human, they can still interact with them, allowing them to attack, or even worse.’ Ottoway shook his head. ‘Revealing the truth to a human is the second worst crime an Other or Neither can do.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the first?’ 
 
    ‘Killing a human.’ 
 
    The silence followed the obvious answer and Franklyn suddenly felt his back muscles aching. The time had vanished during the wonderful tale that Ottoway had told, but the unforgiving, coarse metal of the seat had dug into his spine. 
 
    ‘So you guys stop them?’ Franklyn eventually asked. 
 
    ‘We try to. We live by a strict creed here at the BTCO.’ Ottoway spoke with pride. ‘Two Worlds. One Peace.’ 
 
    The mug that once contained the piping hot coffee was now empty, smears of coffee stains surrounding the inside. Franklyn yearned for something stronger. The two men sat, with Ottoway clearly keen for him to ask more questions. 
 
    Franklyn obliged. 
 
    ‘So, am I going back to the nut house?’ he asked. ‘Because if I relay to people what you’ve done to me, the white van will be parking up within seconds.’ 
 
    ‘You are a free man.’ Ottoway declared proudly. ‘Your gift should not lead you to be incarcerated.’ 
 
    ‘My curse.’ 
 
    ‘Your gift. So as of now, your medical records have been expunged courtesy of the BTCO.’ 
 
    Franklyn leant back in his chair, his eyes squinting with caution. 
 
    ‘What’s the catch?’ 
 
    ‘We want you to enrol with us, become an agent here at the BTCO and help maintain the truce. We will offer you all the support we can, will endeavour to provide you with a generous remuneration and above all, give your life a sense of purpose.’ 
 
    ‘I already have a purpose, mate. Her name’s Chloe.’ 
 
    Ottoway sighed, gently sitting back, and facing Franklyn with an understanding look. 
 
    ‘Your life has lead you to a path where your family locked you away. I’m sorry, but that’s the lay of the land.’ Ottoway leant forward, his eyes twinkling with excitement. ‘But I can offer you a different path. One where you can pull back the reigns and take control of it again. Rebuild that life but also stand for something. You can help breach the gap between these two worlds. You can help save them.’ 
 
    Franklyn sat in quiet contemplation when suddenly, the door hissed loudly, and once again, Vincent ghosted across the threshold. Ottoway greeted his companion with a pleasant grin before turning back to the confused newcomer. 
 
    ‘Or you can leave. The choice is yours.’ 
 
    Without a word, Franklyn pushed himself up from the table and marched to the open door, not even acknowledging the bemused Neither who stood by the old man. He rushed into the corridor, surprised to find a young woman, pretty, and smartly dressed, ushering him to an elevator. Accepting the invite instantly, Franklyn leapt into the elevator and hit ‘G’. To his surprise, the elevator shot upwards, revealing to him that he’d been underground in this secret facility. 
 
    The BTCO. 
 
    Franklyn ached for the sunlight as the elevator shot towards freedom. 
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    Back in the white room, Vincent extended his bamboo-like fingers, helping his dear friend to his feet. 
 
    ‘I don’t understand.’ Vincent’s words verged on curt. ‘You were adamant you wanted him recruited.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, he’ll be back.’ Ottoway chuckled. ‘He just doesn’t know it yet.’ 
 
    With a gentle pat on the shoulder, Ottoway moved past his Neither and headed towards the doorway, awaiting the return of Franklyn Jones and the beginning of what should be an interesting partnership. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long for Franklyn Jones to realise he was in trouble. Once that elevator had hit the top floor, he was shocked to find himself opposite the gift shop of the Shard, the magnificent building that shot out of London’s skyline like a giant, middle finger. The beautiful building, ninety-five floors of twinkling glass, was one of London’s biggest attractions, with thousands of tourists taking in the wonderful viewing platform on the seventy-second floor, allowing them a view of the nation’s capital city from over eight hundred feet. 
 
    Franklyn had wanted to take Chloe up there for a while, but by the time the platform had opened for the public, his freedom had been closed off. 
 
    Now, he was trying his best to get out of the building. 
 
    It only took a few moments for eyes to latch on to him, the public, rushing past the building to reach the neighbouring London Bridge Station casting a judgemental eye over him. He gave them the benefit of the doubt. 
 
    An escaped mental patient tended to look exactly like an escaped mental patient. 
 
    Shivering in the bitter chill that dusted the air, Franklyn scurried down a side street, looking for anything that could keep him warm. Rounding a corner, he stumbled over two black bags, tied tight, and bundled against the front of a charity shop. The shutter was pulled down, the lights behind were dead to the world. Judging by the darkness, slowly spreading across the buildings like the sun had its own dimmer switch, Franklyn assumed it was shut for the night. 
 
    Having no concept of time or day was unnerving, but he ripped into the bags and found a pair of loose fitting chino trousers and a stained, black jumper that hung loosely from his frame. The other bag, thankfully, had a number of pairs of shoes, one of them, a well-worn trainer, fitting his size nine feet. 
 
    With the biting elements slightly at bay, Franklyn made his way back to London Bridge Station, searching for a map of the city. He needed to get to Mitcham, to where he, and Angela had shared their two-bedroom house. 
 
    Where his Chloe was. 
 
    Sticking to the main roads that cut through the labyrinth of London like veins, he eventually made his way to the A23, passing through Herne Hill, and Stratham, before making his way to the outskirts of Surrey. The quaint, suburbs of Mitcham had been their dream; to live, and raise a family in a wholesome town, just far enough from London to not be caught up in its rat race, but not too far away that they were cut off from humanity. 
 
    Franklyn had brief recollections of his job as a web designer, squashing himself into unnatural gaps on the packed train that hammered quickly into Charing Cross. 
 
    Those memories were blurred, as were many. 
 
    Ever since he crossed to the Otherside. 
 
    Ever since he’d returned. 
 
    After walking for over eight miles, the night sky loomed large behind him as he finally turned onto his old street. The road was lined with expensive cars that matched the houses, all of them basking in their own success, a trait Franklyn had always found detestable in humans.  
 
    He could feel his feet bleeding, the makeshift shoes had long since given up on their responsibility of comfort. Each step caused him to wince as he hobbled past the quaint gardens and well-maintained hedges. Every step was worth it. 
 
    Just to see her again. 
 
    Franklyn knew that he wasn’t there for Angela. During the breakdown of their marriage, she’d told him openly that she no longer trusted him, filing for a divorce that was finalised while he sat in his cell. She’d found someone else, a man without the extra baggage of seeing monsters. 
 
    Ian. 
 
    Franklyn had never met the man but had taken an instant dislike. Who wouldn’t? His side of the bed hadn’t even changed temperature before Ian moved into the house, arousing suspicion that their romance blossomed before his marriage had died. Regardless, from the few visits he’d received from Angela pre-divorce, she’d told him how good Ian was with Chloe. 
 
    How he was playing the role he never could. 
 
    With his hands clenching into a frustrated fist, Franklyn stopped in front of his house. The garden was the same, only the autumn had stripped it of its colour. The brick was still white, the upstairs shrouded in darkness. His eyes were drawn to the front room, where through the gap in the curtain, he could see her. 
 
    Chloe. 
 
    Instantly, tears streamed from his eyes, his heart refusing to beat while he gazed at her. Dressed in a pink, strawberry covered onesie, she sat contently on the sofa, snuggled into Ian’s side. They looked like a hallmark card. 
 
    A shining example of parenthood. 
 
    Rested across Ian’s lap was an iPad, undoubtedly the two of them were sharing a story or game together. They were sharing the moment. 
 
    All the moments that he would miss. 
 
    As he stared, open-mouthed at the image of his daughter’s love etching towards someone else, the front door opened, and Angela’s hissing voice broke him from his heartbreak. 
 
    ‘Franklyn. What the hell are you doing?’ 
 
    ‘I just want to see her.’ His words stuttered, choking on his sadness. The wind picked up, a few speckles of rain slapping against his unshaven cheek. 
 
    ‘You look like a mess.’ Angela scolded, her bare arms crossed, and her brow furrowed with anger. ‘The hospital called. They said you escaped.’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell is going on?’ 
 
    ‘I wish I knew.’ He offered meekly, his eyes returning to the window. There was no one on the sofa. 
 
    ‘You can’t be here, Franklyn. The judge ordered you to stay away. From me. From my daughter.’ 
 
    ‘Our daughter.’ Franklyn’s voice rose, immediately breaking as the door flew open. There on the step, with the cold whipping around her, was Chloe. She looked anxiously towards her mother, nibbling at her nail with her small, pearly white teeth. Franklyn felt his heart melt, the air leaving him, and threatening never to return. 
 
    ‘Chloe, go back inside.’ Her mother demanded, spinning back to Franklyn with a look of devastation on her face. ‘You can’t be here, Franklyn. You just can’t.’ 
 
    At that moment, Ian stepped out, hoisting Chloe up to his hip and turning to put himself between her and any potential danger. 
 
    Like a real parent should. 
 
    Swallowing his sadness, Franklyn watched his former wife march back to the home they’d shared together, snatching their daughter from her new lover’s grasp, and stomping back into the house. Ian, still in his smart shirt and trousers, offered Franklyn a useless shrug of apology and turned back to the house. 
 
    The door slammed shut. 
 
    Franklyn was no longer welcome in their lives. 
 
    Time passed. At what rate, Franklyn didn’t know but by the time he’d returned to the real world, the house before him was cast in darkness. All the houses were. Lost in his pity, the night had shifted on, the world had gone to sleep, and the temperature had dropped further. His breath plumed like a faint cloud of smoke, instantly activating his craving. 
 
    He would gladly smoke himself to death now that he couldn’t be with his daughter. All duties of protecting her had been passed over to Ian, who would soon be her stepdad. Franklyn had noted the ring on Angela’s finger, the thick jewel replacing the modest one he’d placed there many years ago. 
 
    As the rain began to pour down around him, he stuffed his hands into the pockets of his ill-fitting trousers and turned on his heel, ready to head off into oblivion, wondering how long it would take to reach his sister’s house. Charlotte, who he affectionately called Charles, was a few years younger than him but had always been the sensible one of the two. Franklyn put it down to her having a different father, but the two of them were close. 
 
    She’d visited him regularly while he was locked away. He knew there was a bed and a hot meal waiting. He just needed to figure out how the hell he’d get to St Albans with no money or sense of direction. 
 
    He took one step and then stopped. 
 
    On the wall opposite the house, the creature sat, staring at his daughter’s home. Its skin was a dark, powerful navy that blended with the shadows around it. No more than four feet tall, it hunched over, like a gargoyle on a gothic church. Its arms rested over its knees, each finger tipped with a razor-sharp claw. Its eyes, grey and shining in the moonlight, slowly met his own. 
 
    It drew back its lips, revealing a row of sharp teeth that would tear flesh from bone. 
 
    With nothing left to lose, Franklyn decided to do one last thing for his daughter and defend her from the creature. As he made a beeline towards it, the creature growled with fear, before scurrying away into the shadows. Franklyn watched it gallop down the street before losing itself in the darkness. 
 
    As the rain fell from the sky, he arched his head, and looked back up to the window of his house. The curtain had been pulled back and resting on the window sill, was Chloe. She stared at him, her hand pressed against the glass, a look of wonderment on her face. 
 
    Franklyn loved her with all his heart. 
 
    He could still protect her. 
 
    He could still be her father. 
 
    As the moments passed, and the rain pressed his overgrown hair down against his head, Franklyn waved to Chloe. She didn’t respond, slipping away from the window as the light in the room burst to life, a concerned parent undoubtedly entering the room. 
 
    Franklyn marched back the way he came. 
 
    The pain in his feet subsided, his mind focused on returning to London. As the miles fell from the journey, so did his sense of worthlessness. Whatever the hell was happening in the world, whether anyone would ever believe him, there was still a role for him to play. 
 
    He still had a purpose. 
 
    Without even realising it, he rounded the corner, and the strikingly sharp point of the Shard came into view, the glass littered with rain drops that shimmered like fireflies in the moonlight. As he marched past London Bridge Station and onto the concourse, he scoffed to himself at the figure stood by the revolving door of the building itself. 
 
    Vincent. 
 
    The Neither, still wearing its heavy robe, was soaked through but unmoved in his stance. 
 
    ‘Vinny.’ He offered as he approached. ‘Did they not even offer you an umbrella?’ 
 
    ‘The elements have no effect on me. Moisture is purely decorative.’ 
 
    ‘Sure. Hang on, how did you know I would be coming back? How long have you been out here?’ 
 
    Vincent pressed his badge against the lock mechanism and the revolving door buzzed to life. The lights to the reception illuminated, casting their glow across the marble floor and impressive, rounded desk. 
 
    ‘I’ve been waiting as long as it took.’ Vincent calmly ushered him to the door. ‘Lord Ottoway is waiting for you. Enjoy the view.’ 
 
    Franklyn shuffled through the door and strode across the large, open plan entrance towards the lifts. One of them was open, a small creature stood in the doorway like a bizarre, monstrous bellhop. Once he’d entered, the creature turned its key, booting the lift into life, before slithering around the corner like a snake. 
 
    Franklyn shuddered. 
 
    This new world was going to take some getting used to. 
 
    The elevator shot upwards, with Franklyn’s ears popping as it flew to the sixty-ninth floor at over six metres per second. As it finally came to a stop, the robotic voice welcomed Franklyn to floor sixty-nine, with him immaturely noting that would be a great name for a porn film. The corridor, which offered some spacious toilet facilities, was dimly lit, a few bulbs bursting from strategic points in the flooring, casting everything in an upward shadow. 
 
    With measured steps, he walked towards the large panes of glass, his jaw dropping at the stunning view before him. 
 
    The beautiful city of London was aglow, the numerous tourist attractions, and iconic land marks bathed in both light and majesty. Big Ben shot up, neighbouring the breathtaking Houses of Parliament which towered over the River Thames. The well-known river arched through the town like a giant eel, the city surrounding it was alive with colour and activity. 
 
    From both worlds. 
 
    As he lost himself in the beauty hundreds of feet below, he heard the click of the cane and turned, the generous Ottoway approaching slowly. 
 
    ‘Welcome back.’ 
 
    Franklyn shuffled uncomfortably on the spot. Ottoway finally approached, extending a hand which he shook gratefully. 
 
    ‘Sorry about before.’ He offered, unable to take his eyes off the city. Ottoway followed his gaze. 
 
    ‘Stunning, isn’t it? You can see everything. From Battersea Power Station to Wembley Stadium. And everything in between.’ Ottoway fell into what Franklyn assumed, was a pre-written speech. ‘This city is a heartbeat for this country. Millions live here, but they are not alone. The Otherside is on every street, an Other slithers through every shadow. For the most part, they are like us. They seek a peaceful existence and a safe haven. A place to call home.’ 
 
    Ottoway slowly turned to Franklyn, offering him a smile. 
 
    ‘Tell me, Mr Jones. Why have you come back?’ 
 
    For the first time in his life, Franklyn was lost for words. The heartbreak of his life came flooding back to him like an overrun bath tub, the final images were of his daughter in her window just hours ago. The pain in his feet roared from the miles he’d walked to find what he’d been looking for. He turned his gaze back to the wonderment before him. 
 
    ‘I’ve spent my whole life being terrified of the things I saw. The creatures, or Others, that followed me. That ruined my life. That took my daughter from me.’ He gritted his teeth. ‘I grew up without my dad, and although I can’t be there for my Chloe, I can at least do something. I can keep this world safe from the things they don’t know about.’ 
 
    Ottoway straightened, flicking open his blazer, and taking a quick glance at his pocket watch. Franklyn run a hand over his face, wiping away the last of his pity. 
 
    ‘I’d like to join the BTCO, sir.’ 
 
    Ottoway grinned and extended his hand. 
 
    ‘Then let’s get started.’ 
 
    The two men turned and headed back to the elevator, ready to plummet deep underground to the heart of the organisation. Franklyn stole a quick glance back over his shoulder, wanting to view the beauty one more time before his life changed forever.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    A 6.00 a.m. call came via a thudding fist on his metal door and Franklyn slowly stirred on the bed. It had been the same for the past ten days, the BTCO putting him through a gruelling regiment of early starts, healthy eating, and basic training. While he should commend them for taking his health into consideration, he cursed them for disrupting his sleep. 
 
    An early bird he was not. 
 
    The modest chambers they’d accommodated him beat his original plan of a shop doorway, the white room equipped with an adequate bed along with a table for his minimal belongings and a wardrobe filled with black trousers and black T-shirts. Shuffling out of the bed, he entered his en suite bathroom, splashing water against his face before slipping his clothes off and stepping into the shower cubicle. The shower burst forward with an ice-cold frenzy before gently calming him as it warmed up. After a few minutes of hard scrubbing, he slipped out, a towel wrapped around his waist, and he scrubbed his teeth vigorously. He looked at his pale body through the steam of the mirror, the ten days of training already beginning to show. 
 
    After spitting out the excess tooth paste, Franklyn ran a brush through his short hair, the BTCO affording him a neat haircut and a fresh set of razors. His brown hair, now cut short and brushed into a neat side parting, topped a stubble covered face. He looked and felt human again, which was important when his days were dominated by creatures not of this world. 
 
    He turned off the tap, wiped his mouth on the hand towel and left the bathroom with a gentle chuckle. 
 
    A crude sketch of a penis drawn into the steam on the mirror. 
 
    Moments later, he was walking down the bright corridors, thirty feet below the entrance to the Shard. It amazed him just how much the world didn’t know. While only a select few people knew of the Otherside, the thousands of tourists who would flock to the Shard that day would have no idea the work being done below them. 
 
    The fate of two worlds being managed beneath their excited feet. 
 
    After stopping into the staff canteen for a measly bowl of porridge and passable coffee, Franklyn made his way towards the Training Hub, the rooms designed to prepare and teach the new recruits how to marshal the other world and the best ways to maintain the truce. Franklyn had found the first ten days tough. Never the most natural of students, he found the continuous number of rules and laws to be overbearing, especially as authority had always been something he lacked. But he respected what the BTCO was trying to project. 
 
    A true sense of right and wrong. 
 
    That’s what the worlds needed. 
 
    Vincent, who had taken a keen interest in his learning, had scheduled a one-to-one session for what felt like the rest of Franklyn’s life, their twelve-hour sessions ranging from the history of the truce to the limitations of the latch stones. As Franklyn begrudgingly walked through the corridor, he passed the two iron doors that reached from floor to ceiling, slammed together with a powerful grandeur. 
 
    The Archive. 
 
    Yet to be given the full tour, all he knew was that was the heartbeat of the operation. Behind those doors, lived the very essence of the Otherside, the pulse of the BTCO and a tapestry of information that stretched further than the Great Wall of China. It would make one hell of a holiday read. 
 
    Franklyn rounded the corner, his mind wandering to the last time he’d been on holiday when his shoulder collided painfully with the oncoming agent. The air turned blue, with a strong French accent. 
 
    ‘You fool.’ The handsome man yelled at Franklyn, gesticulating wildly with his hand. Hugo LaPone was one of the BTCO’s finest, with the good looks to match the arrogance that clung to him like a bad smell. His Neither, Marco, slithered beside him, his reptilian nature causing Franklyn to shuffle uncomfortably to the side. 
 
    ‘Sorry, mate.’ Franklyn offered, placing a hand on Hugo’s shoulder to steady them both and immediately having it swiped away. 
 
    ‘Don’t touch my jacket.’ Hugo spat, squaring up to Franklyn. ‘What the hell are you smirking at?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. Well, nothing of any consequence.’ 
 
    Hugo snarled, taking another step towards Franklyn, trying his best to intimidate. 
 
    ‘Do you know who I am?’ 
 
    ‘You’re obviously some sort of arsehole.’ Franklyn offered, watching the Frenchman’s eyes light up with fury. The Neither took a few slinking steps forward, provoking Franklyn to lash out. 
 
    He did. 
 
    A firm fist caught the Neither between its beady, black eyes, causing it to scurry back and scale the wall slightly. Both it and Hugo looked on in shock and Franklyn immediately held both his hands up in apology. 
 
    ‘Woah. Sorry.’ Franklyn took a step towards the shocked creature, only to have his pathway blocked by Hugo. 
 
    ‘What the hell did you do?’ His French accent dominating each word. 
 
    ‘Look, I’m sorry.’ 
 
    ‘How did you do that?’ Hugo demanded, envy pushing his temper to its limit. 
 
    ‘Do what?’ 
 
    A loud cough interrupted the stare down and the agent and trainee both turned to find the authoritative figure of Vincent standing at the end of the corridor. The sleeves of black robe overlapped, his hands clasped beneath them like a holy man. 
 
    ‘Monsieur Vincent.’ Hugo nodded. 
 
    ‘Vinny.’ Frankly followed. 
 
    ‘Enough. I will not have our agents desecrating our hallways with their differences. Put this behind you and walk on.’ 
 
    Franklyn nodded and turned back to the snooty Frenchman, extending a peace offering hand. Hugo barged past him, their shoulders colliding again, and Franklyn raised his eyebrows to Vincent. Vincent gently shook his head and floated down the corridor, urging Franklyn to follow him. 
 
    Marco looked at Franklyn with deep hatred before slithering around the wall, making a big effort to distance himself from his attacker. 
 
    ‘Sorry about the punch.’ Franklyn feebly offered, instantly regretting it. Marco ignored it anyway, scurrying off after his arsehole of a partner. 
 
    ‘Jones.’ Vincent’s voice echoed down the corridor, its urgency bouncing off the halogen lit hallways. 
 
    Franklyn scurried up the corridor, catching up with the senior Neither who sharply turned a corner, heading towards the Training Hub. Each room of the Hub was designed to create a realistic rendering of a real-life situation. While there were several small classrooms, Franklyn had been aching to venture to one of these simulations. 
 
    The legendary Denham ran the centre, but Franklyn hadn’t been introduced yet. 
 
    The rumours that spread through the underground complex had prepared Franklyn for his own, personal Full Metal Jacket experience. Denham’s reputation proceeded him. A former soldier who crossed the divide, he’d spent decades as a field agent, partnered with an Agent Morris who was no longer alive. Denham was now the one they sent the new recruits to. 
 
    If you could survive him, you could survive the job. 
 
    Franklyn couldn’t wait. 
 
    As they strode towards the centre, Franklyn turned to open the door to the library where they’d been studying, ready for another one of Vincent’s stimulating, multi-hour lectures. Surprisingly, Vincent continued forward, bypassing the door, and heading towards the barracks. Confused, Franklyn chased after him, his feet the only sound hitting the floor. 
 
    ‘Where are we going, Vinny?’ 
 
    ‘It is time for your next stage of training.’ 
 
    The calm words caused Franklyn’s words to catch in his throat, a comical gulp betraying his nerves. 
 
    They were heading to Denham. 
 
    ‘But you said there was still too much for me to learn. You even insinuated that I wasn’t up to scratch.’ 
 
    ‘Up to scratch?’ Vincent queried, his eyes still set dead ahead. 
 
    ‘That I wasn’t learning enough. That I wasn’t ready.’ 
 
    Franklyn found it fascinating that he wasn’t the only one learning. Vincent stopped at the mighty, iron door to the training rooms and turned to face his student. His stretched skin pulled tightly across his rounded skull. His piercing eyes cut through Franklyn, the lack of eyebrow only adding to the ghostly image. 
 
    ‘You are not ready.’ Vincent placed his long fingers and palm across a glass box, the light beneath scanning it before a green bulb shot to life. 
 
    The iron doors creaked open, the heavy metal over a foot in thickness. 
 
    Nothing but shadow beckoned Franklyn in. 
 
    He turned back to Vincent with a plea in his eyes. 
 
    ‘Look, if this is punishment for hitting that thing back there, I’m sorry.’ His eyes flashed to the blackness beyond the door. 
 
    ‘Good luck.’ 
 
    Franklyn took a deep breath and stepped into the darkness, the iron doors slamming shut behind him. Vincent waited in place, his eyes staring at the rigid, iron markings that crossed the door before him. Behind him, he could hear the gentle repetition of fine, Italian shoes slapping against the tiled floors. Mixed with the steps was the gentle click of a cane. 
 
    ‘Sir.’ Vincent spoke, turning with respect. 
 
    ‘Vincent, we’ve been friends for over sixty years. If you call me ‘Sir’ ever again, I will introduce you to the pointy end of my cane.’ 
 
    ‘Quite’. 
 
    Ottoway fixed his Neither with a warm smile, before turning back to the door. 
 
    ‘Little bit soon, don’t you think? I mean, I have full faith in the lad, but Denham isn’t exactly one for niceties.’ 
 
    ‘Sink or swim I believe is the phrase.’ Vincent retorted, drawing a raised eyebrow from the BTCO chairman. 
 
    ‘He isn’t ready though, is he?’ Vincent shook his head in response. ‘Is it punishment? For striking Marco?’ 
 
    Vincent turned to his superior with surprise. In the six decades they’d worked together, he was shocked at two things. The way Ottoway spoke to and treated everyone with complete respect. And the fact that nothing happened without him knowing about it. 
 
    The man saw everything. 
 
    ‘It is not a punishment.’ Vincent finally responded. 
 
    ‘No?’ 
 
    ‘No. It is a reward.’ 
 
    Now it was Ottoway’s turn to be dumbfounded. Vincent turned to him, the light casting his long, thin shadow to fall across Ottoway’s portly frame. 
 
    ‘A reward? For striking a co-worker?’ 
 
    ‘Marco wasn’t wearing a latch stone.’ 
 
    Vincent turned and with a noble nod, began to move back down the corridor. Ottoway stood in place, the information processing slowly in his mind like a washing machine set to spin. The fast track hadn’t been to teach the unruly Franklyn a lesson in respect. 
 
    It was to test just how strong he was. 
 
    Never in the recorded history of the truce had a human crossed to the Otherside and returned. Every human who had been crazy enough to make the journey was reduced to ash. The atmosphere deconstructing the human genome and burning its way through their body. 
 
    Franklyn had returned. 
 
    Unscathed. 
 
    While tests had been inconclusive as to what had changed within his genetics, he still required careful monitoring. His volatile personality and smart mouth had seen him fall foul of Agent LaPone and his Neither, his conduct would certainly lead to a reprimand. Without question, LaPone would be headed to Montgomery Black, the Head of the Committee who ran the BTCO with an iron fist wrapped in a sand paper mitten. 
 
    The meetings and red tape he would have to go through to keep Franklyn Jones in the organisation was already solidifying as a headache within his skull. 
 
    But for now, he broke into a smile. 
 
    Denham would test Franklyn to his limits and he was sure he wouldn’t break. 
 
    No human had returned from the Otherside. 
 
    Even more exciting, no human had physically interacted with a creature without a latch stone. 
 
    With a gentle chuckle, Ottoway nodded his best wishes to Franklyn beyond the door, before turning back to follow his dear friend with a spring in his step. 
 
    Franklyn Jones was special. 
 
    The question was, how special? 
 
    With the doors locked in place and the young man making the lonely journey through the dark towards Denham, the BTCO were about to find out.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Each step echoed against the stone walls, the dread slowly filling up inside Franklyn as he passed through the darkness. His heart was racing, hammering against his chest like a pneumatic drill. Although his eyes had adjusted, the cold, empty darkness continued to swallow him like a starved animal. 
 
    Where the hell was he going? 
 
    Already thirty feet below the ground, Franklyn felt the walls closing in more as he ventured deeper into the heart of the organisation. Denham was waiting, the legend preceding the creature was that Franklyn was just a small dog on his way to the vet. 
 
    He was about to have his bollocks removed. 
 
    With his fingertips gently gliding across the cold, concrete wall, he ventured around another corner, the texture changing completely. 
 
    Wood. 
 
    Then books. 
 
    Rows upon rows of books. 
 
    Like a firework erupting in the sky, the lights burst above, the entire library bathed in the glare from the halogen bulbs. Rows upon rows of book cases welcomed Franklyn, their leather-bound sides all pressed together like too many sardines in a tin. As he slowly ventured into the library, Franklyn felt a twinge of guilt that he wasn’t an avid reader. 
 
    Reading is one of the world’s greatest gifts. 
 
    A shite sight better than the one that had lead him to this damn library. 
 
    ‘Hello?’ Franklyn called out, hoping for any sort of guidance. 
 
    All he got in response was what he expected. The room was as quiet as a library, without a stern, bespectled woman to annoyingly hunt down any trace of noise. 
 
    A low rumble echoed behind the book case near him. A few books rocked on their seams and he took a step back, a cautious eye scanning the nearest exit route. After a few moments, it returned, rocking the bookcase, the books shaking violently, and beginning to loosen. Slowly, one book began to push forward, enticing Franklyn forward. 
 
    What was the book? 
 
    A black, clawed hand ripped through the books and slashed at him, causing him to scream, and leap back, his legs hitting the table and sending him rolling back over the wood and crumpling into a pile on the other side. The wind left his lungs as soon as he struck the hard floor, the pain shooting up his back and hitting his brain like a ‘test your strength’ game at a circus. 
 
    The only prize for winning was Franklyn turning the air blue. 
 
    As he slowly rolled in agony, Franklyn pushed himself up. A booming laughter echoed through the library, each mocking chuckle ricocheting off the pages of the books in his direction. 
 
    More lights flickered on and the sound of an engine powering down juttered from the bookcase. As Franklyn pulled himself to his feet, he glared at the shelf, the black arm hanging limply, attached to the book case by a metal crane and a number of wires. 
 
    It was fake. 
 
    Booming footsteps, like someone swinging a sledgehammer at the hard floor, stomped towards Franklyn, and he turned. 
 
    His eyes widened in horror. 
 
    Never had he seen a creature quite like it. The Neither was clearly a humanoid, similar to Vincent. It had arms and legs, but its skin was a deep shade of brown, like a freshly polished oak table. Its sheer bulk was magnificent, its arms like tree trunks ripping the sleeves to breaking point. Its chest looked like it was made of solid granite, its shoulders leaping up like a triangle. Its head was bald, the light skimming off the skull and bouncing off in a striking gleam. 
 
    A leather eyepatch wrapped around its head, the left eye covered by the thick, black leather. 
 
    A war scar, no doubt. 
 
    Worn like a trophy. 
 
    Both hands, wrapped into fists that resembled bowling balls, rested on his hips, as his deep laugh hammered out of his chest. 
 
    Denham couldn’t stop laughing. 
 
    ‘Damn.’ His voice was coarse. ‘You scream like a bitch.’ 
 
    ‘Well I’m pretty sure I pissed myself, so, thanks.’ 
 
    Denham chuckled, the black, BTCO T-shirt struggling to contain his giant frame. 
 
    ‘You’re welcome. Jones, right?’ 
 
    ‘You must be Denham.’ 
 
    Franklyn extended his hand, which Denham cast his only eye over. He stepped past Franklyn, ignoring the handshake, and addressing the room. 
 
    ‘I like to call this simulation ‘The Angry Librarian.’ Denham announced proudly, leading Franklyn through the make-believe library. ‘Do you know what this achieves?’ 
 
    ‘Soiled underwear?’ Franklyn offered, receiving a generous grin. 
 
    ‘No. This simulation puts the trainee in a mundane situation where at any moment, my world could reach through and take you.’ Denham stopped and smirked at Franklyn. ‘Plus, I enjoy scaring the shit out of fresh meat.’ 
 
    A few metres further and the library morphed into what looked like a food court in a shopping centre. Franklyn watched with bemusement as holograms of humans sat, a lifelike interpretation of a busy Saturday afternoon where the consumerism of humanity feasted upon convenient junk food. The lights flickered, and an ear-piercing scream shook the room. Franklyn stumbled backwards, through an imitation of a pregnant lady as a spider-like creature swung down from the ceiling. 
 
    As he tried to catch his breath, he heard a hearty laugh come from ahead, the sadistic drill sergeant leading him through his house of horrors. Soon, the food court bled into a war zone, soldiers lying dead, and a creature slithering between them. 
 
    Franklyn kept close to Denham, refusing to partake in this one, as machine guns rattled in the background and something swam beneath the fake deceased. 
 
    Denham turned, playing tour guide. 
 
    ‘This one actually happened.’ 
 
    ‘To you?’ Franklyn asked, immediately wondering what the BTCO’s involvement was in the Second World War. 
 
    ‘No. Not me. Ottoway.’ 
 
    Impressed, Franklyn nodded his approval as the harrowing rendition of mankind’s darkest days slowly faded and they entered what appeared to be an armoury. The walls were lined with different blades, numerous swords ranging in size and shape. 
 
    All of them lethal. 
 
    A metal cabinet sat at the far end, two heavy chains latched across it like a bow. Whatever was stored in there, Franklyn clearly wasn’t on the right pay grade to find out. As they continued through the corridor, a selection of large windows appeared, providing a view to the training within. 
 
    A few creatures were huddled over a table, their long, multi-fingered hands frantically pulling apart a metal contraption. 
 
    ‘Our scientists are constantly looking for ways to evolve technology. This side and the other.’ 
 
    Franklyn didn’t even respond to the explanation, blindly following his tutor with his mouth hanging open in bewilderment. 
 
    The next window showed two humans, both wearing lab coats, huddled around a third. This man, military looking, was strapped into what looked like a backpack. He clicked the switch on the remote in his hand and the entire room burst into a white light, as if the moon fell out of the sky. 
 
    They moved on before Franklyn saw the outcome. 
 
    At the next window, he stopped. 
 
    Denham strode on, his voice echoing as he pointed out some other need to know fact that Franklyn had no interest in. 
 
    His feet had planted. 
 
    His hands pressed against the glass as he watched. 
 
    Inside the room, the Neither moved with a ferocity he’d never witnessed before. Standing almost seven-foot-tall, the creature’s skin was a dark brown, its hair cut to the scalp and a small, black box beard ran around its heavy-set jaw. 
 
    It looked human. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    Wearing armoured trousers, its torso rippled with muscles that Franklyn didn’t even know existed. In its hand was a large blade, and before it, three-armed creatures that swung with brutal intent. 
 
    The creature deflected each strike, its movements mesmerising, and its authority final. Manoeuvring with the poise of a ballet dancer, it countered each strike, its expert skill drawing a gasp from Franklyn before it sent its opponent crashing to the ground with a well-timed boot to the chest. 
 
    As the three-armed creatures laid sprawled on the floor and trying to pull themselves up for the next round, the giant warrior turned, its grey, pupilless eyes locking onto Franklyn’s. 
 
    The two stared at each other. 
 
    Franklyn swallowed with nervousness, before nodding a hello. 
 
    The creature nodded back, stood to attention, and ready for battle. 
 
    ‘Hey, rookie.’ Denham’s voice bellowed down the hallway, his hulking frame filling out the doorway at the end of the corridor. ‘Move your arse.’ 
 
    Snapping back to his training, Franklyn scurried off down the hall, ignoring the bizarre creature that was hanging from the ceiling in the next room, and the female agent who smiled broadly, a smaller, childlike Neither with a nest of messy hair stood beside her. 
 
    As he shot through the door, Denham hauled him by the back of his T-shirt. 
 
    ‘Don’t get distracted. Not by anything from your world or mine. The second you take your eye off it, the shadow moves. Got that?’ 
 
    ‘Sorry. I just, I’ve never seen something fight like that before.’ He responded, arching his head back to the corridor. 
 
    ‘Forget him. He’s not worth your time.’ 
 
    ‘Who is he?’ 
 
    ‘His name is Argyle.’ Denham’s voice was laced with malice. ‘I don’t wish to discuss him. Believe me, you won’t want me to lose my temper.’ 
 
    Franklyn agreed and kept quiet and Denham offered him another cold, metal chair before perching his considerable frame on the table before them. The metal creaked. 
 
    ‘So why the fuck are you here, Jones?’ Denham stared at him. ‘It’s not for the food. I know that much.’ 
 
    Franklyn chuckled. Despite possibly being the scariest creature he’d seen in his thirty-one years of life, he liked Denham. 
 
    ‘I want to keep my daughter safe.’ 
 
    ‘Then buy her a pepper spray.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t. This ability you guys go on about, it’s wrecked my fucking life. My wife. My daughter. Gone. But if I can keep her safe without her knowing, then that’s enough for me.’ 
 
    Denham pulled his lips together, nodding slightly. 
 
    ‘Fair enough. Personally, I think whatever reason you have don’t mean anything.’ Denham smiled, clapping his hands together. ‘I’ve lived longer than you could ever know. I’ve seen both worlds burn. I know what lies on my side of the gateway, the darkness that consumes every creature. But I’ve seen this world do the exact same. Cities reduced to ash at the click of a button. People sentenced to death by the will of a jury. I’m here, because we can at least maintain a balance. Now over the next few weeks, I’m going to find out just how badly you want to save your daughter. And make you piss your pants some more. Questions?’ 
 
    Franklyn sat still for a few moments, allowing the prep talk to sink in before leaning forward, pointing at Denham’s patch. 
 
    ‘You sure you saw all that? Or just some of it?’ 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Denham glared at Franklyn, his lone eye burning a hole right through the human before him. Franklyn squirmed with regret, wishing he could recall the comment like an errant email and next time peg a terrifying, battle hardened Neither as a sensitive soul. 
 
    Eventually, a massive smile spread took control of Denham’s face and spread like an unstoppable disease across his jawline. 
 
    ‘I think we’re going to get on just fine.’ 
 
    The small office suddenly came alive with noise, as a rasping bellowed through the tiny, intercom speaker that hung from the corner like a spider’s web. 
 
    The unmistakable voice of Vincent crackled through. 
 
    ‘Denham. Please report to The Archive urgently.’ 
 
    The muscle-bound soldier sighed, holding up a finger to Franklyn urging him to wait. He hoisted his giant frame off the table and headed to the door, the metal rocking on its frame as he slammed it behind him. 
 
    The door slowly creaked open. 
 
    Franklyn looked around the dingy briefing room, there was nothing anywhere. 
 
    Just another table and chair. 
 
    Suddenly, he felt transported back to his first meeting with Ottoway, the eccentric old man who had signed his dark past away like a blank cheque. 
 
    Who had given him a purpose. 
 
    Refusing to sit still, Franklyn followed Denham out of the door, watching as his huge trainer scrambled down the corridor like an underground tube shooting out of London Bridge Station. 
 
    Keeping his footsteps quiet, Franklyn followed, eager to learn more about the Archive, the forbidden room that Vincent resided in. A few people walked past with a sceptical eye, Franklyn raising a finger to his lips and urging silence. 
 
    The massive, iron doors to the Archive roared open, the thick metal yawning loudly. Denham disappeared through, swallowed by the secrets beyond. Just as the impenetrable entrance was about to slam shut, Franklyn slipped into the heartbeat of the BTCO. 
 
    As the doors slammed shut behind him, he realised what a mistake he’d made. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    A catacomb of bookshelves lined the entire room, turning sharply into each other, creating a maze of knowledge and wonder. Each shelf was packed to capacity with large, leather-bound books, all of them filled from corner to corner with the scrawlings of another world. 
 
    Another place in time. 
 
    Meandering through the lines of fine, polished desks, each one fitted with a viewing lamp and an ink pot, Franklyn reached towards the shelf, praying a mechanical arm didn’t shoot out and cause him to piss himself. With considerable effort, he carried the heavy book to the nearest desk, laying it out, and blowing the cover. A cloud of dust rose like a sand storm, dancing through the dim lights that bore down from the curved, white ceiling. 
 
    The leather cover of the book bore a symbol that Franklyn had never seen and with both hands, he hauled the cover over, revealing the first page of the book. The paper was thick and rugged, with the entire sheet covered in a criss-crossed pattern that blew his mind. 
 
    Every page. 
 
    A language from a world beyond. 
 
    After flicking through for a few more moments, a voice echoed faintly in the distance, beyond the far wall of book shelves that lined the horizon. Franklyn stepped back between the desks and headed towards it, stepping as lightly as possible as he approached. In the far corner, a strange looking creature without a face sat deeply invested in the book, Franklyn was doing his best to locate its eyes. 
 
    ‘Slow down, Frenchie. Remember your place.’ 
 
    The unmistakable voice of Denham leapt over the bookcases like a launched fishing rod and reeled Franklyn in. As he crept towards an opening in the book cases, his eyes widened with a mixture of horror and astonishment. 
 
    Laying in four separate pods were four bodies, each one of them nude and featureless, their skin a pale blue, the colour of peppermint. Their skin shimmered like freshly polished marble, the lights of their pods bouncing off them. Connected to their limbs was a plethora of wires, wrapping around them like vines. Each wire wriggled its way upwards to an expanse of computer systems and monitors, with lights flickering, and a backing track of high-pitched beeping. 
 
    Franklyn stared at the closest creature, taken aback by the sheer bizarreness of what he was seeing. It was only after a few moments that he realised his mouth was open in awe. 
 
    What the hell was this place? 
 
    The computer hub was separated into four quadrants, with each creature in their own dedicated corner, strapped to their own controls. In the far corner, Franklyn saw the bulging stature of Denham, the lights casting his shadow across the room like a skyscraper. To the right of him, staring intently at the screen was Vincent. Beside him, that arrogant prick, Hugo, and his Neither, Marco, whose face was beginning to swell. From the way Hugo stood, as if he was stupid enough to go toe to toe with Denham, he clearly wasn’t happy. 
 
    ‘He should be kicked out.’ 
 
    Even with the thickness of the French accent, Franklyn knew Hugo was talking about him. 
 
    ‘Why? Because your boy here can’t take a punch?’ Denham pointed a meaty finger at Marco. ‘Do you have any idea what he is?’ 
 
    Franklyn shuddered, the idea that he was something other than human tap danced down his spine. 
 
    What did he mean? 
 
    ‘He is not fit to be an agent.’ Hugo’s voice raised in anger. 
 
    ‘Jealous and French. That’s two strikes against you, Hugo.’ 
 
    ‘Quiet. Both of you.’ Vincent’s voice sliced through like a sharp blade, the authority killing the confrontation instantly. His pupilless eyes darted across the screen, a bizarre arrangement of colourful lines interlinking and apparently relaying a message. He shook his bald, elongated head. 
 
    ‘I believe we will need to intervene.’ 
 
    ‘Damn.’’ Denham offered with a sigh, his arms folded across his chest. 
 
    ‘It could be a good way to see just how he does.’ Vincent offered, turning to Denham. Instantly, a sneer ran across the perfectly symmetrical face of Hugo LaPone. 
 
    ‘This is an outrage. I will take this case.’ 
 
    ‘Like I said, remember your rank.’ Denham’s voice boomed with menace, his hulking frame dwarfing Hugo. ‘It isn’t up to you who assigns the cases. It’s up to Vinny.’ 
 
    ‘Not this time,’ Vincent said, still staring at the screen. Denham and Hugo both turned to him, their eyebrows raised in confusion. For a few moments, all that could be heard was the beeping of the four machines, each one chirping its own rhythm that Franklyn was sure was synced to the bizarre, lifeless figure it was attached to. 
 
    ‘Then who?’ Hugo eventually asked. 
 
    ‘Franklyn.’ Vincent instantly snapped his head to the small gap between the shelves, his eyes snatching Franklyn like a bird of prey. Denham and Hugo both turned as well, his angry adversary scowling while his new mentor just shook his head with disappointment. After a few moments of staring, he realised he was holding his breath. With a feeble smile, Franklyn stepped from the bookshelf and into the most bizarre situation he could have ever imagined. 
 
    ‘Hey, guys.’ 
 
    ‘This is what I’m talking about.’ Hugo spat venomously. ‘He has no right to be in here.’ 
 
    ‘Nice to see you too, buddy.’ Franklyn stepped forward, refusing to be intimidated. ‘Herman, right?’ 
 
    ‘Hugo.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever.’ Franklyn turned back to Vincent, flashing a quick raised eyebrow to Denham, searching for approval. A single eye rolled. ‘First off, what the hell is this place?’ 
 
    ‘This is the Archive, Jones. Had you obeyed Denham and sat tight, we wouldn’t need to be having this conversation. However, this is where I spend most of my time. This here, is the heart of the BTCO.’ 
 
    ‘Right … and you guys are running some weird tanning salon?’ 
 
    Denham sniggered then immediately regained composure, towering over all four of them. Hugo glared at Franklyn, as did Marco. How to make friends and alienate strange creatures! Vincent ignored the joke. 
 
    ‘Each one of these creatures is linked to my world, tapped into the very fibre of its being. They relay our movements, our activity, working in tandem with each other to map out what is happening in the shadows and where we need to be.’ 
 
    ‘That’s pretty cool.’ Franklyn feebly offered. 
 
    ‘It is, yes.’ Vincent stared at the screen, sliding two fingers on one of the screens, enlarging the image, a blurred, black, and white picture of the woods. ‘We call them the Oracles.’ 
 
    ‘Three over here has picked up something.’ Denham directed a meaty thumb in the direction of the prone creature. 
 
    ‘It is my next case.’ Hugo butted in, trying in vain to establish his masculinity. Vincent turned, his face an emotionless mask. 
 
    ‘Not exactly.’ 
 
    ‘Excuse me?’ His accent strengthened with anger. 
 
    ‘The reason I called Denham here is because I feel it could be a good idea to ‘test’ out our newest recruit.’ 
 
    All eyes fell on Franklyn, who slowly looked at all three of them. 
 
    ‘Yeah, I don’t think I want to.’ 
 
    ‘Fuck him, this is my case.’ Hugo rashly interjected. 
 
    ‘Whoa, buddy. Let’s just calm down here.’ 
 
    Hugo turned and shoved Franklyn with a firm palm to the shoulder, sending him back a step. Denham, with his arms folded watched with interest. 
 
    ‘Don’t push me.’ Franklyn warned, a wry smile on his face. Hugo angrily ran a hand through his perfect, shiny black hair, and glared at Vincent. 
 
    ‘This is a mistake.’ 
 
    ‘As a senior officer, I’m telling you to take a walk.’ Denham took a menacing step forward, engulfing the furious agent in his shadow. Hugo’s eyes jumped from creature to creature, begging one of them to back him up. Franklyn stood to the side, recomposing himself. 
 
    ‘Bullshit.’ Hugo snarled, before turning, and barging past Franklyn, ramming him full force with his shoulder. Franklyn smirked again, as Marco slithered by, his swollen face twisted in a hate-filled scowl. As their footsteps bounced from the book cases and echoed around the giant hall, Franklyn turned back to the strange creatures. 
 
    ‘He’s a nice man, isn’t he?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry about it, Frankie. He’s just jealous,’ Denham replied, turning back to Vincent, and the multiple screens. 
 
    ‘Jealous? I thought he was the top agent.’ 
 
    The two creatures ignored him, Vincent suddenly lowering his voice to a firm whisper, the edges of each word just falling short of Franklyn’s ear. As they muttered, Franklyn couldn’t help thinking he was the subject of their conversation, especially as Denham threw his singular gaze in his direction. After a few moments, they heard the large, metal door yawn loudly, before slamming firmly behind Hugo. After a few more awkward moments, Denham sighed. 
 
    ‘Vinnie, you know I prefer not to go into the field, right?’ 
 
    ‘It is a direct order.’ 
 
    ‘Goddamn it,’ Denham muttered. ‘I don’t like this world nor the people in it. You know the drill, I scare him shitless here and then you assign him a babysitter.’ 
 
    Franklyn took a step forward, meekly lifting a hand. 
 
    ‘If it helps, I don’t really want to go either.’ 
 
    ‘It would be a good chance to test him,’ Vincent spoke, ignoring Franklyn again with what was becoming a frustrating regularity. 
 
    ‘I get it. You’re excited about what he can do.’ Denham jerked his shiny head in Franklyn’s direction. ‘But this ain’t a test simulation. I’m not on the other end of the panel, making him shit himself. This creature finds him, it will kill him.’ 
 
    ‘Whoa.’ Franklyn interjected. ‘Just as a note, I don’t think I’m ready either.’ 
 
    Vincent glanced quickly at Franklyn, dismissing his contribution to the discussion. 
 
    ‘You will protect him. I know it.’ Vincent’s skeletal face ruptured into a smile. ‘Besides, it will be good for you to get some fresh air.’ 
 
    ‘Fuck you.’ Denham retorted, a respectful grin solidifying a friendship that Franklyn was sure had spanned decades. 
 
    ‘You will need to get him some armour. This creature won’t hesitate to kill him.’ 
 
    Franklyn stepped forward, making a ‘T’ shape with his hands, a look of concern spread across his face. 
 
    ‘Okay, time out.’ Both Neithers turned to him. ‘This really sounds like a shit idea. Also, why the hell would this thing want to kill me?’ 
 
    Vincent answered with extreme clarity. 
 
    ‘Because seven humans have gone missing in three days and I would hazard a guess it wasn’t a game of hide and seek.’  
 
    ‘Cool,’ Franklyn said, his lips upturned as he weighed up the situation, his head nodding slightly. ‘I vote we send Hugo.’ 
 
    ‘I agree.’ Denham added, his arms crossed, and his one eye locked on Vincent. 
 
    ‘Enough.’ Vincent’s tone rose with authority. ‘You may not realise it Franklyn, but you have an important part to play here. Denham, I expect you to do what you did for many years with distinction. Solve the case and bring this creature to banishment. Now, make your way to the armoury and sign out whatever you may need.’ 
 
    ‘Armoury?’ Franklyn asked, his eyebrows leaping with surprise. Vincent, ignoring his outburst, kept his focus on the hulking trainer. 
 
    ‘I will square it with Ottoway.’ 
 
    After a few moments of silence, Denham released a defeated sigh, his enormous chest collapsing like a roof panel caving in. With a resigned nod of the head, he patted Vincent on the shoulder, accepting his orders before turning back to his protégé. 
 
    ‘Looks like we’re going on a field trip.’ 
 
    ‘Goodie,’ Franklyn responded, following his mentor towards the gap in the maze of book cases, their oak shelves crammed with knowledge he would never comprehend. Before stepping through the leather-bound labyrinth, Franklyn shot one last glance over his shoulder, committing the wonder before him to memory. Never had he seen such a sight, the four creatures twitched in their pods as the wizardly Vincent glided between them, understanding the myriad of statistics racing across the screens. 
 
    Their world speaking to ours. 
 
    The enormity of everything began to fall upon him. He had seen behind the curtain, realising now that the BTCO wasn’t just a clever name. The world he’d lived in before was only a half truth, yet he’d known since day one what was truly lurking in the shadows. The world was not alone, both sides of the divide needed to be protected and helped and that was what he’d been assigned to do. He thought back to when he watched his family disappearing down the corridor as he was carted off to his padded cell. 
 
    The heart-wrenching moment a few weeks prior as he stood in the rain, his daughter giving him one last wave before being pulled away into her new, stable life. 
 
    Franklyn realised then that he wasn’t just aware of the truth, he was now a part of something bigger. 
 
    That after watching the world turn its back on him, he would now dedicate himself to protecting it. 
 
    And the world would never know. 
 
    With a shake of the head, he followed Denham to the exit, ready for his first case. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Franklyn flicked his left hand upwards, clicking the indicator up, and pulling into the fast lane. It had been a while since he’d been behind the wheel of the car, but old habits die hard and his body gave a little shudder of excitement when they gave him the keys to a company car. 
 
    A sleek, black, Mercedes C-Class. 
 
    Thundering up the A11, Franklyn overtook the family car that was stuck to the middle lane, passing a driver who clutched the wheel with both hands and was clearly terrified of the motorway. After successfully overtaking, he chuckled as he pulled back in front and shot forward across the empty tarmac ahead. 
 
    The motorway was one of the safest places to drive.  
 
    Nothing could catch you by surprise. 
 
    Franklyn was cutting through Cambridge at eighty-two miles per hour, headed towards Elvedon Forest where his first ever case awaited him. The forest itself housed the popular Centre Parcs, an overpriced chalet experience complete with forest cycling and a large swimming pool. Despite the extortionate cost, he’d dreamt of taking Chloe there when she was old enough to ride a bike, lazily cycling through the woods like the models in the brochure. 
 
    The perfect family. 
 
    Franklyn clicked the button for the window to slowly retract, the whipping air filled the car with a freshness, the pressure wrapped around his body like a sash. The sun was out, the August afternoon was awash with sunshine that painted the surrounding fields in a wonderful glow. He lifted a cigarette to his lips and popped the in-car lighter down to heat up. 
 
    When he’d been handed the keys, a faceless suit and tie went over the ground rules of borrowing the vehicle, handing him a policy he instantly tossed back onto the desk. 
 
    Apparently, it was written by a Montgomery Black. 
 
    It forbid smoking in the car. 
 
    Franklyn lifted the lighter to the tip of his cigarette and let his lungs, and the car, fill with smoke, before exhaling with a loud satisfaction and metaphorically wiping his arse with the policy. Although he wasn’t necessarily heading towards the Midlands, the journey reminded him of the man he had taken during his student days, his mind shooting back to those evenings at Derby University, sat in his dorms with his best friend, Brett Archer. While they smoked as much tobacco and weed as their lungs could handle, his friend never once questioned his sanity. 
 
    If anything, he envied Franklyn’s ability to see the truth. 
 
    Franklyn took another pull, making a note to contact Brett now that he was out of the nuthouse and working as a secret agent. An agent who was headed into the woods to try to find missing people, all of them probably taken by a creature from his darkest nightmare. After a few more puffs, Franklyn flicked the cigarette through the window, allowing the wind to carry it to its oblivion while he wondered just how Brett would react to the recent changes to his life. 
 
    Probably with a big grin and the clinking of a pint glass. 
 
    After passing a sign for Thetford, Franklyn pulled off the motorway, slowly making his way towards Thetford Forest Park, the huge woodland area that housed not only Centre Parcs but a few other attractions such as a luxury spa and a Go Ape experience, which consisted of crazed people strapping themselves to wires and swinging from trees. Franklyn, not one for heights, decided hunting a potentially deadly monster through the midland woodlands was a more appealing option. 
 
    He was to drive to the Centre Parcs car park, but then take a sharp right, which lead to some private cabins. There he would meet a Mr Kenneth Rowe, an elderly gentleman, and former groundsman. According to the file, he knew the woods like the back of his hand but now, after many years of retirement, spent his twilight years with his wife, Tabitha. 
 
    Denham would meet him at the property, but Franklyn ran the show. 
 
    Kenneth wouldn’t be able to see Denham. 
 
    See the truth. 
 
    With a sigh, Franklyn eventually pulled onto the Elveden bypass, following the signs directing him to the resort and his first dance with another world. The drive from London had been surprisingly quick, with the daytime traffic a pale comparison to the horrors of rush hour. With the sun beating through the windscreen, Franklyn pulled into the Centre Parcs car park, before turning sharply, and steering the Mercedes over the bump onto the coarse, beaten track towards the private estates. 
 
    The luxury car jolted uncomfortably, the uneven, stone ground making a mockery of its expensive design. Carefully guiding the vehicle through the high, over bearing trees, Franklyn passed several chalets, the exteriors rendered to look like log cabins. An old lady, muttering incoherently as she tended to a row of plant pots stared at him. The dead weeds hung over the edges of their ceramic prisons, reaching for freedom. 
 
    Sure enough, as he rounded the corner, the impressive bulk of Denham was waiting outside the final building. The sun cut through the trees like a guillotine, bursting behind Denham, and casting a mighty shadow. The Neither was dressed in a black gown, which hung over a grey, re-enforced body plate. The handles of two swords poked out the bottom of his cloak, easy access which Franklyn felt a flicker of gratitude for. 
 
    Denham would protect him. 
 
    Despite his overbearing and belittling nature, Denham’s loyalty was clear. 
 
    As he slowly brought the car to a stop, he thought about the majestic warrior he saw training weeks previously. Never had he seen a creature move with such speed and conviction, moving the blade within its hand like a cheerleader whirling a baton. 
 
    Argyle. 
 
    Could Denham protect him from Argyle? 
 
    The car came to a stop and Franklyn pushed open the door, stepping out onto the dried mud. Wearing black Converse, blue jeans, and a black polo shirt, he looked less agency, and more like a holiday rep. He slid his sunglasses over his face, before turning to address the mighty warrior beside him. 
 
    ‘Howdy.’ 
 
    ‘Nice drive?’ Denham asked, his one eye peering beyond Franklyn to the curvaceous sports car behind, almost with envy. 
 
    ‘Like a dream.’ Franklyn lit another cigarette, politely fanning the smoke away from Denham who chuckled. 
 
    ‘Son, do you think second hand smoke can harm me?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be perfectly honest with you, mate. I haven’t got a fucking clue about much anymore.’ Franklyn offered with another long drag. ‘But we live and learn.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the spirit.’ 
 
    A cool breeze danced between them, followed by the delicate chirping of a distant, hidden bird. He turned to the chalet before him, the front lined with logs to give off the design of a genuine log cabin. The well-maintained porch  was lined with potted plants and a few ghastly gnomes, everything in its correct position. It made a mockery of Franklyn’s quarters back at the Shard, with his method of tidying being little more akin to a grenade going off. After a few more puffs, Franklyn felt his stomach tighten, a small twinge of fear spasming through his body. 
 
    ‘So, err … what do you think it is?’ His words stuttered, his voice box shaking with fear. Unexpectedly, Denham reached out one of his mighty hands, wrapped in leather straps, and placed a reassuring palm on his shoulder. 
 
    ‘I’ve got you.’ Denham spoke softly. ‘And you’ve got this.’ 
 
    Franklyn took a deep breath, nodding as if to convince himself. He took a long puff of his cigarette and then flashed another glance to Denham, who offered a reassuring smile. 
 
    ‘Who are you talking to, sonny?’ 
 
    The words whistled through a toothless mouth and Franklyn’s attention snapped back to the cabin. Standing in the doorway was an elderly gentleman, his skin wrinkled, and covered in liver spots. A welcoming smile spread across his face, drawing the skin into thick lines around every crevice. The file said that Kenneth Rowe was eighty-three years old, but he looked surprisingly fit for a man of his age. Despite the training with Denham, where Franklyn had started to see some muscle definition when he glanced in the mirror, he was still pretty sure Mr Rowe could beat him in a race. 
 
    The cigarette that he took a final drag on, surely wasn’t going to help. 
 
    ‘Mr Rowe.’ Franklyn offered, before looking around for a place to dispose of his smoke. ‘Agent Jones.’ 
 
    ‘Please, call me Ken.’ A strong, wrinkled hand extended with an ashtray which Franklyn stubbed his cigarette out on. 
 
    ‘Thanks, Ken.’ Franklyn turned. ‘And this is my partner …’ 
 
    He turned to Denham, who’s one eye rolled in its socket with disappointment. 
 
    ‘Partner?’ Ken chuckled as he stared into the blank space beside Franklyn. ‘You sure that was a normal cigarette, sonny?’ 
 
    Franklyn felt his cheeks blush, the embarrassment burning inside him. Literally the first sentence and he’d already fucked up. The ‘normal’ people couldn’t see the Otherside. A lifetime of being called insane or being gazed at sceptically should have hammered that home. Flicking a cautious eye towards his hidden partner, he searched his brain for a get out of jail free card. 
 
    ‘My partner is this beauty of a motor.’ He directed the old man’s gaze to the Mercedes that glistened in the sun like a game show prize. ‘I’m going for a whole Knight Rider type of vibe.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a fine motor.’ The man agreed with a nod, ignoring the reference. ‘Not practical for these parts.’ 
 
    ‘Well I don’t live in the woods.’ 
 
    ‘I imagine not.’ A groan could be heard from within the house, attracting both Franklyn, and Denham’s attention. The old man snapped into panicked action. ‘Please come in.’ 
 
    Ken scuttled back through the door, not even holding it open as he rushed into the cabin. Franklyn trotted up the steps onto the wooden decking and caught the door before it slammed shut, holding it open, and suppressing a giggle as the hefty Denham shuffled over the threshold, his chest scraping the doorframe. 
 
    ‘Don’t you dare laugh.’ Denham commanded as they ventured into the welcoming living room, his single pupil burning a hole through an obviously amused Franklyn. They both turned their attentions to the living area, an unwelcoming space, overwhelmed with clutter. Piles of clothes lay scattered in random piles, the table was a sea of unwashed plates and empty mugs, all of them stained brown from a caffeine memory. A thin layer of dust sprinkled atop the entire room like a fresh, morning frost. 
 
    ‘He’s messier than you.’ Denham uttered, his eyes scanning over the photos that sat disjointedly over the faux fire place. Franklyn ignored the jibe, instead following the sounds of movement that echoed from the back room of the chalet. As he approached the door to the hallway, he could hear Ken’s voice, calmly reassuring someone. To the left, Franklyn glimpsed the kitchen, the overload of cutlery was creeping over the sink, with little threat of being washed. 
 
    A small toilet and bathroom was ahead of him but cautiously, he gently wrapped on the door to the right. 
 
    ‘Come in.’ Ken’s voice responded. The door opened silently and the reason for the neglected house became clear. Ken sat on the edge of the bed, welcoming Franklyn with a sad smile. Between the sheets, the crumpled body of a frail old woman lay, her limbs twisted like someone had scrunched her in their palm. Her face lay at an irregular angle, her eyes vacantly looking towards the wall. Her blue tinted hair wrapped around her head like a cloud, a hearing aid clamped onto her ear. 
 
    Ken wrapped his hands around her unmoving fingers. 
 
    ‘Tabitha.’ His words were soft, full of resounding loss. ‘We have company.’ 
 
    She didn’t move. Whatever her condition, Franklyn could see it was serious. Ken was in the middle of a vigil, a refusal to leave his wife or let nature have its way with her. Franklyn admired it, the true love that he’d begun to realise had never existed between him and Angela. While he loved her dearly and still wore their wedding band around his finger, he knew she wouldn’t sit at his bedside. She’d watched, as pain stricken as she may have been, as they tore him from the world and locked him away. 
 
    She didn’t fight for him. 
 
    Denham, who had wriggled into the room, coughed gently to draw back Franklyn from his heartbreak. 
 
    ‘Sorry.’ Franklyn smiled warmly, stepping forward. ‘It’s lovely to meet you, Mrs Rowe.’ 
 
    Nothing. Her gaze turned to the corner of the room, locking onto where Denham stood. The mighty Neither looked at her, then back to Franklyn with a shrug. 
 
    ‘She doesn’t talk much.’ Ken spoke, more to himself than anyone. ‘Hasn’t for the past week.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the matter with her, if you don’t mind me asking?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. She was right as rain about a week ago. Then I came home one day and she was gone.’ 
 
    ‘Gone?’ Franklyn asked, his eyes flashing to the motionless body on the bed. Ken tapped the side of his head. 
 
    ‘Gone up here. Can’t walk, talk, move. Nothing.’ His voice slowly began to break. ‘My Tabitha, the life, and soul. Reduced to this.’ 
 
    Franklyn shuffled uncomfortably on the spot. Ken dabbed at his eyes with a tissue and pushed himself to his feet. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry, sonny. She can’t hear you.’ He pointed to a box of hearing aids by the bed. ‘None of them work. The batteries are dead.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry about your wife, Mr Rowe.’ Franklyn reached out and rested his hand on the man’s shoulder. The grieving husband smiled his thanks. 
 
    ‘You didn’t come here for this. You needed some information about those missing people, is that right?’ 
 
    Franklyn nodded, flashing a quick glance to Denham who seemed to approve of his caring nature. He smiled at the old man. 
 
    ‘Just a few questions, yes. Some hikers have gone missing in these woods and my bosses say you’re the man to talk to.’ Franklyn flicked open his notebook, trying to re-read the messy notes he’d made before he left.  
 
     ‘I would have been.’ Ken’s words were steeped in dejection. ‘It’s been a long time since I worked in these woods. I was a groundsman for many years, for the park. But it’s been a long time and my memory isn’t what it was.’ 
 
    Franklyn drew his lips tight in frustration, the stale smell of the chalet beginning to take prominence. Before he could respond, a loud clutter echoed behind them and the box of hearing aids hit the floor and burst forward, the defunct apparatus fanning out with reckless abandon. 
 
    All eyes shot to the box, with only Franklyn observing Denham cautiously trying to step by wearing a worried expression. To Ken, the box had somehow launched off the bedside table to the floor. To Franklyn, his giant partner had been a little clumsy. 
 
    ‘Let me get that.’ Franklyn offered, crouching down, and shovelling the debris back into the box with his hand. 
 
    ‘Things like that keep happening,’ Ken murmured, venturing towards the war zone that was his kitchen. ‘Feels like this place is haunted.’ 
 
    A shiver ran up Franklyn’s spine. Something that didn’t sit right.  
 
    What had he noticed?  
 
    What was it that felt out of place? 
 
    As the sunlight outside was slowly beginning its grand finale, he knew that the window of opportunity to search the grounds for any sign of the Otherside was drawing thin. 
 
    Tabitha lay motionless on the bed, her eyes staring into the abyss. 
 
    As Franklyn lifted the box and returned it to its table, he looked around the room, replayed the scenario of what he was hunting in his head, and wondered if Ken knew that it wasn’t just his house that was haunted. 
 
    It was the whole damn world. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    The fallen twigs and leaves crunched under his foot with each step as Franklyn slowly wandered through the mighty trees. They shot up from the ground like rockets, their thick, impenetrable trunks fastening them to the ground. Their first branches didn’t reach out until at least twenty feet above, blocking out the sun and washing the new agent in a deathly shadow. With a click, his torch shot to life, a beam of light propelling itself forward, before splashing against the surface before him. 
 
    The ground was warm and stiff, while the air carried the warmth of a cool summer evening. That, and a waft of nicotine as Franklyn drew another cigarette to his lips and let the greyish smoke filter behind him like an echo. 
 
    Denham strode purposefully behind, his leather, fingerless gloves clasped around his meaty hands, neither of them more than a few inches from the handles of his blades. 
 
    They had been walking the woods for over an hour, the senile groundsman keen to send them on their way and return to his rapidly declining wife. He had suggested they head north, upon which Franklyn looked to Denham who rolled his eye, nodding to inform his new recruit that he knew the way. Since then, not a word had been uttered, the two of them casually strolling through the woods, the flick of the torch lighting up the increasingly regular dark pockets. 
 
    ‘You ever seen The Blair Witch Project?’ Franklyn asked with smoky words, not turning back to his other-worldly mentor. 
 
    ‘There was a creature known as the Fair Witch who roamed the distant plains of my world. She would capture, skin, and then dissect creatures both feral and free. She would try to incorporate them into her medicines, the outcome of which lead her to become feared and hunted.’ Franklyn had stopped in his tracks and was staring at his partner in disbelief, the cigarette hanging lazily from the side of his mouth. ‘It was a memorable day when I slid my blade through her spine.’ 
 
    Silence hung like death between them, with Franklyn directing the light of his torch right into the fearless, scarred face of his superior. 
 
    ‘You’re a terrifying creature, you know that?’ 
 
    Denham flashed a row of pearly teeth before Franklyn returned to his search, stubbing his smoke out on the trunk of the nearest tree and letting it drop to mud. 
 
    ‘So, what do you think?’ Denham asked, his hands clasped tightly behind his back, pressed against the base of his spine. 
 
    ‘I think you’re a fucking scary dude.’ 
 
    ‘Not about me. About the case?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I will say I don’t envy that man. As sweet as he was, that cabin smells of death and it must be terrible to see your other half deteriorate so fast.’ Franklyn felt his heart clench, realising his other half was to marry someone else. 
 
    ‘The human condition is weak and pathetic.’ Franklyn stopped and turned to the mighty Denham. ‘No offence.’ 
 
    ‘None taken. Although I’ve never heard of a disease or anything that would render someone as disabled as that poor woman. Something from your side?’ 
 
    Denham shook his head decisively. 
 
    ‘Not a chance. Our world and its diseases are too complex for your genetic makeup.’ His lone eyebrow rose. ‘Well, maybe not yours.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ Franklyn spoke, peering into the darkness that brushed the edges of his torch. The sun had faded, bathing the woods in a haunting, empty blackness. 
 
    ‘You really have no idea?’ 
 
    Before Franklyn could respond, his torch flashed across a black figure which rapidly began to climb the trunk of the nearest tree. Screaming for it to stop, Franklyn shot forward, accelerating into the darkness. Stopping at the base of the tree, he shone the torch up. Four creatures perched on the branch, their clawed hands, and feet wrapped around like a chimpanzee. Their skin was a deep grey, scaled like an alligator. They had no eyes, their entire face was like a polished stone, except for two slits across the front like coin slots. As Franklyn peered at the creatures with amazement, the heavy footsteps of Denham slowly encroached behind him. 
 
    ‘What the hell are you doing?’ Denham spoke, a seriousness to his tone. 
 
    ‘Look.’ 
 
    Franklyn scanned across the creatures again, the two larger ones huddled around the smaller ones, like protective parents. Were they a family? Franklyn realised he hadn’t given much thought to the inhabitants of this other world. While a few of them had come across as varying species of human, such as Denham, Vincent, and the legendary Argyle, there were those such as these and the one perched opposite his daughters house that were distinctly feral. They were wild animals that more resembled beasts of prey than they did humans. The largest creature reared its lips back, a stretch of thin, razor teeth shone beneath the slots. 
 
    ‘Maybe they took those people?’ Franklyn mused, shining the light back, and forth across the four of them. 
 
    ‘Unlikely. We call them Sticks. They may look vicious, but they are fairly docile. They feed on your avian species.’ 
 
    ‘Birds?’ Franklyn offered. 
 
    ‘Avians.’ 
 
    Franklyn sighed and returned to the creatures above. 
 
    ‘Maybe they saw something?’ 
 
    ‘Unlikely.’ Denham slapped him powerfully on the shoulder, knocking him slightly off balance. ‘Even I upstage them in the vision stakes.’ 
 
    Franklyn chuckled, before taking one last glance at what appeared to be a terrified family. With a click of the torch, the entire vision of the tree became entrenched in darkness, the Sticks disappearing forever into the night sky. Franklyn turned and followed Denham, the moonlight cracking through the branches and illuminating random pockets of shrubbery. 
 
    ‘Where are you heading?’ Franklyn asked, hurrying his pace to walk alongside his gargantuan trainer. 
 
    ‘I say we call off the search, head back, and feast.’ Denham patted his stomach, the powerful muscles pushed forward like a body builder. There was no fat on the paunch, just a ball of pure muscle. Franklyn, who had started to notice the definition appearing in his own stomach due to the weeks of training, compared Denham to a brick wall. 
 
    You couldn’t run through either. 
 
    ‘So we’re just giving up?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Denham continued walking. ‘We are ending it for the evening.’ 
 
    ‘Those people are missing and if a creature from that other fucking world has taken them, I’m going to find them.’ 
 
    Denham stopped in his tracks, turning with a reluctant sigh, his mighty hands on his hips. 
 
    ‘That “other fucking world” happens to be my home.’ 
 
    Franklyn smiled sheepishly. 
 
    ‘Sorry.’ He offered meekly. 
 
    ‘Don’t be.’ Denham waved it off. ‘It’s a shit hole.’ 
 
    The two trudged through the darkness in silence for a few moments, with Franklyn wondering if Denham had kept track of their route. Caught up in the excitement of hunting down this body snatching creature, and the discovery of the strange, eyeless family that lived in the trees, Franklyn had forgotten leave a trail of bread crumbs. All he’d discovered was that the old groundsman lived a life beyond torture, watching his wife slowly wither like a flower out of time. The wife, crumpled, and broken in the bed, not understanding her body shutting down. The hearing aids that Denham had knocked to the floor a tribute to her rapid decline. 
 
    Something still didn’t sit right with him. 
 
    Something that was strange, but he couldn’t put his finger on it.  
 
    ‘You seem troubled.’ Denham’s one good eye was casting a concerned look over him. 
 
    ‘I just don’t like the idea that this forest is like some strange Bermuda Triangle.’ 
 
    ‘A what?’ 
 
    ‘Bermuda Triangle.’ Franklyn replied. Denham’s face demanded an explanation. ‘It’s a myth. A place out in the ocean where planes and people go missing.’ 
 
    ‘And you think the same thing is happening here?’ Denham asked sincerely. Franklyn shook his head, walking forward, and scanning the trees above with his torch. 
 
    ‘Not at all. It’s just so many people are going missing from one place and I’m pissed off that you want to give up and go home.’ 
 
     ‘Bermuda, huh? I like it.’ Denham smiled to himself. Suddenly, he reached a desperate hand forward. ‘Hey, Bermuda, watch out!’ 
 
    Denham’s words echoed through the trees to the right and Franklyn only just realised then that his thoughts had steered him off course. Before he could adjust, his ankle hit the fallen trunk, the pain shimmying up his body like a pinball. He tumbled over, hitting the ridge, and rolling down the dark hill, his torch tumbling after, and lighting up flashes of the tree tops as he hurtled further into the dark. After what felt like an eternity, he came to a stop, hitting the flat ground with a thud, his bones aching, and his body throbbing. His bare arms were caked in dirt and grass, a twig lodged in his scruffy brown hair. As his breath slowly returned to him, he stared up at the night sky, the brightness of the moon washing the tree tops with a pale glow. 
 
    ‘Fuck me,’ he muttered, the pain shaking his words. With a pain filled sigh he pushed himself up onto his elbows, his eyes peering into the darkness. A thin, white stone lay next to him, then another. As his eyes peered into the shadows, the brightness of the stones etched their way into his vision. His brain was still shaking from the fall and above he could hear Denham’s voice, laced with worry. As his eyes continued to adjust, they landed on his torch, which was still burning a small light into the blackness. His eyes followed the beam. 
 
    A dead human stared back at him. 
 
    ‘Jesus!’ 
 
    Franklyn scrambled to his feet, the pain tunnelling through his body replaced by panic. As he scanned his dark surroundings, the white stones popped with clarity. 
 
    They were bones. 
 
    His heart pounding like a samba parade, Franklyn reached out with a shaking hand and retrieved the torch. Sweeping it to the left, he felt the contents of his stomach leap towards his throat, hunching over, and then vomiting as hard as he could. Wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, he flashed the light back upon the pile of bodies before him. 
 
    They lay stacked on each other, a horrible pile of broken limbs and bloody clothes. 
 
    Their skin was missing. 
 
    Retching once again, Franklyn illuminated the dead, the image of their fleshless muscles burning itself into his memory forever. Teeth marks were evident in the muscles themselves.  
 
    Something had skinned and then eaten these humans. 
 
    Franklyn tried to take a few steps but felt his knees weaken, dehydration now taking control of his body. Refocusing, he flashed the light to a nearby stack of possessions, the likely belongings of the hikers who had been missing for a while. 
 
    ‘Are you okay?’ Denham asked as he approached from the shadows, his concern obvious. 
 
    ‘The fuck is going on?’ Franklyn asked, not realising his eyes were watering. 
 
    It’s not every day you see a pile of dead bodies. 
 
    Especially ones that had been mutilated by a hidden truth the world kept hidden behind a curtain. 
 
    ‘Let’s go.’ Denham offered with a commanding hand on the elbow. ‘We can come back tomorrow.’ 
 
    Reluctantly, Franklyn allowed himself to be guided towards the darkness, a sudden feeling of calm coursing through him as Denham stood protectively by his side. Whatever had killed those humans would be back, they both knew it. Slowly, they began to climb the gradient, headed back towards the safety of the family park, where the distant sound of music and civilisation beckoned. 
 
    As they moved through the shadows, another set of eyes watched from the shadows, a hand rested on the handle of a blade, and a silent thank you that Franklyn was okay. 
 
    He needed to be kept safe. 
 
    That was the order. 
 
    As he watched Franklyn ascend to the steadier ground, with Denham carefully helping him over the log, Argyle relaxed his hand on his blade, then dissolved into the shadows that surrounded him. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘That’s better.’ 
 
    Franklyn sat back on the adequate sofa, the footrest propping his feet up. In his left hand, he held a packet of peas, extortionately priced in the local supermarket. In his right, a bottle of Doom Bar, his favourite ale. Taking a long, hard swig, he still felt the shudder of fear course through his body at the very thought of the bodies. All of them, wide eyed, and skinless. 
 
    All of them dead. 
 
    As if he could read his mind, Denham interjected. 
 
    ‘It gets easier.’ 
 
    Franklyn snapped back into the room. The BTCO had booked him a chalet within the Centre Parcs, a small, two bed apartment that was set back in the outer ring. The roads looped through the forest, with adjoining roads leading into the centre to the complex, complete with the swimming pool, bars, and shops. From outside, Franklyn could hear the echoes of a good time, grimacing at the horrifying reason for his visit. With a deep sigh, he placed the bottle of ale between his legs, and fished the cigarette box from the side table. 
 
    Denham, perched at the dining table, sat forward, his thick, leg-like forearms resting over his knees. His arms bulged, like watermelons in a sock. 
 
    ‘This is a non-smoking apartment.’ He warned. 
 
    ‘So?’ Franklyn shrugged, sparking the cigarette to life. ‘I saw skinned humans today. I really don’t give a shit about the expense policy.’ 
 
    Franklyn tilted his head back, resting it on the questionable cushions of the sofa and shot a cloud of smoke upwards. With the horrors of the evening wrapping themselves around him like the straight jacket from yesteryear, he slowly turned to Denham. 
 
    ‘I don’t want it to get easier.’ 
 
    ‘Excuse me?’ Denham pushed himself up, his near seven foot frame almost causing his head to scrape the white ceiling. The room was relatively sparse, with the sofa Franklyn had commandeered sat opposite a plain, oak unit, with a small, flat screen TV perched on top. The white carpet spread across the room to the kitchen, replaced by tiles in the small, open plan area. The dining table that Denham had been stationed at sat beside the breakfast bar. The room had three doors off of it, two to the bedrooms, and one to the bathroom. 
 
    It was nice enough, but nothing he was going to thank Montgomery Black for when he returned. In fact, considering he’d been smoking in both the room and the hire car, Franklyn was sure their first meeting wouldn’t end in a hug and a Facebook friend request. Denham’s grey eyes latched onto him, like the stone that clung to his breast plate. 
 
    ‘I said I don’t want it to get easier.’ Franklyn stared into the quickly dissipating cloud of smoke before shooting another behind it. ‘I don’t ever want there to become a time when I see a human being, skinned and snacked on, and just brush it to one side.’ 
 
    ‘I meant the fear. The fear gets easier.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not scared.’ Franklyn retorted, a little too quickly. 
 
    ‘Well you should be.’ Denham sighed. ‘My world isn’t like this one. Yeah, I’ve seen you humans rip each other apart based on religion or ethnicity or whatever shaky justification another human deemed viable. But here you have a sense of right and wrong. Here, people have …’ 
 
    ‘Humanity?’ Franklyn offered, stubbing out his cigarette. 
 
    ‘Exactly. My world is devoid of anything bar devastation. There are towns, in fact, I served proudly for the Overwatch for decades. We kept the world within the walls safe. Beyond those walls, where the darkness touched the fields that would haunt your dreams.’ Denham cast his only eye over his trainee. ‘You should know?’ 
 
    ‘I should know?’ 
 
    ‘That’s where you passed through. How the hell you survived, I’ll never know.’ Denham ran a meaty hand across his shorn skull that shimmered under the lampshade. He was so large, Franklyn was sure he would knock it from the ceiling. 
 
    ‘All I remember is blackness.’ Franklyn stared ahead of him, a horrifying memory gripping him. ‘There was a dark, thick fog, and the ground was so cold. Then the eyes.’ 
 
    ‘Eyes?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, red eyes. Latching onto me through the smoke.’ Franklyn’s hands shook as he raised another cigarette to his lips, his thumb clumsily trying to roll the lighter. ‘Then I remember moving. Well … sort of floating and before I knew it, I was slamming against a wall in a dusty street and then you fuckers found me in Morocco.’ 
 
    Denham chuckled and rested both his hands across his thighs, the brown skin was criss-crossed with white scars. 
 
    Signs of battle. 
 
    He wore them proudly. 
 
    ‘That was it?’ 
 
    ‘That’s all I got.’ Franklyn took a swig of his beer. ‘This stuff probably doesn’t help.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing else happened?’ Denham’s voice was stern, almost agitated. 
 
    ‘I don’t remember. What the hell is the matter with you?’ 
 
    Denham stood up, his entire frame engulfing the light of the room and bathing Franklyn in a dark shadow. Instantly, he felt colder, the sheer intimidation that pulsated off the creature was more than enough to convince Franklyn that Denham had been one hell of a soldier. As the hulking warrior approached, Franklyn drew his knees upwards in protection. The smile that cracked across Denham’s face told him he needn’t have bothered. 
 
    ‘Agents usually require six months in my training centre before they even get a sniff of a case.’ Denham squatted down, his rippling, vein riddled forearms resting over his knees. ‘But not you, Frankie. Because you are different.’ 
 
    ‘You said that earlier.’ Franklyn threw his mind back to a smart comment Denham had made about his genetic makeup. ‘What the hell is going on?’ 
 
    ‘Vinnie didn’t tell you, did he?’ 
 
    ‘Tell me what?’ Franklyn flicked another cigarette out of its packet and ignored the effects of chain smoking. 
 
    ‘No human has ever crossed to my world and come back.’ Denham nodded with admiration. ‘Whatever you got inside you, we ain’t ever seen it before.’ 
 
    As the truth floated in the air between them, Franklyn took a few moments before he realised he was shaking. His fingers fumbled with the lighter and soon the sweet, calming release of nicotine rode in smoky waves to his lungs. Denham gave him a moment before continuing. 
 
    ‘That Other you hit. Marco.’ Denham gave his student a moment to recall the confrontation in the underground hallway. ‘That was a hell of a punch.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you know.’ Franklyn let smoke gently cascade from his nostrils like a dragon. ‘Us web designers are known for throwing down.’ 
 
    ‘Marco wasn’t wearing a latch stone.’ 
 
    Again, another statement that shook the room like a tolling bell. Franklyn’s mind trembled, the information etching itself through to realisation, while his yearning for a normal life tried its best to hide it. What Denham had just said made no sense. 
 
    Not yet. 
 
    ‘How is that possible?’ Franklyn finally managed. 
 
    Denham offered an apologetic shrug. 
 
    ‘We have no idea. Like I said, it’s never happened before. A few have tried. But my world, its atmosphere killed them like that.’ He snapped his finger for effect. ‘But something happened to you. Something had changed and now, it seems you can interact with my world. Whether that’s me patting you on the shoulder without wearing my stone. Or you rocking the hell out of a right hook.’ 
 
    Silence followed, the only noise the burning of the cigarette paper as Franklyn took one final drag. Denham, showing incredible leg strength by maintaining his squat, watched as the confused human stubbed out his cancerous habit and pushed himself to his feet. Denham felt sympathy for the man, who despite his constant need to talk back, was as genuine as he was persistent. There was little doubt that Montgomery Black would despise him, and that Ottoway would be continuously flummoxed by his behaviour. But behind the smart mouth and the plethora of vices, Denham saw a man with the capability to be more than just an agent. 
 
    He would be an asset. 
 
    As Franklyn paced the room, he heard Denham push himself to his feet. The hulking creature didn’t reflect in the glass, patio doors that lead out to a dismally maintained stone garden, which merged into the grass on its way down to the lake. Feeling his abused lungs scream for fresh air, he threw the door aside and stepped out, the glowing moonlight bathing him in white. The cool, summer breeze danced along his bare forearms, intricately working its way through the hairs. His mind raced with what he’d been told, that he’d done something that no human had. 
 
    That he now possessed what no human had. 
 
    Did this mean he was different? That he would slowly turn into a creature? Or had he been poisoned, and was spending his last days skulking through the woods, looking for a creature with a penchant for hikers? Every time his brain settled on a specific question, the panic rose up inside him and spun them all like a blender, causing his body to shake. 
 
    He stood staring out at the water, the moonlight skimming across the top like a thin layer of icing. A few ripples gently pushed themselves across, fanning out across the surface. An hour passed. Then another. The world went to sleep, with drunken parents noisily making their way through the woods to their expensive bungalows, their kids eager to get to sleep for another day of activities. The simple, happy world of a normal family. 
 
    Something he’d been denied. 
 
    Now, with this other world coursing through him, it was something he would never have. 
 
    Eventually, as the world faded to black and fell into a deep slumber, Denham stepped through the doors, his mighty feet clapping against the cool concrete. 
 
    ‘Are you okay?’ 
 
    It was only then that he realised he was crying. Tears had slowly descended down his cheeks, dripping onto the ground below. He turned, his bloodshot eyes seeking comfort. 
 
    ‘What will happen to me?’ 
 
    They spoke for another few hours. 
 
    Denham tried to offer solace in the fact that they didn’t know, but that Vincent would be the best creature to have involved. While it may be scary to know that you’re now unclassifiable, Denham offered him insights into the world that were usually taught in strict lessons back at the HQ. His world was one of great beasts and furious devastation. They had already felt Franklyn’s presence before and now that he was linked to it, the world would call for him. 
 
    He would feel it with every touch. 
 
    As the idea of being pulled further from the two point four consensus enveloped him, Denham spoke of the peculiarities of his world. Superstition and fear ran writhe through many of his kind, especially those that grew up beyond the walls. While Franklyn was sure that Vincent had spoken of the great cities that hid behind numerous walls throughout his world, Franklyn was also pretty sure it went in one ear and out the other. As he questioned the reasoning, Denham could only offer a shrug and a single raised eyebrow. 
 
    ‘There is so much of our world that we don’t even know, and I’ve lived longer than this handsome face gives away.’ 
 
    Despite the gentle humour, Denham could see that Franklyn had been hit hard by what he’d said. The notion of being completely unique in a population of over six billion wasn’t an easy one to swallow. Being a needle in a haystack was one thing. 
 
    But being a needle in two? 
 
    Franklyn opened a fresh bottle of Doom Bar and in one arch of his head, didn’t bring the glass away until the entire bottle was empty. 
 
    ‘So what can I do?’ He eventually mustered. 
 
    Denham continued, handing him a plethora of sketches of certain symbols and incantations that different species of his race would step away from. It wouldn’t stop them baying for his blood, but it would at least slow them down. As Denham relayed the dangers of what was to face Franklyn once the rumours of his presence spread through his kind, Franklyn slumped back into his chair, another bottle of Doom Bar popped open and another cigarette slowly burning itself into oblivion. 
 
    Denham had finished his explanation and watched the young human, the fear, and self-doubt slapped across his face like clown make-up. With a gentle sigh, he pushed himself to his feet, his mighty legs not registering the pain of squatting for such a period of time. Franklyn looked up with interest as Denham reached to his belt and slowly detached a small, green rock from its holster. In his meaty hand, it resembled a single pea on a plate. 
 
    ‘This is my latch stone.’ He spoke with the air of a general. ‘It binds me to my world with enough freedom to interact with yours. Forged in the dark fields beyond the walls, we still study, and hope to find its power.’ 
 
    He handed it to Franklyn, who raised his eyebrows. 
 
    ‘I don’t need this, remember?’ He spoke, his words laced with defeat. 
 
    ‘Stand up.’ 
 
    ‘Look, Denham. I appreciate the gift, but …’ 
 
    ‘Stand up, soldier.’ Denham’s voice rocked with sternness. 
 
    Franklyn obliged immediately, pushing himself to attention, and surprising himself with his obedience. Denham reached out slowly, his single eye wide with astonishment as he placed his hand on Franklyn’s shoulder. His grip was firm, with warmth radiating through his palm and through Franklyn’s body. 
 
    Franklyn had no idea of the importance. 
 
    The latch stone was laying on the sofa. After a few awkward moments, a smile cracked across Denham’s face, like the sun peeking through the clouds. 
 
    ‘You are truly exceptional, Bermuda.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, that’s not going to stick.’ Bermuda instructed firmly. 
 
    ‘We’ll see.’ The hulking creature offered, along with a toothy smile. 
 
    With that, Denham retired to the spare room, demanding that Franklyn get some sleep. As soon as he fell to his bed, Franklyn shuffled through the sketches, the crude drawings that he had to believe could at some point save his life. With everything else spiralling further and further down the rabbit hole, he figured putting his faith in certain symbols was no different to people who wore crucifixes round their necks. 
 
    He also decided to ruin another one of the ‘No Smoking’ rooms with his cancerous habit. 
 
    Denham’s words bounced around his head like a pinball, the future being laid out for him was one of horror and danger, where the world would possibly look to him to bridge a gap between a world it didn’t know existed. 
 
    As he tried to bury the idea of destiny in the darkest reaches of his troubled mind, he thought back to the missing hikers. 
 
    The old woman, crippled, and dying on her bed. 
 
    The feeding ground. 
 
    The bizarreness of the day came flooding back, threatening to overwhelm him. Without thinking, he strode to the back door and back outside once again, welcoming the soft breeze, and the pale moonlight. 
 
    Across the lake, he saw something move. It seemed large, possibly dangerous, but to a normal human, it was probably just a trick of the eye. 
 
    But he wasn’t a normal person. 
 
    There was no such thing as a trick of the eye. 
 
    Knowing that a creature from another world had skinned and eaten those humans, Franklyn felt his fists clench, driven by a mixture of anger and determination. Everything that had led to this moment had been out of his control. His knack was from birth, the BTCO had collected him and put him to work, and Angela had given up on his wild claims of things that go bump in the night. 
 
    Those things were bumping again. 
 
    With his knuckles turning white, Franklyn returned to the chalet, and within two minutes, was fully dressed, torch in hand, and marching back towards the woods. 
 
    ‘Time to be exceptional,’ he muttered to himself, as he disappeared into the darkness, not knowing that his feeling of being watched was completely right. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The moonlight washed over the branches of the high trees like an unstoppable wave, the leaves gently swaying in the cool, evening breeze. Despite the early hours of the morning, Franklyn could hear the jovial chanting from a group of people, clearly a few too many beers in as they enjoyed their ‘staycation’. With their kids asleep, the parents had obviously decided to unwind, and Franklyn now wondered how long before the finest of Centre Parcs’ security were sent for. 
 
    As his feet crunched along the dried mud and twigs of the woods, his mind raced to Chloe, her delicate little frame which would undoubtedly be tucked up in her bed, a smile on her face as she dreamt of things she didn’t understand. 
 
    He felt his fist clench, the idea of his wife in the next room, in the arms of this new man turned his knuckles white. 
 
    Before the crushing devastation of his failed marriage wrapped its fingers around his throat, he shook the image from his mind and lit a cigarette. The filthy habit had become a necessity, the rigours of his training with Denham and the discovery of how in danger the world was had left him pining for any sort of crutch. Selfishly he drew in the nicotine, knowing his habit could one day deny his daughter her real father. 
 
    As he stood in the darkness, surrounded by the mighty trees and the echoing remnants of the drunken party, searching for a monster that no one could see, he wondered just how fit he was to be a father. 
 
    Maybe Chloe would be better off without him. 
 
    Despite doing his best, that was not an idea he could ever support. Angela may have moved on, their love dying as she watched his mental state fall apart like collapsing building. 
 
    But not Chloe. 
 
    Just as it had been when he’d stood in front of their old marital home, as the rain hammered down. When their eyes locked for that final time. 
 
    He would protect his daughter. 
 
    Franklyn Jones would be her hero without her knowing. 
 
    Passing a few more trees, Franklyn stubbed out his cigarette and then scanned his torch around, seeing nothing but a few trunks before the endless darkness took over. Trying his best to retrace his steps, the very real possibility of losing himself in the thick woods was starting to take shape. He knew he should have stayed in his bed, shifting through the rushed drawings that Denham had scribed with his mighty hands, trying his best to get his head around the changes that were happening to his body. 
 
    But here he was, slowly trudging through the woods, bathing a few metres in light before passing by and allowing his journey to be swallowed by the black of the night. With a deep sigh, Franklyn came to a stop, fanning the torch in a semi-circle like a light house and shaking his head. 
 
    He was lost. 
 
    Patting down the pockets of his trousers, he felt the breeze dance across his bare forearms, the coolness of the evening allowing him to comfortably wear just a polo shirt. Another cigarette was making its way to his lips when he heard the crack of a twig to his left. He stopped dead still, then slowly raised the torch, peering through the darkness of the trees and forcing his eyes to find something. 
 
    A figure moved. 
 
    Franklyn took a step back, but then, much to his surprise, raced forward. 
 
    ‘Hey!’ he yelled, his voice bouncing off the trunks and ricocheting through the woods. He held the torch ahead, dipping between the trees that he raced past as fast as he could. After a minute or so, the recent effects of smoking began to creep into his stamina, his lungs battling the tar as he quickly ran out of breath. Stopping for a moment, he hunched over to gather himself, selfishly cramming as much as air as he could into his lungs. After a moment of recollection, he stood up, and shone the torch forward. 
 
    The mighty warrior stood before him. 
 
    Franklyn let out a small, shocked cry as he stumbled back, the light shimmering off the breast plate that adorned its broad chest. As the moment of shock subsided, clarity rested a comforting hand on Franklyn and caused him to turn back. The warrior stood proudly, arms behind its back, chin held high with pride. 
 
    It was the warrior from the BTCO. 
 
    Argyle. 
 
    In the clearing of the trees, Franklyn stepped forward, the moonlight only adding to the majesty of the creature. Argyle looked human, standing just under seven-foot-tall, and built like a pro-wrestler. His skin was dark, along with the black hair that he kept shorn almost to the scalp and the thin goatee that framed his mouth. His eyes stared into Franklyn’s, an attention-grabbing grey but lacking a pupil. 
 
    His arms looked sculpted out of clay, the muscles perfectly formed, and only slightly spoilt by a few scars, obviously worn with as much pride as Denham wore his eye patch. Strapped around his right wrist was a golden plate, the moonlight surfing across it. Just behind his head, Franklyn could see the hint of a handle and immediately thought back to that moment underneath the Shard, when he witnessed Argyle’s swordsmanship. If the same blade now lay across his spine, Franklyn would feel a lot safer. Argyle held Bermuda in his gaze, his lack of movement undoubtedly down to a rigid life spent as the warrior he clearly was. As the silence dared to stray into the awkward territory, Franklyn cleared his throat. 
 
    ‘Hey, big Guy.’ He smiled as he took a step forward. ‘I’m Franklyn.’ 
 
    ‘Franklyn Jones.’ Argyle added. He then raised a gloved fist to his chest in salute. ‘I’m Argyle.’ 
 
    ‘You work for the BTCO right?’ Franklyn took another step forward, shedding his apprehension like a snake wriggling free from its skin. The armoured creature nodded. 
 
    ‘I’m duty bound to the BTCO. Sworn to protect, this side, and the other.’ 
 
    ‘Two worlds.’ Franklyn offered. 
 
    ‘One peace.’ 
 
    Silence sat between the two of them, the difference in both their lives and their genetic makeup as vast as an ocean. Yet in the darkness, stood five feet from each other, a mutual respect swung back and forth like a pendulum. Franklyn extended his hand. 
 
    ‘Nice to meet you, Argyle.’ 
 
    Argyle cast an eye over the extended hand and ignored it. With a blank look spreading across his face, he turned to the darkness, taking a few steps towards the shadows. The mighty blade, with which Franklyn saw him handle with the grace of a swan, swung from the strap across his broad back. 
 
    ‘This way.’ 
 
    Bemused, Franklyn ventured into the darkness, unafraid of any potential human skinners he’d been so terrified of previously. With Argyle next to him, suddenly both worlds didn’t seem so scary. As he followed in silence, he returned to the reaction Denham had had when he saw Argyle, the sheer anger, and detest in his voice. 
 
    Why did Denham despise this soldier so much? 
 
    Who was Argyle really? 
 
    Lost in his thoughts, it took a gloved hand of Argyle pressed against his chest to stop him falling down the same ridge for the second time in one day. Flashing his new companion an appreciative grin, Franklyn glared down the hill into the dark, the feint whiteness of the bones gleaming back. The grounds were smeared with death, the images, and flashes of half mauled corpses began to take shape in the darkness, looming into view like a cheap horror film. With a gentle sigh, Franklyn stepped over the ridge, guiding himself down the slope via the aid of the thin trees that speckled the incline. At the bottom, he clicked on his torch and once again, the remnants of death burst clearly into the night. Despite the increasing urge to throw up, he held it together, the terror of this creature was offset by the sound of Argyle easily traversing the steep incline and walking behind him. 
 
    ‘What do you see?’ Argyle asked, his eyes shooting in all directions, covering every possible attack. 
 
    ‘At the risk of going all Sixth Sense on you, I see dead people.’ The blank expression told Franklyn that the reference didn’t land. ‘Never mind.’ 
 
    Franklyn’s torch fell upon a pile of half-eaten bodies, their limbs ripped from the torso and the blood long since dripped dry. With a hand covering his mouth and nose, he took a few steps forward, refusing to look away, and willing himself to find anything that could help. The body nearest to them lay messily across the others, the skin of the torso peeled fresh like a satsuma and several teeth marks decorated the inside organs. The face was scraped almost clean, like a well sanded door frame. Both arms were missing. 
 
    ‘I bet that hurt.’ 
 
    Again, Argyle didn’t respond. Rolling his eyes, Franklyn took a closer look, squatting down next to the body and batting away the plethora of flies bouncing around the rotting carcass. The face, a slab of raw, pink meat, was missing a few sizable chunks, the jaw bone completely missing from what looked like a ferocious tug. Franklyn could only hope that the poor victim was dead before any of this could happen. Just as he was about to push himself up he stopped, his eyes flicking to the punctures behind the ear. Not teeth marks. 
 
    These looked surgical. 
 
    A hearing aid perhaps? 
 
    Before he could piece anything together, the thudding sound of the earth shaking echoed through the feeding pit and Denham launched through the darkness and into the clearing. With the night sky slowly beginning to give way to the rising sun, Denham’s anger burst forth like an avalanche. Without even a word, the BTCO trainer slid both hands to the base of his spine, removing both curved swords, and instantly swinging them at Argyle’s throat. 
 
    Franklyn called for him to stop, but without flinching Argyle arched his back, the blade missing his throat by centimetres before his hand spun the blade from his spine and drew it in front of him. Denham swung both blades in quick succession, with Argyle masterfully deflecting both strikes, before stepping to the side and deflecting the next hit. Denham, lost in his rage, lunged forward, but Argyle blocked the intended blow with the metal band that clasped to his wrist. 
 
    ‘Yield,’ Argyle demanded, which led to Denham launching a leaf shaking roar into the woods before planting his boot firmly into Argyle chest. Knocked off balance, Argyle spun on one knee, ducking one blade before leaping and spinning over the next. In an instant, Argyle returned the favour, booting Denham in the base of the spine and sending him tumbling forward. 
 
    ‘Denham. Stop it.’ Franklyn called from the side lines, watching in a mixture of horror and awe at the two warriors battling to what he deduced could well be the death. 
 
    Leaping forward, Denham exploded with a number of swings of his blade with enough skill to carve a paper chain. But as he retreated, Argyle weaved between each deathly stroke like a champion boxer, before deflecting one blade with his bracelet and the next with his actual blade, before he spun behind Denham, and viciously kicked out the back of his knees. 
 
    The retired soldier fell to a kneeling position with a roar of anguish, before hastily reaching for his blades. Argyle swept them away with a boot before spinning his own blade in his hand and lunging forward. 
 
    Franklyn and Denham both braced themselves. 
 
    The blade stopped as the tip touched Denham’s leather like skin. 
 
    ‘Yield.’ 
 
    Denham stared into the eyes of his victor, before drawing up a load of phlegm and spitting it at his boots. Argyle’s stare was relentless, the blade as still as a statue. Franklyn watched in sheer amazement as the moonlight bounced off the steel. Franklyn took a step forward. 
 
    ‘It’s really flattering, you guys fighting over me and all—’ 
 
    ‘Shut up.’ Denham commanded, stopping Franklyn in his place. With hatred burning from his eyes, he returned Argyle’s stare. ‘What the hell are you even doing here?’ 
 
    The blade hung in the air still, the tip of it pushing against Denham’s thick skin. Franklyn felt a shiver run up his spine. 
 
    ‘Hey, big guy, you wanna lower that sword?’ 
 
    ‘Not until he yields.’ Argyle spoke to Franklyn, but his eyes locked on Denham. Franklyn assuredly looked to his trainer. 
 
    ‘Fuck you.’ Denham spat. 
 
    ‘Oh, for Christ sake.’ Franklyn threw his arms up. ‘Just fucking yield.’ 
 
    Before Denham could respond, a shuffling echoed from the darkness, closely followed by the tumbling of bones. As they clattered together, both Argyle and Denham snapped from their death stare to monitor the intrusion. Franklyn’s torch soon revealed a terrified rabbit, which scampered off into the unknown night. 
 
    Suddenly something jogged in his head. 
 
    The hearing aids. Something about them being useless. 
 
    The box being knocked to the ground. 
 
    Heads turning. 
 
    Franklyn could almost feel his brain tugging to light switch. 
 
    ‘Fuck …’ His eyes flickered round at the corpses, the light racing over all of them until he found the corpse from earlier. The small, withered frame was only lightly decorated with flesh. The holes that punctured the side of the skull gave him all the confirmation he needed before he finished his cry of realisation ‘… me!’ 
 
    ‘What is it?’ Argyle asked, the blade still dangerously close to ending Denham’s life. The hulking trainer was on his knees, the fury rising off of him like steam from a kettle. Franklyn turned and quickly sighed. 
 
    ‘Drop that sword, man.’ 
 
    Argyle stepped back, expertly swinging the blade through the night sky, slicing the musky air in twain before resting it on his spine. Denham’s single eye registered him warily. 
 
    ‘Denham, I know what happened. We gotta get to Ken.’ Franklyn turned and began jogging towards the edge of the feeding zone, throwing an irritated look over his shoulder. ‘Now, goddamn it!’ 
 
    Franklyn burst through into the darkness, the beam of his torch swinging wild strikes of light against the trees. Argyle stepped forward, offering a hand to his defeated foe who instantly slapped it away. Denham rose to his feet, slightly shorter but almost twice the bulk of Argyle who stood respectfully to attention. 
 
    ‘You need to follow him.’ Argyle protested. 
 
    ‘Don’t you dare give me orders.’ Denham jabbed a meaty finger into Argyle’s breast plate. ‘I don’t know why the hell you’re out here and I don’t give a damn.’ 
 
    ‘I was ordered to protect—’ 
 
    ‘Shut up.’ Denham pulled rank. ‘Stay the fuck away from me and Bermuda.’ 
 
    ‘Bermuda?’ Argyle raised an eyebrow on his otherwise stoic face. 
 
    ‘You just stay away from him.’ Denham turned to the direction that Franklyn’s light was slowly vanishing from. With a sneer, he shot one last look over his shoulder. ‘By the way, I would never yield to a murderous mistake like you.’ 
 
    Argyle stood motionless in the moonlight, allowing his armour to deflect the insult. Denham shuffled through into the darkness, his massive frame cracking through the pitiful branches of the surrounding trees as he followed Franklyn into the darkness. Left with nothing but the moon stained bones and the rotting corpses, Argyle slowly made his own way into the darkness, as the sun slowly threatened to start a new day. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Franklyn clicked off the torch at the first sign of the sun cutting through the trees, the birth of a new day basking the surrounding woods in an orange glow. Somewhere, he could hear the cries of the geese as they battled for the shreds of bread left by the early rising kids. Beyond the trees, towards the entertainment complex was a massive lake. Franklyn had seen the brochures of the families renting out paddling boats and hated them for their mockery. 
 
    He didn’t even know if his Chloe could swim. 
 
    As his pace slowed, and the recent addiction to nicotine began snatching at his breath, Franklyn reached out a hand and pressed it against the bark of the nearest tree. An ethereal fog ghosted around his ankles. Taking sharp, quick breaths to try to recompose, he cursed himself for his new-found habit, the need to push on growing like the mighty tree before him. 
 
    Loud, twig crunching footsteps bellowed behind him and he spun round, his face red, and craving oxygen. Denham smirked. 
 
    ‘Man, you’re pathetic.’ He offered, in his usual, helpful manner. 
 
    ‘Coming from the guy who was on his knees not too long ago.’ Franklyn uttered through broken gasps for air. Suddenly, Denham’s outstretched hand slapped against his spine, rocking his vertebrae like a sledgehammer. He shot forward, colliding with the tree, and dropping woozily onto one knee. 
 
    ‘Sorry, I thought you needed some help there.’ Denham offered, clearly offended by Franklyn’s smart mouth and with the sincerity of a sneaky politician. Franklyn raised a hand to his cheek, the skin slightly raw from the collision with the bark, before he slowly pushed himself up and continued his journey. As his breath returned to normal, he decided to pick up the pace again, pushing on through the trees towards the tarmac path, stopping on the threshold to let a dad and his two kids whizz past on their bikes. 
 
    He muttered a silent curse of jealousy before continuing. Eventually, the chalets came into view, each one set back from the path to provide their own little world for its inhabitants. Families, stag dos, or a naughty weekend away, each property held its own story. 
 
    Franklyn slowed once again, his lungs gasping for life. Ignoring them completely, he lit a cigarette, feeling the poisonous smoke burn through his body as he walked across the gravel strewn car park. He turned and slowly made his way down the path towards Ken’s shack. 
 
    Denham thundered behind him, not saying a word about the earlier confrontation with Argyle. As they trudged down the pathway, Franklyn remembered the incredible way that Argyle had used his blade, swinging it like an extension of his own arm. Franklyn had been in awe of Denham for weeks, the sheer size, and prowess of the former soldier, but even he’d been powerless against Argyle. 
 
    Why was Argyle even there? 
 
    Before he could ask himself the question, Denham’s fingers landed on his shoulder and squeezed, locking him in place. Franklyn went to remonstrate in a lame attempt to continue their angry silence, but he stopped when he followed Denham’s one line of sight. 
 
    The door to Ken’s chalet had been ripped from the hinges. 
 
    Taking a nervous puff with shaking fingers, Franklyn slowly approached the wooden steps that lead to the front door. 
 
    Blood splattered across the porch. 
 
    ‘I’m here with you.’ Denham offered, his words doing little to quench the fear that sat in his stomach like a heavy meal. With a nervous swallow, Franklyn took a few steps forward, lifting one foot onto the first step, the wood creaking beneath his weight. The flower pots Ken so proudly tended to now lay shattered across the wood, the soil spraying out like a pool of blood. 
 
    Franklyn then saw the pool of blood. 
 
    Reaching towards the front door like watery, red fingers, the blood was a richer, deeper colour than he’d expected. Due to a lifetime of comic books and horror films, he was certain that blood was bright red. Stretching out across the front room of the modest chalet towards the freedom of the woods, the shadow loomed across it, turning the blood almost jet black. 
 
    Franklyn could see the dead body of Ken Rowe. 
 
    Ascending the stairs and stopping at the doorway, he held a hand to his mouth in shock at the mutilated man before him. Ken’s eyes were thrown open, the remnants of the sheer terror he experienced tattooed to them. His mouth was sloppily open, his tongue rolled back to his throat. Evidence of blood that he’d coughed up was spattered across his chin and neck. 
 
    His chest and stomach had been ripped open, the ribs jagged, and reaching out like desperate fingers. Several of his organs were missing, a half-eaten lung lay near his feet. The blood had splattered the wall like an overeager toddler with a paint brush and his right arm had been ripped from its socket. Although the blood had stopped, Franklyn still felt woozy at the cartilage, muscle, and broken bone that hung from the ruptured socket. 
 
    Ken had been mauled. Alive. 
 
    Still covering his mouth, Franklyn slowly stepped around the blood, careful not to contaminate the scene. Resisting the urge to vomit everywhere, he wondered how the BTCO would even explain this to the authorities. People go missing all the time, and Franklyn was sure that there were government agencies within government agencies, each one vaguer, and more terrifying than the last. 
 
    But how do you explain this? 
 
    A pack of wolves? In Norfolk? 
 
    Denham stood watching from the porch, his huge fists resting on his hips. 
 
    ‘You were right,’ he said coldly. ‘It was her.’ 
 
    Franklyn didn’t look back as he responded, so fixated he was on the horror before him. 
 
    ‘Like I said, it isn’t her anymore.’ 
 
    Quick as a flash, a shadow leapt from the corner, causing Franklyn to back up in terror, his foot catching one of the misplaced tables in the junkyard of a front room. He toppled backwards, sending sheets of paper, and empty cans shooting through the room. The creature scurried back across the far room, the skin of Tabitha hanging loosely from its frame. Denham stomped in, unaware of the impending threat lurking in the shadows behind him. 
 
    ‘You okay?’ he asked, reaching forward, wobbling slightly off balance. 
 
    ‘Look out!’ 
 
    Franklyn’s warning was too late, the horrific hybrid of beast and OAP leapt from the shadow, its hooked feet slamming into the side of Denham’s scarred head. Its sharp talons ripped more flesh, sending Denham hurtling through the walls and back into the outside world, followed by a downpour of broken, wooden shards. Then it turned. 
 
    Franklyn saw the creature that had killed Tabitha Rowe. 
 
    That had killed Kenneth Rowe. 
 
    And all the other decimated humans from the feeding ground. 
 
    With Tabitha’s face stretched horribly over its own, Franklyn now realised why she looked so ill the day before. This creature had butchered her and taken her skin, trying to hide from whatever horrors its own world held, and disguised itself as a human. Ken, in his old age, had assumed it was his wife’s age finally catching up with her. The creature stood, its black eyes shimmering in the sunlight that dared to peak through the cracks in the shutter. 
 
    Franklyn had its full attention. 
 
    It was that purposeful stare that had led him to the truth. Ken had said all the hearing aids were broken, that Tabitha could hear nothing. When Denham had sent the box of broken aids tumbling to the floor, they’d all turned in shock. 
 
    Including Tabitha. 
 
    It had bugged him for the whole day that something had been staring him in the face the entire time. Her corpse, with the surgical holes in the skull for her hearing device was the final clue. 
 
    Now it truly did stare him in the face. 
 
    Under the loose, wrinkled lip, it reared its teeth, a zig zag of razors that overlapped each other like an overstuffed bouquet. Franklyn scrambled back on his bottom, his hands trying desperately to drag him away but falling slick and useless in Ken’s blood. The sun burst through the hole in the side of the building, the motionless Denham lay in the wreckage of the wall. 
 
    The creature fell back on its haunches, the saggy breasts of Tabitha swinging low to the ground, gently tapping against the motionless, incomplete body of her husband. Franklyn scrambled desperately, before his back collided with the coffee table, the jingle of bottles, and mugs as they shook and fell to the floor. 
 
    The creature took two small bounds and then pounced towards him, its clawed tips ripping through the skin suit, its mouth open, ready to feast once more. 
 
    Franklyn slammed his eyes shut, accepted his death, and wondered one final time if Chloe could swim. 
 
    The sound of glass shattering filled the room, followed by the sound of metal ripping skin. The creature screamed in agony, its wail shaking Franklyn’s eyes open. It was ripped from the air, shooting backwards across the room and through the window, the glass shattering, and filling the air with a million twinkling shards. 
 
    It hit the ground outside, still screaming, the horrific creature ripping the skin of Tabitha to shreds as it struggled. Impaled through its left leg was a metal hook, separated into four that had burst through and latched in. The chain it was attached to was receding, the end of it rapidly disappearing into the golden clasp that adorned Argyle’s right arm. 
 
    Argyle stood powerfully, feet apart, his left hand clamped around his right elbow as he reeled the creature in like a prize fish. It thrashed wildly, trying its best to claw to freedom, the final remains of its human skin hung from it like a ripped T-shirt. Its skin was a coarse grey with small scales running across it in a wondrous pattern. Its body was compact, frail with elongated arms that gave it the look of a chimpanzee from hell. Its black eyes cried for help from its round head, the sides sprouting course, brown fur. 
 
    The shreds of Tabitha decorated the porch and surrounding ground. 
 
    After a few more moments, the creature resigned itself to its fate, its clawing stopped, and came to rest by the feet of Franklyn’s saviour. Franklyn pushed himself to his feet, respectfully took one final look at the butchered body of Ken and stumbled outside, still winded from his fall. Argyle was knelt beside the creature, a small vessel in his hand as he spoke in hushed tones. The creature whimpered underneath Argyle’s inaudible words, but Franklyn felt the power in what he was seeing. Sure enough, the creature slowly faded to an ashen smoke which filtered towards the trinket in Argyle’s gloved hands. 
 
    Within moments, it was gone. 
 
    Banished. 
 
    His jaw open, Franklyn watched as Argyle shook his head, slowly rising to his feet as the sun beamed down from the sky above. A few birds shot over head, their joyous song the first indication that the world wasn’t ending just yet. As the horror began to fade and he stepped into the sunshine, Franklyn stopped at the bottom of the steps and caught Argyle’s eye. For a minute they stood there, Franklyn eternally grateful that Argyle had saved his life. 
 
    It would be the first time of countless to come. 
 
    A groan echoed from the side of the chalet and Franklyn scurried round to the wreckage to find Denham slowly pushing himself to his knees, two large gashes ran from temple to chin. Franklyn looked at him uneasily. 
 
    ‘Be honest.’ Denham spoke through pain stricken, gritted teeth. ‘How bad is it?’ 
 
    ‘Put it this way.’ Franklyn smiled. ‘You were an ugly bastard to begin with.’ 
 
    Denham grinned and reached a hand up to Franklyn, who, with all his might, helped him clamber to his feet. Denham slapped him once again on the back, his hand rocking his spinal cord. 
 
    ‘You’re all right, Bermuda. You know that?’ 
 
    Before Franklyn could contest the nickname once more, Denham shot a furious glance to the front of the house, where Argyle stood, hands behind his back, shoulders forward. 
 
    A soldier ready for duty. 
 
    Franklyn stepped forward to inform Denham how Argyle had saved his life, that there was no need to reach for the blade but was stopped by Denham’s hand. Begrudgingly, Denham turned his slashed face towards Argyle, locked onto him with his one good eye and curtly nodded. 
 
    A thank you. 
 
    The best one Argyle would ever get. 
 
    Argyle nodded, before raising a fist to his chest in salute, which Denham ignored. As the sun bellowed down upon the woods, Argyle turned, and headed back towards the unknown, leaving Franklyn with Denham, a mutilated corpse, a broken house, and a few curious neighbours heading down the gravel path to investigate. 
 
    Franklyn slowly lifted a cigarette to his lips, lit it, and let it hand in his smile. 
 
    Life was about to get very interesting. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Franklyn sat on the edge of his bed, feet planted on the floor and his eyes firmly on the leather card holder in his hands. Resting over his knee, they held his new BTCO ID, assuring him that it would be wildly respected by all authorities. He stared at his picture, not even recognising the purpose that emanated from his own eyes. Pushing himself off the edge of the bed, he walked across the BTCO chamber to the mirror that sat neatly above the sink. 
 
    He blew out his cheeks nervously, before reaching into his pocket and pulling out his phone. A few flicks of the thumb and he lifted it to his stubbled face. 
 
    ‘Hello?’ Angela’s voice was full of curiosity. 
 
    ‘Hi, Ange.’ He felt his words choking. ‘It’s me.’ 
 
    ‘I told you not to call …’ 
 
    ‘Don’t hang up,’ Franklyn begged. ‘I just wanted to say I’m sorry.’ 
 
    Silence. Franklyn shuffled on the spot uncomfortably, reaching out to the small cup by the tap and fiddled with his tooth brush. Fresh black ink poked out from under his shirt sleeve, the first of a number of tattoo’s he’d planned to get based on Denham’s drawings and advice. The skin was crusting, slathered with Bepanthen, and just a little sore. As the silence reached unbearable levels, Angela cleared her throat. 
 
    ‘Sorry for what?’ 
 
    ‘I know I’ve scared you. For a long time. And they may have declared me sane, but I know that it’s not enough. I’m not calling you to make your life harder. God knows I’ve done plenty of that already.’ He could feel her smile. ‘I just wanted to say that you’re a hell of a mother to our Chloe and Ian seems like a good guy.’ 
 
    ‘He really is.’ Angela hammered home the point, like a thin nail through Franklyn’s heart. 
 
    ‘I know. But I want you to at least think about the idea of me seeing her.’ 
 
    ‘Franklyn, we spoke about this and I just don’t—’ 
 
    ‘…Think it’s safe, yeah I get that. But, Ange, she is my daughter. And while you never believed in the monsters or the other world I told you about, you have to believe how much I love her.’ 
 
    Another awkward silence before Angela hummed her agreement. Franklyn continued. 
 
    ‘I’ll wait as long as I have to, and I will do whatever it takes to be part of her life. All of this is for her.’ 
 
    Franklyn stared into his reflection, knowing that he’d never spoken truer words in his life. The reason he’d walked back to the BTCO in the first place. The reason he’d trained for three months and was nearly mutilated by a crazy demon in the skin of an old lady. The reason he was about to start his life, monitoring a world that no one else knew about. 
 
    All of it to keep Chloe safe. 
 
    ‘Good luck, Franklyn.’ 
 
    With that, Angela hung up, leaving him to stare dejectedly at his phone. The background image was of Chloe as a baby, the only photo he had of her. Allowing the sadness to wash over him, he straightened his shirt, and headed to the door, bursting out into the bright, white corridors that tunnelled beneath The Shard like an ant colony. A few suits marched past, heads down, not even acknowledging him. He shrugged, wondering if they were close colleagues of Montgomery Black. 
 
    Black was a long since retired agent and chairman of The Committee, the overseeing authority of the BTCO. Or, as Denham called it, a group of old, angry wankers. It was Black who had reprimanded both Denham and Vincent for allowing an inexperienced agent to take on a case and had also fined Franklyn for complaints from both Centre Parcs and the assets team, due to his disregard of the ‘No Smoking’ policy. 
 
    Black had gone as far as calling him a disgrace who wouldn’t last a week. 
 
    A hell of a confidence boost. 
 
    As he marched down the corridor, he turned the corner towards the elevators, raising his eyebrows with surprise as Vincent and Denham stood by the button. Both creatures were created in another world, but they couldn’t have been more different. Yet Franklyn knew, they’d both gone above and beyond to get him ready for this day. 
 
    To give him his purpose. 
 
    Vincent stood, his clasped hands covered by the baggy sleeves of his gown like a wizard and his face completely emotionless. 
 
    ‘I must say, Jones, you’ve surprised me.’ Franklyn smiled at Vincent’s kind words. ‘I was certain you would have quit before now.’ 
 
    Franklyn scoffed at the jibe and called for the lift. As it roared into life and plummeted below the earth, Franklyn patted Vincent on the shoulder. The Neither looked shocked, confirming to Franklyn that he wasn’t wearing his latch stone. 
 
    ‘Thanks, Vinnie. I appreciate the confidence.’ 
 
    The doors pinged open and the metallic cube beckoned Franklyn in with a promise of daylight. Suddenly, the massive palm of Denham clapped against his spine, shunting him into the container. He collided with the back wall, only just steadying himself with his hands. 
 
    ‘Go get ’em, Bermuda.’ Denham smiled. 
 
    ‘That’s not sticking,’ Franklyn retorted, knowing full well it had. The nickname was growing on him, but it was the budding respect and friendship between himself and Denham that was the cause of his own smile. 
 
    ‘Just don’t trust your new partner.’ Denham sneered. ‘Oh, and don’t die.’ 
 
    Franklyn lifted his middle finger, to which Denham howled with a muscular laugh that echoed down the corridors like a tidal wave. The doors began to slide shut and the smooth, motionless face of Vincent turned to him. 
 
    ‘Remember, Jones … Two worlds …’ 
 
    ‘One peace. Yeah, yeah,’ Franklyn mockingly replied, before the doors connected, sealing off the bizarre world beneath London and shooting him upwards. He bypassed the ground floor and the truck load of tourists, all impatiently waiting to see the capital from above. He shot past the gift shop and the countless other businesses that comprised the tall, glass structure which shimmered in the warm, London sunshine. He eventually alighted on the viewing platform on the sixty-ninth floor, noting he’d never get over his immaturity at that number. 
 
    He walked towards the brightness, the floor to ceiling windows giving way to a breathtaking view of the city below. A city swarming with darkness, in a world entrenched in another. As his converse clapped against the marble floor, he saw Ottoway standing to the far side, his withered, wrinkled hand pointing out towards Wembley Stadium. Next to him, stood Argyle. The picture of nobility, with his hands clasped behind his back, resting neatly on the massive blade that was strapped to his spine. 
 
    Argyle was humouring the elderly chairman, who, as Franklyn approached, was discussing the sheer euphoria of the nineteen sixty-six World Cup final. Argyle turned as Franklyn approached, his grey eyes radiated a welcome. 
 
    ‘Hey, big guy.’ Franklyn offered, nodding to Argyle who responded in kind. Ottoway turned, a smile stretched across his saggy face. 
 
    ‘Franklyn!’ He exclaimed. ‘Or should I say, Bermuda?’ 
 
    ‘No, you shouldn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Bermuda?’ Argyle asked, an eyebrow raised. 
 
    ‘It’s just a dumb nickname.’ Franklyn shrugged, patting down his pockets before retrieving a box of Tic Tacs. He popped two into his mouth before turning back to Ottoway, who slid a brown folder from the inside of his jacket. 
 
    ‘Well, Bermuda. Here it is. Your first case as a full agent.’ He stopped as if expecting a reaction but continued when none was forthcoming. ‘Three separate railway engineers have failed to report to their shifts a day after they worked on the connecting tunnel out of Bank Station. Off you pop.’ 
 
    Ottoway handed the file to Franklyn and patted him on the back. He nodded to Argyle too. 
 
    ‘Also, if you hadn’t already guessed it. Argyle is going to be your partner. I hear he has already saved your life.’ He turned to Argyle and raised his eyebrows. ‘Have fun.’ 
 
    The two partners watched as the elderly man  ambled his way back towards the lifts, the tip of his cane clicking against the shiny, immaculately polished floor. As he disappeared into the corridor, Franklyn turned back towards the incredible view of London. The world was moving by at a breakneck speed, with the roads, and pavements a hub of activity. Each of the thousands of buildings was full, the rat race of life in full effect. 
 
    After a few moments of amazement, he remembered the incredible warrior stood beside him, knowing he wasn’t going to be facing the darkness that hid behind the curtain on his own. 
 
    For the first time in a long time, he felt safe. 
 
    With a smile taking his lips hostage, Franklyn made peace with the fact that he’d be known as ‘Bermuda’ going forward.  
 
    Argyle stood proud beside him, the city of London a safer place under his watchful gaze. 
 
    After a few more moments, Franklyn broke the silence. 
 
    ‘Hey, I never thanked you for saving my life.’ 
 
    Argyle turned to him, the confusion across his face told Franklyn that he’d probably never felt gratitude before. 
 
    ‘You are welcome. It is my duty to protect you, Bermuda.’ 
 
    Franklyn smirked, noticing the playful tone in Argyle’s voice. He turned back to take in the view one last time. 
 
    ‘I bet you a fiver you won’t ever have to again.’ 
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    For Ford Dainty and John Baker, 
 
    Gone but never forgotten.
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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The flashing blue lights erupted from the top of the police car, illuminating the front of the magnificent Cartwright Manor. The huge stone structure stood with an overbearing grandeur, the large, solid pillars of the front door cast in intermittent blasts of blue. The smooth stone reached three floors high, the wall segregated by the door-sized windows in perfect symmetry. 
 
    The drive to Eversley had been fairly straightforward; the dreaded M25 that linked him from Hertfordshire to Hampshire was quieter in the middle of the night, instead of the usual standstill of regularity. The streets of Eversley were quiet, quaint little streets lined with small houses, all hidden behind their front gardens. A few country pubs that would have undoubtedly been full of locals earlier in the evening. On the outskirts of the town, Cartwright Manor sat in the centre of twenty acres of land. As he passed through the grand iron gate and slowly cruised up the gravel path that cut through the vast, neatly trimmed lawn, Franklyn 'Bermuda' Jones whistled with admiration. 
 
    Gazing his green eyes over the immaculate grounds, he slowly rolled his black Honda Civic to a stop, the engine cutting out with a gentle purr. The two police officers stood fifty feet away, their arms folded across their stab-proof vests as the car door swung open, the chill of the wind slapping Bermuda across his stubble-covered face and throwing his light brown hair into disarray. With the moon hidden by thick spring clouds, the only lights apart from those emanating from the downstairs of the house were those of the police car. 
 
    Bermuda added his own, cupping his hand around his Zippo lighter as the flame flickered, touching the end of his cigarette and casting smoke into the air. 
 
    He flicked it, the metal lid clapping shut. 
 
    'Chilly night, huh?' Bermuda's London accent filtered through the smoke. 
 
    As always, Argyle had met him at their destination. Partnered for over three years, Bermuda had become accustomed to Argyle's ability to beat him to the scene of the 'crime'. Although Bermuda stood at six foot tall, his partner towered over him by another eight inches. His muscular arms hung from his shoulders, exposed by the sleeveless armoured plate he wore over his colossal torso. His armoured legs stood firmly together and Bermuda was always impressed with the authority that Argyle's stance commanded. He, on the other hand, in his jeans, shirt, and long black jacket, looked comprehensively human. 
 
    Argyle's grey, pupilless eyes, which sat deep in his dark face, betrayed his humanity. Not that it would be a problem. Especially as only Bermuda could see him. As Bermuda leant against his car, he cast his eyes around the acres of land as it flickered with sprays of blue. 
 
    'I do not surrender any thoughts or feelings towards elements.' Argyle's response was firm, his voice carrying a low bass. Bermuda nodded, taking another puff on his cigarette. He looked up at Argyle. 
 
    'I bet it's a hoarder.' 
 
    'We should assess the situation before reaching conclusions.' 
 
    'Yeah, yeah. I know. And we will.' Bermuda took another drag, smoke being snatched from the end of his cigarette by the whipping wind. 'But I bet you ten pounds it's a hoarder.' 
 
    “I have never understood your kind's obsession with this monetary gain.” Argyle shook his head as he spoke, his words emphasising his disappointment. Bermuda looked towards the officers, their impatience obvious. A smile crept across his handsome face. 
 
    'Let's go see what the fuzz thinks.' He pushed himself off from the car and took a final hit of nicotine before carelessly flicking the butt of the cigarette into the darkness. He slapped Argyle on the back, his hand a few inches from the long, razor-sharp blade of the sword that hung from his back. Argyle was a fine swordsman and had saved Bermuda's life on a number of occasions with it. Argyle's other weapon, the 'Retriever', was fastened securely around his powerful forearm. 
 
    As they walked towards the impatient officers, Bermuda's own weapon hung from the latch on his belt, hidden by his long coat. His footsteps echoed as the gravel crunched beneath his feet. Argyle walked silently beside him. 
 
    'So what's the situation?' Bermuda asked him, scanning the grounds again. He dipped a hand into his pocket and returned shaking a small box of Tic Tacs. 
 
    'The woman's husband has vanished. Along with their canine companion. Their maid and a home help worker have also vanished within the last few days. Their relatives have stated that this was their last known location.' The two police officers stepped forward, getting themselves prepared as Bermuda approached. 
 
    'How old is the woman?' Bermuda asked, two Tic Tacs rattling in his mouth. 
 
    'Mrs Cartwright is eighty-two years old, a veteran of your people.' Argyle spoke, his voice firm and authoritative. 
 
    'You can just say ‘old,’ Argyle.' Bermuda smirked, hoping to extract a reaction. 
 
    'Would seem strange for such an elderly person to be able to remove that many people.' 
 
    'Well, strange is why we are here, Big Guy.' Bermuda approached the two police officers, both of whom looked at him with caution. The shorter officer, mid-forties, thinning black hair, and a shirt about to burst at the midsection, spoke first. 
 
    'You okay there, fella?' He looked at his partner and smiled. 'Having a nice old chat, were you?' 
 
    'Just getting updated on the situation,' Bermuda retorted, accustomed to the idea that people thought he was crazy. He looked up at Argyle and raised his eyebrows. The policemen followed his gaze, saw nothing, and readied themselves as if Bermuda was about to attack. 'Is she inside?' 
 
    'Hold on now.' The younger officer, tall and muscular, reached out and put his palm into Bermuda's firm chest. 'We got a call about some 'specialist' coming down.' 
 
    Bermuda sighed to himself and whipped his hand to the back pocket of his jeans. He pulled out the thin, leather wallet and flicked it open. 
 
    'Bermuda Jones, BTCO.' The two men squinted, trying to read the small print. The plastic card, covered by a sheet of clear plastic, bore his face and details pertaining to the organisation. The short officer scoffed and look up at him. 
 
    'BTCO? Never heard of it,' he said, almost mockingly. 
 
    'You wouldn't have.' 
 
    Bermuda stepped through, and once again the young officer stepped in his way. Bermuda smiled at him politely. 
 
    'Sounds like a load of nonsense to me.' 
 
    'Could you please let me through? I have a job to do.' Bermuda held his stare. 
 
    'Well as far as I can see, that woman in there has something to do with the disappearance of three people. She doesn't need a BCOT or whatever it's called intervention. She needs to be taken in for questioning.' 
 
    As if he didn't even hear it, Bermuda once again smiled politely, the wind snatching up his hair and tugging it in multiple directions. 
 
    'Please let me through, Officer.' 
 
    The young officer glared at Bermuda, who politely waited. The elder officer stood to the side, a voice crackling through on the radio. Instantly his attitude changed and he pulled the other officer out of Bermuda's pathway. As they argued, Bermuda walked slowly towards the large semi-circular steps that lead up to thick wooden doors. They were open, the brightly lit hallway welcoming him through with a warm grasp. Argyle followed, his colossal frame just fitting through. The entrance to the house was as grand as the structure itself, the hallway stretching out towards a broad staircase that split into two directions, wrapping back around the wall underneath the high ceiling, from which an expensive chandelier hung. The walls were lined with large canvases of art, their value not worth guessing. In the far corner stood a suit of armour, the metal shining from good upkeep. 
 
    Bermuda popped another few Tic Tacs into his mouth and then walked through the open door to the right, entering an elegantly decorated living room. An oak table sat near the magnificent bay window, shutting out the world with its drawn curtains. A soft rug welcomed Bermuda as he strolled in, locking his eyes on the elderly woman who sat on the sofa, a roaring fire crackling in front of her. Above the fireplace was a large painting depicting what Bermuda imagined was Lord William Cartwright, the missing husband. Stood in his hunting gear, he emanated wealth and nobility. Argyle walked calmly to the centre of the room, past a small cabinet which housed several expensive-looking liqueurs. He stood powerfully, his short, black beard lining his powerful jaw. Bermuda crunched the remnants of his Tic Tacs and approached the sofa. 
 
    'Mrs Cartwright?' he offered, his tone friendly. The old lady turned, her wrinkled face forcing a welcoming smile. Her eyes were red, the turmoil of the evening apparent. Bermuda calmly removed his jacket and placed it over the back of the chair. He checked his watch, pulling his shirt back to reveal a heavily tattooed forearm. 
 
    'Please. Call me Eleanor.' 
 
    'Eleanor. Nice to meet you. I'm Bermuda Jones from the BTCO.' 
 
    'The what now?' She looked at him, puzzled. 
 
    'The BTCO. We deal with rather exceptional cases, and believe that your husband is one such case.' 
 
    'My poor William. Where has he gone?' Bermuda had no doubts in his mind that she was innocent. Her grief for her husband was genuine. The last three years had shown him plenty of it. 
 
    'That is what we are here to find out.' Bermuda ran his hand through his hair, sweeping it into a side parting. 'When did you realise your husband was missing?' 
 
    'It was, now let me see, a little before lunchtime. I realised that Cordelia, our maid, was missing and it was almost time for lunch. Poor Willy, he went upstairs to the function room to find her and he didn't come back.' 
 
    'And Cordelia, she was in the function room?' Bermuda flashed his eyes to Argyle, who was already staring up at the ceiling. A grandfather clock ticked loudly in the background, battling the crackles of the fire for audio dominance. 
 
    'Yes. It is mine and Willy's diamond anniversary this Saturday and we are having a party. Oh it will be lovely, our families and friends all together. It doesn't happen enough nowadays, sadly.' 
 
    'So the last time you were aware of their presence, it was in the function room?'  
 
    She nodded, sniffling slightly.  
 
    'I have been informed of a home helper missing also?' 
 
    'Laura? She didn't turn up today. I heard Bailey barking in the function room and asked her to tend to him. He stopped barking so I assumed she went home.' 
 
    'Bailey is your dog, right?' Bermuda looked back up at the painting above the fire, the flames illuminating the German shepherd that stood proudly by its master. 'Is he also missing?' 
 
    'He is...' Eleanor's voice cracked and she began sobbing again. Bermuda gave her a moment, beckoning Argyle over. 
 
    'I say we check out this room. Will probably find our little guest there.' 
 
    Argyle nodded in agreement and Bermuda stood up, whipping his coat around and sliding his arms in. Eleanor looked up from the tissue she was dabbing her eyes with. 
 
    'Where are you going?' 
 
    'Mrs Cartwright, could you show me to the function room, please?' He slowly helped her to her feet. She nodded, and with the help of her cane, trundled towards the hallway. The blue lights burst through the windows from outside as she lowered herself into her stair lift. As it hummed to life and she slowly began her ascent, Bermuda walked briskly up the curved steps, following them to the right to the landing. A few white, solid doors aligned the wall, all closed with their contents kept secret. He popped another mint into his mouth as he scanned the artwork on the wall. 
 
    'This way, dear.' 
 
    He followed the little lady as she walked, approaching a double set of the doors at the end of the hall. Bermuda pulled the doors open and stepped over the threshold. Eleanor followed and switched on the lights, pride flowing from her at the tastefully decorated room. The laminate flooring shimmered with polish, the antique tables set neatly around the sides of the room. Blue lights flickered through the large windows. 
 
    'Is Bermuda your real name?' she asked as she ambled in. She turned back, suddenly worried by the look of concern on Bermuda's face. 
 
    Bermuda took in what he saw. It wasn't the fine art or the expensive furniture. Or the mental image of a wealthy family enjoying their time together. What he saw was what he feared he would. A few feet off the ground, on the far wall, was William Cartwright. As if he had been built into the wall and then painted over, he was trapped in the surrounding brick, cocooned in by the Other they were there to remove. Although he wasn't moving, Bermuda knew there was a strong chance that the man was still alive. 
 
    Bermuda sighed, looking around and noticing Cordelia, her face twisted in pain as she faded into the brickwork. Laura and Bailey also joined the collection. It was all too familiar. Whilst Eleanor Cartwright wept for the disappearance of her husband and had concerns about her helpers, they were but a few feet away. However, she couldn't see them. All she saw was a pristine room that was empty without the infectious sound of family and friends. 
 
    She didn't have 'the Knack'. 
 
    Bermuda was born with it, the ability to see the Otherside and what was truly around us. A parallel world, whose inhabitants predominantly look human, but survive on a very different set of needs. Many of them are harmless, drifting seamlessly into the shadows and corners of our world. They live peacefully, out of the sight of the regular inhabitants of our planet. But as with all species, there are a few who require more than peace to survive. 
 
    That is why the BTCO, the Behind The Curtain Organisation, were formed. Every agent has 'the Knack' and every agent has a 'Neither', an Other who has defected to our side. As the world idly goes by, the BTCO are monitoring Other activity, ensuring that the unknown coexistence is maintained. The world behind the curtain. 
 
    And now, in a stately home in northeast Hampshire, Bermuda stood seeing what the rest of the world couldn't. His fist clenched, angry not just at the actions of the intruder, but because of what his life was. This curse of vision, inflicted from birth, which had ruined every aspect of his life and would halt any signs of improvement. The burden it placed on him, to risk his life case by case due to an ability he had never asked for. 
 
    As he pulled his lips into a thin, agitated line, Eleanor broke the silence. 
 
    'What is wrong?' Her voice, interspersed with sniffles. 
 
    Argyle entered the room, standing beside and looming over the oblivious resident. He scanned the room, seeing the handiwork of one of his fellow Others. 
 
    'It is a hoarder,' Argyle stated, his voice tinged with disappointment. 
 
    'Told you,' Bermuda replied, his hand shuffling inside his pocket. 
 
    'Told who, dear?' Eleanor turned to Bermuda, her vision not obscured by Argyle. 
 
    'Never mind.' 
 
    'What is that you have there?' 
 
    'This?' Bermuda removed his hand from his jacket pocket and revealed a metal spinning top. The small object, glistening in the light, had intricate carvings down all four sides—words inscribed with such precise detail it required magnification to be read. 'This will draw our little friend out.' 
 
    'What friend?' Eleanor said in frustration, feeling as if she was only part of half a conversation. Bermuda ignored her and walked slowly into the centre of the room, peering round at the pained expressions of the captives. As he did, Eleanor slammed her cane against the floor, the thud echoing around the large room. 'MR JONES!' 
 
    He turned, her wrinkled face fraught with anger. He looked to Argyle, who took a few steps towards the clearly agitated Eleanor. 
 
    'Ma'am, you may want to leave the room for this.' 
 
    'I am not going anywhere. Who are you talking to? And what is that in your hand?' She took a few steps towards Bermuda. 
 
    'Argyle, hold her.' Bermuda didn't turn as he spoke. 
 
    With a mighty hand, Argyle reached out and clutched the old lady by the shoulder. She stopped dead in her tracks, unable to move, despite her best efforts. 
 
    'I can't move!' she yelled in frustration. 'What is going on?' 
 
    Bermuda leant down, placing the point of the spinning top against the laminate flooring. His fingers grasped the small, engraved handle of the spinning top and he balanced it, ready to spin. He glanced back at her. 
 
    'Argyle, make sure she is fine.' 
 
    'What is Argyle? What is going on?’ she angrily bellowed, her arms struggling in what she could only see as thin air. Argyle, with his hand still firmly clasped to her, took a few steps to shield her from the door. 'What the hell are you doing? 
 
    Bermuda smiled at her. 
 
    'You might want to cover your ears.' 
 
    Before she could respond, Bermuda twisted the top and released his grip. The metal frantically twisted on the floor, drilling against the wood. Instantly, every window in the room shattered with a large crash, shards of glass spraying across the room like a sandstorm. The wind whistled in and the doors flew open, rocking their hinges to breaking point. The lights flickered, shrouding the stolen bodies within the wall in stop-start darkness. Eleanor watched in horror, her instinct to run hindered by her inability to move. Argyle stood ready, his other hand, the wrist clad in thick metal, clenched. 
 
    A horrifying scream echoed through the house. 
 
    Suddenly, the rapid noise of thudding rattled through the floorboards, the sound emanating from the room beneath. It grew louder as it made its way up the stairs, the impact rocking the staircase. Bermuda turned to face the door, his eyes closed as he took a deep breath. Behind him, the cold air blew in on another gust of wind. 
 
    The metal top continued to spin. 
 
    The loud banging approached the broken doors at speed and Bermuda opened his eyes. 
 
    'Hello, handsome.' 
 
    Jet-black eyes peered back as the Other raced through the doorway. Running on all fours like a beast of prey, it was completely black, its back covered in gothic-looking spikes, shards of its spine that had grown through its otherworldly skin. Hanging from its open mouth were long, sharp teeth that mirrored the claws that framed its beastly hands. 
 
    As it bounded towards Bermuda, he slipped his coat to the side to reveal his weapon, a tomahawk which he whipped up from the latch with a quick spin. The hoarder raced towards him and leapt, and Bermuda dropped to the ground and swung up. 
 
    The screech of pain shot through the house, cracking the windowpanes throughout. Outside, the two officers were quickly calling for backup, panic-stricken at the carnage they could see from the driveway below. 
 
    The hoarder latched onto the wall, a large wound across its chest as it crawled across the stored body of William Cartwright. His wife looked on in despair, seeing only Bermuda, watching him rolling on the floor. She watched as he got to his feet, spinning the wooden handle of the small axe, the head a material she had never seen. 
 
    Otherworldly. 
 
    The hoarder was clearly feral; one of the more beast-like Others that had escaped to our side. It roared again at Bermuda, its thick claws clattering against the wall as it raced around the room. 
 
    'Are you ready, Argyle?' Bermuda yelled, spinning on the spot to keep the beast in his eye line. 
 
    'Ready.' Argyle raised his arm, the metal band around his wrist aimed straight at the monster. Resting atop it was a thick spike, attached to a metal chain that disappeared within it. The Retriever. 
 
    The Other bounded off the wall to the floor and then leapt again at Bermuda, its mighty claws cutting through the hurtling wind. Bermuda spun to his left, dropping to one knee, and swung his tomahawk. The metal, forged on ‘the Otherside', ripped through the back of the hoarder's leg. It roared again in agony, falling to the floor and shaking the room on impact. 
 
    Eleanor stood completely still thanks to Argyle. Without hesitation, Argyle shot the Retriever, the sharp metal racing off his arm with marksman’s precision. The spike burst through the damaged leg, ripping out the other side and spraying a grey blood across the floor. Instantly, the spike opened out into four sections, hooking back round and locking itself inside the leg of the hoarder. 
 
    It mustered a whimper of anguish before finally relenting, rolling onto its side in resignation. Bermuda stood, latching his tomahawk back to his belt before taking careful steps towards the defeated visitor. As suspected, attached to the front of its stomach was a small blue rock known as a latch stone. Found on the Otherside, it allowed the Other who possessed it to combine itself with our world. To latch onto it. 
 
    When in possession, the Other could physically interact with humans, an ability that the BTCO only wanted reserved for its Neithers. Without one, Argyle would not have been able to protect Eleanor, who stood in complete confusion. The wind howled through the shattered windows, causing the broken doors to creak on rickety hinges. 
 
    The glass crunched under Bermuda's feet as he took his final steps before reaching down and removing the stone with a hard tug. Instantly, all four inhabitants of the wall fell to the ground, their captivity over. As their bodies crashed against the hard, wooden floor, Eleanor screamed in horror. Out of nowhere, her husband and dog had returned to her.  
 
    From thin air. 
 
    With confused steps, she shuffled through the glass to the elderly man on the floor, proof that the painting above the fireplace was a few years old. He slowly began to stir, a wrinkled hand speckled with brown spots reached up to cradle a head that was frosted with white hair. Laura and Cordelia were both starting to move, the confusion of their disappearance soon coming. Bailey sprung to life first, bounding towards Eleanor, who carefully accepted his welcome. 
 
    'Banish him,' Bermuda said to Argyle and watched intently. Argyle, with the grace of a true solider, bowed down to one knee and held a small relic above the fallen Other. He muttered words of a distant language, a speech that Bermuda knew he would never understand. The blades retracted into the spike and slid automatically back up the chain before returning to rest on Argyle's wrist. 
 
    The fallen Other turned slowly, a slow, painful groan escaped it as it slowly began to disappear, a small trail of black smoke rising from its chest and into the open relic in Argyle's grip. 
 
    The rattle of Tic Tacs, and Bermuda popped another one into his mouth as Argyle finished his sermon, the beast on the floor finally disappearing as the last trail of smoke filtered in. Argyle snapped the lid shut and attached it to the grand belt that wrapped around his waist. It would be deposited when he returned to HQ. 
 
    'Let's go home, Argyle.' Bermuda smiled, his trainers crunching the glass. His partner nodded, his face etched with a slight sadness that always accompanied a banishment. Sometimes Bermuda mused that Argyle was more human than anyone else on Earth. 
 
    As they crossed the threshold of the door, Eleanor yelled out to them. 
 
    'Thank you. Thank you so much.' 
 
    Bermuda turned back and smiled. The old lady was kneeling beside her husband, cradling him as he awoke from a dream he never had. Bailey circled them excitedly, his tongue hanging out of his mouth as he panted. Laura had gotten to her feet and was bent over and helping Cordelia. Bermuda nodded to Eleanor, whose wrinkled face, splashed with tears of happiness, returned one in kind. 
 
    The front steps and driveway of the house were littered with the odd shard of glass; the windows at the front of the building had cracked or broken. Instantly the two officers strode towards him, their faces a mixture of anger, fear, and confusion. The younger, brasher one took the lead. 
 
    'What the hell happened in there?' he demanded angrily, pointing towards the large home. Bermuda just kept walking, his head down and the gravel scraping. The elder policeman hurriedly walked towards the door of the house, speaking rapidly into his radio. 'Hey, I asked you a question!' 
 
    Bermuda reached his car and then turned back, the wind sweeping the hair from his forehead. 
 
    'I found them.' 
 
    He swung open the door and dropped into the driver’s seat as the young officer looked round in bewilderment at the emergence of Laura and Cordelia from the house. His colleague gently helped them down the steps and he took one last, cautious look at Bermuda before jogging over to assist. Bermuda turned the key and the engine roared into life as Argyle approached the car. After clicking in his seatbelt, Bermuda pressed the button and his window slid down with a faint hum. 
 
    'You owe me a tenner.' 
 
    He smiled upwards at Argyle, who responded with a less-than-impressed look. Bermuda smirked as the window began to climb again. 
 
    'I'll stick it on the tab.' 
 
    With a small spray of gravel, he drove off back down the driveway and into the night.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    The large, red bus slowly rattled to a stop, jolting slightly at some poor brake-work from the driver. Jess Lambert jolted from her drunken doze, startled by the sudden jerk. She looked out of the window on the upper deck at the streets below, her eyes fuzzy with the final strands of sleep clutching at her. It took a few moments before she realised that she still had a few more stops, the 343 bus making its final route of the night towards Peckham in southeast London. 
 
    Dressed in a tight-fitting red dress, she adjusted on her seat and rested her head against the glass. Scanning the bus, she saw an old man, his hands firmly clasping his carrier bag that swung between his legs. Sat further down, a young lad, no more than twenty, was fast asleep. She could almost see the alcoholic aroma wafting from him. 
 
    She sighed, closing her eyes again, and smiled. 
 
    The launch party for a new designer perfume she had attended was a step in the right direction. Employed as one of the show models, she was actually starting to feel like she could have a career in modelling. She was approached when she was eighteen, attending university to gain a degree in English. With flowing blond hair that cascaded down her defined face, she was aware that she garnered a lot of attention. Whilst doing small modelling jobs to help pay her way through university, she signed up with Vision, a fast-rising talent agency in London, as soon as she graduated. Now, aged twenty-six, she was starting to make a name for herself, performing at catwalk shows and launch parties for some high-profile clients. 
 
    She sighed, regretting the few extra cocktails she had drunk at the after-party, but the excitement of mixing with TV personalities and musicians overwhelmed her. Rubbing shoulders with the rich and famous of London was why she moved to the city after graduation—the chance to live a life of luxury that teaching wouldn't have brought her. 
 
    Her phone buzzed in her designer handbag, a warning that her battery was critically low. She also had a message, sent at just after midnight from her best friend, Sophie Summers. 
 
    Sorry Jess, had to leave. God that guy was a dick!! Enjoy the rest of the party and don't do anything too naughty. ;) xx 
 
    She smiled. She had met Sophie on her first day at Vision and they bonded straight away. The same age as her, Sophie wasn't as tall as Jess but she was strikingly beautiful. Her dark, flowing hair was offset by her piercing brown eyes that were tinged with flecks of green. Her cheekbones were sharp and rested above gorgeous dimples when she flashed her beaming smile. Jess thought of her previous best friends and how they had almost turned their noses up at her pursuing a modelling career. Not Sophie. 
 
    Sophie went with her to auditions and attended all of her events. Jess did likewise, offsetting the quieter periods of work by temping in local offices. Their two-bedroom flat, which sat on the third floor of a building surrounded by a gorgeous courtyard of fresh flowers and well-kept trees, was slightly more expensive than she would have liked to have paid. But now, especially with this recent modelling contract, she was beginning to enjoy the more lavish lifestyle she was leading. Jess then cursed herself for being prudent, knowing a cab journey, although more expensive, would have meant she would have been home already. Old habits die hard. 
 
    She sat up straight and her fingers began clicking on the screen of her phone, and within a few moments a message was sending its way to her best friend. 
 
    Haha. I want to hear all about it. Just about to get off the bus so will be home soon xx. 
 
    She smiled, but then shuffled uncomfortably on her seat. Another message was sent to Sophie. 
 
    Really need to pee! :(  
 
    As soon as the message sent, her screen flickered to black and she was greeted with a no power icon. She tutted and dropped her phone into her bag. She ran a hand through her hair, making a note to wash it in the morning. 
 
    The bus turned a corner and drove down Peckham High Street, all of the shops dark and the shutters down. A few drunk civilians wandered aimlessly up the street, their footsteps anything but synchronized. A few cars sped past in the opposite direction, their headlights interrupting her half sleep. She opened her eyes, realised where they were and then pressed the button. A shrill ding echoed through the bus, notifying the driver of her exit at the next stop. 
 
    She took a final look around the bus; the old man had left at a previous stop without her realising. The young drunkard had slid further down his seat, waiting to be woken when the bus came to its final stop however many stops beyond his destination. The bus slowly pulled into the bus stop just beyond Peckham Rye Station and she carefully stepped up, her feet and calves killing her from the heels she had cruelly strapped to her own feet. 
 
    The doors hissed and opened as Jess waved her thanks and stepped off, the briskness of the spring night time catching her by surprise. She fished her cardigan from her bag and wrapped it around her, the effect minimal. 
 
    The road was dead quiet; the only noise was the reducing hum of the bus’s engine as it disappeared further up the road. A few lampposts illuminated the street, their light striking the roofs of the cars that lined the pavement. Jess wrapped her arms around her chest and began walking, her head down as the spring breeze whipped by. Her heels clopped against the pavement as she took extra-special care to navigate the crooked concrete as the night’s worth of alcohol suddenly hit her. She stopped briefly outside a grand house, the wall providing perfect support as she hunched over, feeling the impending burst of vomit on its way. She composed herself, resisting the want to throw up, at least until she got home, and turned left onto a small street. 
 
    It was another ten minutes to Garland House where Soph would undoubtedly greet her with a cup of tea, toast, and stories of the TV star that she ditched at the party. She willed herself to get home quicker and then stopped as she noticed a small walkway that cut through two blocks of flats. Both buildings were over four stories high, and as she tried to peer through the darkness she could just make out the streetlights at the other end. As she squinted, she was sure she could see the front gates of Garland House. 
 
    She looked around; there was nobody on the streets. It was almost two thirty in the morning and over two hours since Sophie had sent her message. Her want to get home to the warmth of her flat and the safety of her best friend made her mind up for her. 
 
    She had no idea of the two jet-black eyes that were staring at her, willing her to enter the dark tunnel before her—the piercing stare that was urging her to step in and be one with the shadows. 
 
    As the wind blew her long blond hair behind her, she took a deep breath and stepped into the alleyway, hoping to be home soon. 
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    He had sat and watched the world go by for hours. Watching as all the people—male, female, black, white—walked through the streets, all convinced that their existence was linked to some sort of importance. All certain that the world would miss them should they suddenly embrace the insignificance of their miserable lives. 
 
    The cars, powered by a resource that was destroying their world, whizzed by. Humans, wanting to see and experience the world without even a thought of the cost. That was what angered him most. 
 
    The arrogance of man. 
 
    A whole planet, an entire world, which they felt was their birthright to conquer. Their attitudes to animals, other inhabitants of the planet, that they slayed for food, even for sport. Yet the moment their puny race faced any type of threat, they see it as morally wrong. 
 
    Foolish people. An abhorrent race. 
 
    As he sat on the wall of the large home, he watched as the family walked through the gates. The male, with his fading hair and large stomach, eagerly encouraged a young boy as he hazardly wobbled on a bike. They soon disappeared from sight, which he found pleasing. 
 
    More instances of human interaction, all blindly walking past him, none of them aware of the power or danger his very attendance demanded. His dark, black eyes stared out, watching everything he despised. They sat in his sharp marble-like face. His skin, a faded grey, clung tightly to his otherworldly skull. Three large scars ran down one cheek, the physical reminders of the torture he suffered. The branding of an apparent 'traitor'. His escape from the Otherside was marvellous, ripping free of their shackles and leaving a trail of bodies all the way to the gates. 
 
    He had removed the guards’ heads as he passed through, a final gesture of contempt to the world that tried to lock him away. He shook the memory from his mind, his white hair swaying as it hung shabbily to the bottom of his neck. 
 
    Soon the sun retreated and the world became more familiar, the shadows painting themselves over the street with an aggressive beauty. He saw a few of his own kind, Others who had been granted asylum on this side of the gate. They filtered past pathetically; none of them dared to make eye contact with him. 
 
    He smiled, his razor-sharp teeth coming together like a broken zip. The Otherside knew who he was, and if Earth had any idea—if the humans could see—him then they would run too. 
 
    That time was fast approaching. 
 
    He reached a grey hand into the inside of his black suit, the blazer frayed at the edges from wear and tear. His long, spindly fingers wrapped round the latch stone that hung from his neck. His sharp nails dug into his skin, its thickness absorbing the pain. 
 
    Suddenly his head turned; the sound of high heels clicking against the pavement echoed throughout the street. He saw her and instantly knew she would be the one. He was in the correct place, as he had been for all of the others, and he watched as the blond woman carefully walked down the street. 
 
    Another puny human, intoxicated on a needless beverage that rendered them even more useless and pathetic. There would be some of them who would shed tears, but they should be thanking him for his work. His eradication of the vile stains of humanity. She leant over near a wall; he could see her back arching as she took deep breaths. 
 
    He sat, strumming his long nails against the brick that he rested his hand upon. He knew she couldn't see him as she slowly turned the corner, her focus on just keeping herself standing. 
 
    He pushed himself up off the wall and lifted his top hat that had sat next to him the entire time. As jet black as his suit, he dusted some flint from the brim and then rested it atop of his shabby hair. He took a few slow steps towards her, his eyes sparkling with anticipation as he reached into his pocket and pulled out the crudely carved device. 
 
    Another one for his collection. 
 
    He could almost feel her, how good it would be when she belonged to him. 
 
    She stopped still. 
 
    For a second he thought she had seen him, her eyes focused dead ahead of her where he stood. She then glanced towards the small alleyway, the dark tunnel where they would become one. 
 
    Where she would be his. 
 
    He readied himself, his hand grasping the sharp edges of his device, and as he prepared to snare her and the inevitable screaming and panic as she fought against a force she could not see begun, a smile spread across his face. Jagged teeth lit up by the fading lamppost above. 
 
    She willingly turned and walked into the alleyway. 
 
    He watched with delight as she stumbled between the two buildings, her handbag swinging from her arm. It was all too easy. 
 
    The previous eight had all been easy; the human race had no way of stopping what he was becoming. But this was being served up on a platter. 
 
    As she disappeared into the shadow, her footsteps echoed and bounced off the surrounding walls. 
 
    With a calm quickness, he followed her into the black. 
 
    She wouldn't emerge from the other end.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    'Help me!' 
 
    Bermuda sat up in his bed in a cold sweat, the final words of the dream still echoing in his mind, clinging to him like a bad smell. He took a few deep breaths, his eyes scanning the room rapidly before he collapsed backwards. His damp hair hit an equally damp pillow. The dream was always the same, had been for the last two years, and he knew there wouldn't be a shrink in the world who would be able to decipher it. There wouldn't be one brave enough. 
 
    He opened his eyes again and stared up at the ceiling of his bedroom; four separate dreamcatchers swung gently above him. Handwoven from various parts of the world, they did more than just decorate the room. They kept him safe while he slept, the patterns that hung over him repelling the Others that wanted him dead. 
 
    He didn't know exactly what it was about the embroidered designs that fended them off, but he wasn't going to complain. Having killed a number of their kind, he understood the Otherside's want for revenge. As they rocked slowly above him, he cursed them for not protecting him from nightmares. 
 
    He sat up again, the duvet falling off to reveal his toned body, acquired by a fairly frequent training routine and fighting practice with Argyle. His defined muscles, however, were hard to see due to the tattooed scribe that covered his body from the neck down. Incantations and symbols that, over the years, had proven effective in warding off Others and their weaponry. Sweat dribbled down the words etched into the skin of his spine. 
 
    The little girl's voice still haunted from the dream, and he sighed as he swung his legs to the floor. Perched on the edge of his bed, he stared towards the window; the spring sun was cutting through the blind in segregated strips. He slid the bedside drawer open and pulled out a small envelope. Feeling his heart sink. He slid out the photograph, immediately regretting a decision that would ruin the rest of his day. Staring back at him was a six-year-old girl, her blond hair framing her freckled face. Baby blue eyes and a smile that wrenched every string of his heart leapt from the small snapshot. 
 
    His Chloe. 
 
    A small tear ran from his eye, weaving across his stubbled cheek. He wiped it away with the back of his hand before planting a kiss on his beloved image. It went back into the table. Back where it would be safe, where the Otherside wouldn't find it. Bermuda missed her deeply. 
 
    As the beads of water hammered from the showerhead and drenched his ink-covered frame, he closed his eyes. Bowing his head to let the water filter through his hair, he cursed the world for what it had done to him. Everything about his life had been ruined: The childhood that was trimmed with visions of evil. The odd looks, the words of anger from his mother, who refused to believe in monsters.  
 
    The world that had declared him certifiably insane and locked him away in a hospital for three months. 
 
    The wife he had loved, who had left and remarried. 
 
    The daughter he refused to see. 
 
    All because he was born with the ability to see the truth. 'The Knack' is a rare gift, bestowed upon only a few people throughout the world. Those who can see beyond the usual parameters of our planet. 
 
    To the Otherside. 
 
    Bermuda punched the tiles that ran around the shower cubicle, unsure if the impact broke a knuckle or not. As he shook the pain away, he switched off the shower and stepped out. Reaching out for the towel, he caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror. 
 
    He knew he looked like a madman. 
 
    But when the world tells you that you are crazy, but can't see the truth, it's better to step away than speak up. That is what the BTCO does. They quietly exist, maintaining the balance and treaty between our side and the other. Bermuda had tried to stay within the realms of a 'normal' life, but it didn't work. His ex-wife, Angela, tried her hardest to understand. But when you are the only one in the room who can see the demon hanging from the ceiling, you tend to become the only person in the room. 
 
    The BTCO found him not long after he 'escaped' from the London Institute of Mental Health, a hospital for those suffering with mental illness. He knew he didn't belong in there, but he was declared insane by three separate psychiatrists and locked away for three months. Three months of padded cells, judgemental looks, and incorrect diagnoses. Then one day, as he lay on his bed staring up at the whiteness of his room, a hole emerged in the wall. Burning through like a match through paper, it appeared from nowhere, revealing a dusty world filled with dark smoke and furious winds. 
 
    There was no life worth living through there. 
 
    But his life in the padded cell was worse. 
 
    Saying goodbye to the world that had turned its back on him, he stepped through. His body exited our world with the intention of never returning. 
 
    But he did. 
 
    The only person to cross to the Otherside and return. He hadn't wanted to, but Bermuda recalled the chase. The fiery red eyes that latched onto him as he ran for survival. The hole in the wall that he fell through, emerging on a dusty alleyway in Taroudent, Morocco. Lost in another continent with nothing but his white priory-issued clothes; it took only a matter of hours before the BTCO found him. An organisation built and run by some of the most powerful men and Others, with a reach that crosses two worlds, finds needles in haystacks. 
 
    They wanted to recruit him with the promise of clearing his record. 
 
    He wanted to hold his daughter again. 
 
    He didn't realise that the cost of his curse would be so expensive. 
 
    KNOCK! KNOCK! KNOCK! 
 
    Bermuda snapped back from his wretched memory and looked around the room. He was sat on his bed, streaks of sunlight cutting across the unmade duvet. He had half dressed, his jeans tightly fitting his legs as he pushed himself up.  
 
    KNOCK! KNOCK! 
 
    A fist pounded the front door of his spacious two-bedroom flat. 
 
    'Give me a sec!' he yelled out from his bedroom, the front door to the flat further down the hall. With a sigh, he pulled a plain white T-shirt over his head and straightened it as he exited the room. He wandered down the hallway, passing the kitchen and living room, both decorated with a simplistic eye. The furniture was expensive, the sofa showing signs of age. The BTCO may have hoisted him from a normal life of insanity, but at least it paid well. 
 
    KNOCK! KNOCK! 
 
    'Jesus!' Bermuda exclaimed as he forcibly pulled the door open to be greeted by the stern face of Argyle. 'Oh, hey Argyle.' 
 
    Bermuda turned and pottered back down the hall, turning into the kitchen and flicking the switch on the coffeemaker. It gently rattled as it started boiling. A quick shuffle of hands and a flick of a lighter and Bermuda puffed smoke out towards the open window. The grey, toxic cloud filtered out into the beautiful weather beyond. 
 
    Argyle strode in powerfully, his pristine armour glimmering in the rays of sun that broke through the windowpane. Combined with the smoke that was filling the world, the vision before Bermuda was dream-like. 
 
    'Coffee?' Bermuda nodded towards the machine, brown liquid falling into his comical mug about disliking Mondays. 
 
    'Your need for such stimulating sustenance will result in ill health.' Argyle spoke calmly, his grey eyes offering sympathy to his partner. 
 
    'So no, then?' 
 
    Argyle shook his head. Bermuda grinned and reached out for the mug, taking a sip of the piping-hot beverage before recoiling slightly. Steam rose from the cup, replacing the smoke that he stubbed out in the ashtray. He exhaled, blinking the remnants of sleep from his eyes and focusing on the imposing figure of his friend.  
 
    'Haven't seen you in a while, Big Guy,' he offered with a smile. 
 
    'It has been eleven days since the Cartwright case.' 
 
    'Ah yeah. How did that all pan out?' Bermuda took another sip of his coffee. 
 
    'The humans have restored to normal life. However, the maid has sought other employment. This was all in the report that was filed.' 
 
    'Oh yeah, I definitely read that.' Bermuda arched his eyebrows in sarcasm. 'Did the banishment go okay? Any hiccups?' 
 
    Argyle shook his head. Bermuda could see the discomfort it caused him; the knowledge that he was effectively deporting his own kind back to such a vicious world obviously hurt Argyle. Bermuda could appreciate how hard he tried to conceal it and thought better than to ask any more questions. 
 
    'Are you ready?' Argyle asked, changing the subject and taking a few steps towards the door. His mighty sword latched to his back, the blade shimmering in the gleam of the outside world that reached in. Bermuda chortled as he finished his coffee. 
 
    'And here I was thinking you had popped by for a social visit.' He shoved the empty mug into the sink, the porcelain rattling against a crowd of unwashed plates and knives. He walked past Argyle and back down the hallway to his bedroom. Quickly tossing the duvet back over to half make the bed, he threw on some socks and trainers before wrapping a hoody over his toned arms. He returned to the front door, a patient Argyle stood with his arms folded and a look of disappointment on his face. 
 
    'You should dress more formally. There is nobility in an agreed uniform.' 
 
    'Argyle, you may like dressing like a World of Warcraft reject, but I like to be comfortable when I work.' 
 
    'What is this world you speak of?' The question was genuine. 
 
    'Never mind.' Bermuda and Argyle exited the flat, the door slamming behind them. They made their way to the stairwell, casually descending them. 'So what's the story?' 
 
    'A young lady went missing after a party last night.' 
 
    'Went missing or got lucky?' Bermuda asked cheekily, then frowned as he realised it had been over four months since he had last experienced any intimacy. 
 
    'She went missing on her way back from a celebration last night. Her friend has concerns to her whereabouts.' 
 
    'Is she not just drunk and passed out on someone's couch?' Bermuda asked, turning back to his partner. A middle-aged mother crossed them on the stairs, the two of them stepping to the side. She glared at Bermuda with a curious eye, concerned at the man talking to himself. 
 
    He was used to it. 
 
    'She contacted her friend when near home and then never showed.' They reached the bottom of the stairs, the double doors opening to welcome them both into the glorious sunshine. The beginning of June, whilst hinting at a wonderful and welcome summer, was still shrouded in the briskness of a spring breeze. Without a cloud to cover it, the blue sky shone with a powerful glow. A few birds swooped by, and the only noise was the distant hum of traffic. 
 
    'So where are we going?' Bermuda asked, walking towards his car, the locks retreating at the push of a button. 
 
    'The young lady's last known location was Peckham.' 
 
    Bermuda stopped walking, the car key hanging from his hand. He turned and looked at Argyle, disappointment etched across his handsome face. 
 
    'So I may as well get the train.' He shook his head and began walking towards Bushey High Street, the local train station a fifteen-minute commute by foot. He lit another cigarette, walking briskly. 
 
    'The police have attended the scene and are awaiting our arrival.' 
 
    'I'm sure they can't wait.' Another cloud of smoke floated away behind them. 'If this turns out to be a general kidnapping, I am going to be very upset.' 
 
    'The woman was taken from a place where it is physically impossible for a human to disappear. There is evidence to show her entering the alley but not returning.' 
 
    'I see.' Bermuda finally registered some interest. 
 
    'There are no doors or exits through the alleyway. They have footage of her entering but not exiting. No one else is shown to be in the vicinity.' 
 
    'Interesting.' Bermuda finished his cigarette and the two of them walked in silence, the world only seeing one. Bermuda began to speculate the cause, knowing now why this case had been assigned to him. 
 
    The same as the Cartwright case. 
 
    His reputation, beyond his capabilities that surpassed any agent, was for finding people who vanished from the world. The people who disappeared with no trace or reason. Like the ships in the ocean. 
 
    It was how he had earnt his nickname, a name that sent shudders of fear and loathing through the Otherside in equal measure. 
 
    They stopped outside of the station and Bermuda shuffled around in his pockets as he checked the time board. The electronic screen, faded and in need of replacement, fuzzily showed he had five minutes before the next fast train to London Euston. Despite living in Hertfordshire, the train links ensure he could get to central London within thirty minutes. His hands returned with a box of Tic Tacs, two of which quickly found their demise in his mouth. 
 
    'I take it you're not getting on?' Bermuda lazily asked. 
 
    'I will meet you there,' Argyle stated firmly, nodding to underline his point. Bermuda didn't quite know how, but Argyle always appeared at the places they needed to be. As if his means of travel were outside the confines of our world. 
 
    Bermuda took a deep breath and took a few steps forward. He stopped at the station door, turning back to smile at the armoured warrior before him. 
 
    'Time to go to work.’ 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    The London sun beamed down on the streets of Peckham, casting its warm blanket across the concrete landscape. The roads were lined by impressive houses, all set back beyond thick steps, front doors with round knockers that hung from the wood. Trees were rising from the earth in symmetrical patterns down both curbs, the only green in a vast grey world. Peckham itself had changed over the years; a younger, trendier crowd had ascended onto it, replacing the bad reputation with a slew of pop-up bars and pretentious coffee shops. 
 
    Young men and women, all on the edge of the current trends, meandered through the streets, all of them wearing outfits that made Bermuda shake his head in bemusement. 
 
    He stepped off the train at Peckham Rye Station, the over-ground from London Bridge only taking twenty minutes. As he gently puffed on his cigarette, he smiled at a gorgeous woman who crossed his path. She sheepishly returned it, scurrying through the doors of the station and away from his life forever. Rows of shops greeted him, the doors bursting open with different cultures and conversations. Afro-Caribbean hair salons, Asian food markets, Italian restaurants all greeted him, as if the world had decided to squash every nation onto a few overly packed streets. 
 
    He walked to a peculiar soundtrack, every open door presenting a different song, each shop trying to outdo the previous. His own personal medley.  
 
    He continued down the street, away from the multicultural hustle and bustle, turning towards the residential area, immediately seeing a small crowd of the fashionable locals, their interests piqued. He sighed, flicking his cigarette and fishing for his Tic Tacs as he approached them. 
 
    'Excuse me, please,' he said firmly. A few heads turned, trimmed with beards or stylish haircuts. He felt very out of place. 'I need to get through.' 
 
    'Can't get through, mate. The police have blocked it off.' 
 
    'I'm with the police,' Bermuda lied, sucking the mintiness off the Tic Tacs as he presented his BTCO badge. He flicked it back before the obstructive local could read it. 
 
    'Oh, right. What's going on?' he asked, a few others now turning their attentions his way. 
 
    'That's a police matter. Now, if you don't mind.' 
 
    Bermuda held back his smile as the crowd parted, impressed with his own faux authority. He strode through them; a strip of police tape ran from lamppost to lamppost, fluttering gently in the warm breeze. It read 'Do Not Cross'. 
 
    Bermuda ducked under and crossed into the crime scene. A police car with the lights still flashing was parked across the road, blocking off traffic at either side, another one doing similar at the other end of the street. A large van was also parked nearby, with Scene of Crime Officers (SOCOs) scattered around the area, their white suits making them look like ghosts in a low-budget horror movie. PC Daniel Carter, a burly officer with scruffy black hair, took a few steps towards Bermuda, his stab-proof vest hanging from his large frame. 
 
    'Sir, please return to the other side of the tape immediately.' He reached out a meaty hand, pressing it against Bermuda's chest. 'This is a crime scene.' 
 
    'I believe you're expecting me,' Bermuda responded, flipping open his badge for the officer. With squinted eyes, Carter tried to make sense of it. 
 
    'Oh, are you the specialist we were told is on his way?' 
 
    'The very same.' He smiled warmly at the cumbersome PC before him. 'What's the situation?' 
 
    'A young lady has gone missing.' He flicked open his notebook with large, clumsy fingers. 'Jessica Lambert. She didn't return home from a party last night.' 
 
    'Maybe she is still partying?' Bermuda winked, knowing his charm worked on most people. The officer smiled. 
 
    'Well her friend and housemate, a Sophie Summers, said she was almost home when her battery died, so we have reason to believe she was in the area.' 
 
    'Any signs of a struggle? Or of her even being here?' Bermuda asked, scanning the area for anything that the regular police couldn't see. Nothing out of the ordinary. 
 
    'We have her on CCTV going into the alleyway. She lives just at the other end, at Garland House, but she doesn't come out the other side.' 
 
    'And you have CCTV on both sides?' 
 
    'Yep.' 
 
    'Maybe someone was waiting inside the alleyway?' 
 
    'We have eyes on that right now, but from what we can tell so far, no one was seen going in and waiting.' 
 
    Bermuda stroked his chin, thinking. 
 
    'So she just vanished?' 
 
    'Either that or she is playing a damn good game of hide-and-seek.' The officer chuckled at his own joke before casting a cautious eye towards the ever-growing crowd of people. Argyle stood straight and proud, his eyes taking everything in. Bermuda popped a few Tic Tacs before turning to the young, friendly officer. 
 
    'I'm going to need to see the alleyway.' 
 
    'Sorry, what organisation are you from again?' 
 
    'The BTCO. The commanding officer here should be expecting me. I need to see that alleyway.' 
 
    Officer Carter looked around, clearly searching for his superior. Bermuda cast his gaze in the same direction. An elder-looking officer was standing at the mouth of the alleyway, his arms folded and a stern look across a world-weary face as a SOCO explained the situation. 
 
    'Wait here,' Carter said firmly, striding powerfully towards the two of them. Bermuda looked around; everything he could see was of this world. No secrets just for him. 
 
    'That is the location of her disappearance.' Argyle's voice boomed next to him, making him jump slightly. 'Through that archway into the dark path beyond.' 
 
    Bermuda nodded in agreement, impatient as he watched the sergeant shake his head and remonstrate a point to his subordinate. Carter slowly walked back towards them; his face told them their answer. 
 
    'Sorry, sir, but you can't go in. The sergeant isn't convinced that your presence is needed.' 
 
    'I'm sure they would have called ahead.' 
 
    'They did.' Carter sighed. 'However, the sarge said he has never heard of your organisation and this is his crime scene, so if you don't mind...' 
 
    'This is ridiculous,' Bermuda exclaimed, storming past the apologetic officer towards the alleyway. As Carter yelled out for him to stop, Sergeant Kevin Milton stepped forward. 
 
    'What the hell do you think you are doing? I said I didn't want you on this crime scene, so you either step back across that goddamn tape or you will be driven back in handcuffs.' 
 
    Bermuda flipped his badge open. 
 
    'Sir, I am Agent Jones from the BTCO. My superiors called to say I would be here.' 
 
    'Never heard of it in my thirteen years on the force,' Milton replied with an irritating smugness. He slapped the leather badge closed in Bermuda's hand, their eyes locked, daring the other one to break. 'You are not getting on my crime scene, so I suggest you fuck off back to your little BTCO and tell them the real police are handling this.' 
 
    Bermuda held the man's stare, the sergeant limbering up as if expecting trouble. An excited whisper spread through the spectators and Bermuda felt a strong grip wrap around his elbow. He looked up at a sorrowful Carter, who motioned that he was to leave. Bermuda smirked at the Sergeant. 
 
    'I'll go. No need to have your lapdog here put his hands on me.' 
 
    Ignoring the insult, Milton motioned for Carter to release his hold, an order that was followed immediately. Bermuda straightened his sleeve and turned, walking back towards the crowd. His pathway was cut short by the invisible wall named Argyle. 
 
    'We have a job to do.' His words came through as a threat. 
 
    'I know, Big Guy.' Carter turned in confusion as Bermuda spoke to no one. 'I need some help here.' 
 
    'What do you require?' Argyle stood straight, ready to work. 
 
    'I need a distraction.' 
 
    'How?' Argyle asked, watching as Officer Carter strode to his partner and began to slowly push him towards the edge of the police cordon. Bermuda, obligingly walking with the young officer, looked back over his shoulder. 
 
    'Improvise.' 
 
    As Carter roughly battled with Bermuda, who was now resisting his dismissal, Argyle scanned the area, his eyes running over the world that he was still learning. With noble purpose, he approached the police car, the blue lights reflecting powerfully off of his chest plate. One final glance to see Bermuda still struggling and Argyle bent forward and threw his hands under the side of the car. With a grunt of discomfort, he pushed himself upwards. 
 
    'OH MY GOD!' 
 
    'WHAT THE HELL?' 
 
    'JESUS FUCKING CHRIST!' 
 
    The wild screams of the crowd caused Carter to loosen his grip of the unwanted guest, and realised their reason when he followed their horrified eyes. 
 
    His police car was tipping onto its side. 
 
    Forgetting Bermuda completely, Carter jogged over to the vehicle, his face turning a ghostly pale as he watched the two-tonne machine begin to rise. He was soon joined by a perplexed Milton and the SOCOs. A flickering of flashes, like fireflies at twilight, filled the crowd as they looked to capture the moment on their phones. 
 
    'What the hell is happening?' Milton asked, failing to disguise the panic in his voice. 
 
    'I have no idea, sir,' Carter replied, his voice shaken as the car continued to tip, slowly rocking further onto two wheels. 
 
    'How is it doing that?' one of the SOCOs asked, his voice muffled by his face mask. 
 
    'Grab that side, quick,' Carter said, taking charge of the situation and reaching up to grab the car. Even with a firm grip and his impressive body weight, the car didn't budge. The other SOCO grabbed the side of the bonnet, trying to help pull it down. Between the two of them, Argyle stood, his arms rippling and shaking as he continued to push the car upwards. He glanced over his shoulder towards the cordoned area. 
 
    Bermuda was gone. 
 
    He slowly began to lower the car, the crowd gasping at the anomaly they had witnessed. Videos of it would be on the news later, members of the crowd eager to sell their footage. The internet would have a field day.  
 
    As the officers began to calm, returning the car to its rightful place with all four wheels touching the ground, Argyle looked towards the entrance to the alleyway. 
 
    It was clear. 
 
    Bermuda needed more time. 
 
    As the officers congratulated themselves for resolving the issue, Argyle slowly walked to the other side of the vehicle. Taking a deep breath, he leant forward and sent everyone into another frenzy. 
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    Bermuda ducked under the police tape and entered the small, darkened alleyway. The two buildings stood either side of it, shielding the walkway from the sun. Two long strips of concrete framed the cut through, not a door or exit in sight. His footsteps let off a small echo as he hurriedly walked, wanting to take as much of it in as he could. It was only a matter of time, amongst the furore outside, that they would notice he had gone missing. 
 
    His eyes searched one side of the wall, flicking through lines of graffiti that scrawled over it like the tattoos across his body. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Not one thing in the alleyway that could give him so much as a clue as to what happened to this poor girl. He looked at the small police cordon that was set up next to the wall, a few markings to ensure nobody ventured near. 
 
    As he approached, he saw a handbag, leather and open with some of its contents spilling to the side. A switched-off phone, a makeup mirror—nothing that would indicate what had happened. 
 
    'Where did you go?' he asked, out loud. 
 
    About to leave, his vision danced over the wall and snapped his attention. 
 
    He very slowly walked towards it, squinting with concentration. Amongst the obscene graffiti and artwork was a mark, a symmetrical engraving that looked as though it had been burnt into the brick itself. With a cautious hand, he reached out to run his finger through the groove. As the tip hit the coarse brick, he felt a small shudder through his body. A spectre of something else. 
 
    Something Other. 
 
    As his fingers ran along the coarseness of the imprint, he could feel something reaching out, a horrible feeling like a magnetic pull coursing from the brick. With a fretful frown, he retracted his hand quickly. It was becoming stronger, the nagging suspicion that he was being slowly pulled across to their side once again.  
 
    It terrified him. 
 
    He looked around quickly, the inevitable arrest reaching ever closer. His hand dipped into the back pocket of his jeans and retrieved his notepad. With a click, the pen hit the pad and he sketched down the marking, ensuring that the strange twelve-sided shape was captured. Crudely scribbled on the paper, he took one final glance of the alleyway before jogging back to the entrance. 
 
    Argyle had ended his merry chase, although the crowd of people were still alive with excitement, crazy rumours of what they had witnessed spreading like wildfire. Carter was standing next to the vehicle; the look on his face ensured this was an experience that had burnt itself into an eternal memory. As he ducked under the tape, Bermuda was immediately confronted by an irate Sergeant Milton. 
 
    'Where the hell have you been?' 
 
    Bermuda slowly tucked the notepad into his pocket, ensuring it didn't get confiscated. 
 
    'I was just leaving and I think I took a wrong turn.' 
 
    'I don't know what the hell you are up to, but I swear to God, if I see you on my crime scene one more time, I'll arrest you myself. Understand?' 
 
    'Completely. I have everything I need anyway.' 
 
    'Right then.' Milton folded his broad arms across his chest, trying hard to convey his authority. 'Fuck off.' 
 
    'Ditto.' Bermuda flashed him an irritating grin and then sharply made a turn towards the excited gathering. 
 
    'You really should treat these men with respect.' Argyle's voice drowned out the noise of the afternoon as they approached the cordon. 
 
    'I have nothing but respect for them. But that guy was an arsehole.' 
 
    'Did you find anything?' Argyle asked, following carefully behind Bermuda as they walked between the groups of excited pedestrians, all of them hoping for another phenomenon. Bermuda stepped out from them, into the beaming sun, and looked up towards the sky. The warmth struck his face and he smiled, sliding a cigarette between his lips and flicking his lighter. 
 
    'I think so, Big Guy,' he responded smokily. He patted the back pocket of his jeans, turned on his heels, and began making his way towards the station. 
 
    'Where are we going?' Argyle followed a few steps behind his partner. Bermuda blew a cloud of smoke into the breeze, appreciating Argyle's enthusiasm. Although not human, Bermuda trusted him more than anyone else. 
 
    'By the way, well done on the distraction. Very dramatic.' 
 
    'I did not intend to cause such a commotion,' Argyle mustered, tinged with sorry.  
 
    They turned off the main road, following the walkway towards the other side of the alleyway. Already ahead of them, Bermuda could see the flashing lights of the police car; the officers carefully watched it in fear, having seen Argyle's handiwork earlier. He chuckled to himself, wondering if Argyle would lift that car just to scare them all again. Argyle brought him back with a question. 
 
    'What are we doing here? The superior officer asked you to leave.' 
 
    'I have left. We are not going to the crime scene.' Bermuda didn't look back as he spoke, crossing the road quickly to avoid the gathering crowd on this side of the alleyway. Word was spreading fast of a missing person and magical, floating cars. Two white vans marked with TV logos stopped halfway up the road, teams of people scurrying out with recording equipment. Bermuda shook his head, knowing that they would never be able to report on the actual truth. Everything they would spout, regardless of how real it would seem, was all a fabrication. Scientists would speculate that a gravitational shift was responsible for Argyle's act of strength and loyalty. The police will plead with the public to help them find Jess. 
 
    No one would know the truth. 
 
    A world wrapped safely in cotton wool. 
 
    A few more feet and Bermuda stopped at the gated gardens of Garland House, casting his gaze up at the large, white pebbled building that was segregated into flats. A few residents leant from their windows, watching the people below move around like excitable ants. 
 
    'Then what are we doing here?’ Argyle’s question filtered through the frustration in his voice. Bermuda stopped at the metal entrance way and turned back, his eyes sparkling with excitement. 
 
    'We are going to find out what the hell is going on.' 
 
    Argyle nodded and the two of them entered the grounds, marching towards the large front door that shimmered in the sunlight. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sophie Summers jolted in a sudden panic as the intercom rasped through the hallway of her flat. Sat on the cream sofa in the spacious living room, she had drawn her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. She wanted to fold up, hide away from a world that had stolen her best friend. 
 
    Her brown eyes stung from crying, her makeup smudged and spraying dark streaks down her striking cheekbones. Her dark hair, usually flowing to her shoulders, was scruffily tied up in a lopsided ponytail, the stress of the day hung from her like wet clothes. 
 
    Her best friend was missing. 
 
    She had spoken to her moments before, knowing she was a few minutes from walking through the door. They were going to sit, maybe open another bottle of wine, and excitedly discuss their careers. Like Jess, Sophie was also beginning to climb the model ladder, having just shot the autumn collection for a high-street brand’s soon-to-be-released catalogue. 
 
    They had so much to discuss. 
 
    So much to look forward to. 
 
    Now she was gone. 
 
    A few tears silently perched on the lids of her sore eyes before hurling themselves down the well-worn black paths of the others. 
 
    The intercom rasped again and she slowly approached it, stepping into the hallway lined with canvas paintings of European cities. She stopped in front of a watercolour depicting Amsterdam as she reached a delicate hand up to the machine. 
 
    'Hello?' She sniffled, holding down the speech button. The speaker rasped a little. 
 
    'Hello. Miss Summers?' 
 
    The voice wasn't familiar. 
 
    'Who is this?' she asked, terrified by a strange voice on a day of stranger events. 
 
    'Ma'am, I am Agent Franklyn Jones. I'm here to interview you in regards to the disappearance of Jessica Lambert.' 
 
    Sophie reached out and pressed her hand against the wall for support. Her head bowed over as she struggled for breath. Hearing a stranger talk of her friend's sudden vanishing brought over a new wave of sadness. She clung to the air that left her and steadied herself. 
 
    'Come in,' she said, trying to sound in control. She unlocked the building’s front door remotely and waited patiently. Nervously, she dabbed at her cheeks with a tissues, wiping away the black evidence of heartbreak. Trying to arrange her hair to a more respectable state, she peered through the peephole of her front door as she heard footsteps approaching. 
 
    The man was younger than he sounded, his light brown hair swept to the side in a neat parting. His face, handsome and lined with stubble, housed two green eyes that were looking around with convincing interest. He was attractive and she scorned herself for even noticing, given the circumstances for his presence. 
 
    He reached out with a toned arm and gently rapped on the door. 
 
    'Who is it?' she called out, second-guessing her decision to let someone this close to her when she felt so vulnerable. 
 
    'Agent Jones. We just spoke a moment ago.' The words filtered through the thick door to her, a slight confusion wrapped around them. Sophie slowly opened the door, the light from the hall cutting through until the chain pulled. Her eyes flickered through the gap, nervously searching the strange man in front of her. 
 
    'Can I see some ID?' Her words shook slightly despite her best efforts. With a friendly and handsome smile, the man dipped his hand into his back pocket and produced a leather case. Flipping it open, she read the credentials that ran next to his photo. Her nose scrunched, revealing cute dimples that made him smile. 
 
    'Is there a problem, Miss Summers?' His words were calming. 
 
    'What is the BTCO?' She looked back to his face as he snapped shut the ID and returned it to its denim prison. 
 
    'It's a specialist unit. I have a few questions I need to ask you about your friend. I am happy to do this by phone or in the hallway if you like?' 
 
    'No, please. Come in.' She closed the door and rattled the chain free before welcoming him in. 'I'm just a little scared.' 
 
    'Understandable. Thank you.' Bermuda smiled at her as he stepped across a pink welcome mat, the word Welcome embroidered in red roses. She slowly shuffled down the hallway; her figure dancing with such a natural fluidity, Bermuda couldn't help but watch her until a disgruntled grunt from Argyle caused him to respectfully avert his gaze. She disappeared into the living room, and as Bermuda entered she was already curled up on the sofa, a thin, blue blanket wrapped around her legs. He smiled and took a seat opposite, between them a glass coffee table covered in tear-stained tissues. Argyle took his stand in the corner, although she would never know. 
 
    'Okay, Miss Summers, if you could...' 
 
    'Sophie,' she insisted, forcing a smile through her apparent turmoil. 
 
    'Sophie,' he replied with one of his own. 'If you could tell me what you remember of last night, that would be great.' 
 
    'Okay. I mean it was a standard party, really. Alcohol, some drugs...' Her eyes flickered to Bermuda in a panic. 'Not that we did any.' 
 
    'Don't worry about it. I couldn't give a damn if you did or not.' Sophie stared at him sceptically. 'Please continue.' 
 
    'Well I got talking to this guy. Mark Rammage?' She looked at Bermuda expectantly. His eyes remained vacant. 'Plays one of the lead roles on Casualty?' 
 
    'Is that a TV show?' Bermuda asked, entirely genuine. 
 
    'Err, yeah. Anyway, I agreed to go back to his and then he started to get a little bit too full on in the cab. I mean, I'm not a prude, but there is a time and a place.' 
 
    'Sounds like a classy guy,' Bermuda quipped, looking around the room. Argyle remained statuesque in the corner. 
 
    'Well anyways, he got out of the cab at his and I asked the driver to bring me back here. He yelled after me, called me a 'fucking bitch', but to be honest, the guy is a dickhead. Completely up himself.' 
 
    'Interesting. What can you tell me about your friend?' 
 
    He suddenly realised why she was relaying the pointless story of the TV star. The pain of her friend’s disappearance exploded forward, her face wrenching into complete discomfort, her beautiful dark eyes swelling under the weight of more tears. She raised a tissue, dabbing at the makeup stains as she spoke with broken words. 
 
    'She sent me a message saying she was on the bus. Honestly...that girl never gave up the night bus. She was frugal...and...and...' 
 
    'Take your time,' Bermuda said comfortingly, leaning forward on his chair. 
 
    'She was almost home and she said she really needed the toilet. Then that was it. I got worried after about half an hour, as it is not far from the bus stop.' 
 
    'The one outside the station?' Bermuda asked. She nodded. 
 
    'When I reported it to the police they said they would look into it, but she is my best friend. I told them about the alleyway we sometimes cut through. It's just across the road there.' She motioned to the window with a flick of her head. 
 
    'I've been down there already.' 
 
    'What was all the commotion? I heard a lot of screaming.' 
 
    'Oh, nothing,' Bermuda replied dismissively, flashing a careful glance in Argyle's direction. 'Please continue.' 
 
    'That was it, really. They checked the CCTV and said they saw her go through, so she was off the bus.' Sophie began to well up again, the tissue returning to battle the army of tears escaping from her eyes. 'She was so close to home.' 
 
    As Sophie buried her face into the tissues once more, Bermuda slowly pushed himself off his chair and carefully made his way towards her. Perching on the edge of the coffee table, he reached out and took her hand. Their eyes locked, hers shimmering through the wetness with an unwilling beauty. 
 
    'I will find her,' Bermuda promised. She wiped her eyes. 
 
    'You don't look like a policeman.' 
 
    'I'm not.' He patted the top of her hand and stood up, throwing a glance at Argyle. He nodded for them to leave and the large warrior slowly began his journey to the door. 
 
    'What do you mean? You showed me your badge,' Sophie remarked, a tinge of paranoia creeping through her words. 
 
    'I'm something else.'  
 
    Bermuda stepped towards the door, his pathway blocked by the frightened resident as she leapt to her feet. He looked down at her, her delicate face lined with black streaks and her eyes decorated with confusion. Her voice reduced to a whisper, the strain of the day sapping her energy with every passing moment. 
 
    'I don't understand.' 
 
    'I work for a specialist agency. That's all you need to know.' He reached for his wallet, pulling it from the pocket of his jeans. 'I think something has happened to your friend that cannot be explained right now.' 
 
    'Like what? Oh god, do you think it's bad?' The tears returned, arching from the corner of her eyes and diving towards the soft carpet. 
 
    'I don't know. But I will find out.' 
 
    He gently reached out and rubbed her shoulder, offering her a warm smile. She looked down at his wrist, noticing the black etchings that emblazoned his skin. With his other hand, he removed a small card from his wallet, handing it to her. 
 
    'You call me if you need anything, okay?' 
 
    She nodded, looking at the card with an arched eyebrow. 
 
    'Bermuda? I thought your name was Franklyn.' 
 
    'It is. It's a dumb nickname that seems to have stuck.' He nodded a goodbye and made his way to the door, pulling it open with a turn of the handle. Unbeknownst to Sophie, Argyle ventured over the threshold first and Bermuda began to follow. 
 
    'Why do they call you that?' she called out. He stopped, turning to take in her beauty one last time. 
 
    'People go missing. And when they do, they call me.' They shared one last glance; he could see a blanket of reassurance start to gently wrap itself over her shoulders. She mustered a smile, the first genuine one since he had arrived. The beauty of her face sent a small flutter through Bermuda, reminding him that the world had denied him actual beauty and replaced it with a curse of darkness. 
 
    'Call me if you need to talk.' 
 
    'I will.' She looked down at the tightly grasped card and then back to him, her eyes reaching out with a desperate plea. 'Please find my friend?' 
 
    With a silent promise, Bermuda closed the door behind him, setting off with his partner to do just that. 
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    'Two pints of Doombar, please.' 
 
    The barman nodded, flipping the pint glass in his hand before gripping the mighty pump, the thick ale calmly dribbling out into the glass. Bermuda grasped the ten-pound note in his hand, the coarseness rubbing against his skin. The day had been a long one; the case was clear, yet he had no leads apart from a bizarre twelve-sided shape in his notepad. The young woman was missing, deleted from the world without a trace. 
 
    He needed a beer. 
 
    The Royal Oak sat across Watford Heath, a small green surrounded by semi-detached houses, and was fairly busy. With many of the locals popping in for a pre-drink before commencing a heavier night in the town, the place was alive with conversation and laughter, all accompanied with quiet backing music. Bermuda had been regularly attending the pub since he moved to the area, appreciating the aesthetics of the building—hard wooden floors with smartly arranged tables and a low ceiling with large wooden beams running from wall to wall. The staff always had a smile, and the selection of drinks was always appealing. 
 
    The young barman placed the two pints in front of him at the bar and then returned a few coins as Bermuda paid him. Taking a sip from his own drink, Bermuda carried them both from the bar, back out the door to the benched area that ran alongside the quaint building. Sitting on the second bench was his best friend, Brett Archer, lighting a cigarette and gratefully accepting the beverage. 
 
    'Cheers, mate,' Brett said, taking a large swig of the dark brown ale. Bermuda nodded, taking the seat opposite on the wooden bench, and held his glass up. 
 
    'Cheers.' 
 
    They both sipped, taking in the rich flavours before setting them down on the table between them, the coarse wood having seen better days. Bermuda slipped a cigarette between his lips, lighting it with a flick of his lighter. Opposite him, Brett tied his long brown hair into a messy ponytail and smiling through his thick, dark beard. 
 
    'So, what's happening, BJ?' he asked, taking another swig. 
 
    'Don't call me BJ, man. I'd rather not be named after a blow job.' 
 
    'Fair enough.' Brett chuckled. 'So, why the beer? Shit day?' 
 
    'Long day. New case, and to be honest with you, mate, I haven't got a clue what is going on,' Bermuda responded, rubbing the bridge of his nose in frustration. 
 
    'You never do. But you always figure it out, right?' 
 
    Despite his friend’s positivity, Bermuda could only muster a small shrug before tipping half of his pint down his throat. They had been doing this for years, ever since they met at Derby University sixteen years ago, fresh-faced and with the world at their feet. Bermuda's studies were increasingly interrupted by his curse. It was near impossible to concentrate in a lecture when he could see that dark slithering beast wrapping itself around the lectern. 
 
    It was more difficult to make friends when people thought you were crazy. Everyone except Brett, who not only believed him but did his level best to understand. 
 
    An accomplished guitar player with a rasping singing voice, Brett was the lead vocalist in the thrash metal band Frozen Death Call, and after some moderate success in the early 2000s, he was struggling to hold onto past glories. With a solid following in Europe, he spent most of his time performing in non-glamorous towns in Hungary or Slovakia. 
 
    Bermuda envied him, however, seeing his genuine joy and love for what he did for a living. The freedom and enjoyment he got out of life. 
 
    He loved Brett, yet hated him at the same time. 
 
    With the glass almost emptied in front of him, Brett broke the silence and brought Bermuda back to the table. 
 
    'So wait, did you see Argyle today?' 
 
    Bermuda nodded. 
 
    'Awesome. How is he?' Brett asked enthusiastically. 
 
    'Same as ever. Pretty sure he was created without a sense of humour.' Bermuda finished his pint. 'Although he did lift a police car to buy me some time on the crime scene, which was pretty cool.' 
 
    'Hold on, he lifted a car? Like, off the ground?' 
 
    'Yep,' Bermuda confirmed. 
 
    'That man is a fucking legend,' Brett exclaimed before finishing the last of his pint. He pushed himself off the bench and disappeared through the low doorway into the pub. Before Bermuda could even light his next cigarette he had returned, two full pints in his grasp. The foam toppled over the rim and down his fingers as he placed them down, plonking himself opposite and stealing a cigarette from his friend. 
 
    'So, how's the band?' Bermuda asked, trying to take his mind off of the alleyway. The twelve-sided shape that made no sense. 
 
    The constant feeling of something dark, reaching out from somewhere darker. 
 
    'Not too bad, thanks.' The words accompanied a large cloud of smoke. 'Got a few gigs in Helsinki at the end of the month. You should come along. Might do you good.' 
 
    Bermuda stared at his fresh pint, his fingers dancing through the foam ring the pint glass had imprinted on wooden surface. He frayed the ring into sharp edges, recreating the bizarre symbol he had seen in the alleyway. 
 
    None of the words got through to him. 
 
    'You okay?' Brett asked, concerned as he stubbed the cigarette into the ashtray on the table, the glass graveyard for the recently smoked. 
 
    'Sorry man. Am a bit distracted.' 
 
    'The case?' 
 
    'Yeah. Some girl has gone missing and...I dunno...just doesn't seem to add up right now.' Bermuda looked at the symbol, the foam dribbling and blurring the crude shape that he had sloppily recreated from memory. 
 
    'Where did she go missing?' Brett asked, interested and slyly slipping another cigarette from Bermuda's box. 
 
    'Right by her house. I spoke with her flatmate. She was really scared.' 
 
    'Hot?' Brett asked, boyishly pumping out smoke rings. 
 
    'She was, actually. Not that it's important, but she was gorgeous. Why? What has that got to do with anything?' 
 
    Brett chuckled and took a long sip of his Doombar. 'Because it's about time you got yourself some action.' 
 
    Bermuda laughed, shaking his head at his inappropriate yet slightly accurate friend. 
 
    'It was hardly the time or the place. Plus, she would need to have some severe problems to see anything in a guy like me.' 
 
    'Hey now. You're not the worst-looking guy in the world. I mean, you're no Brett Archer...' 
 
    'Thank fuck for that.' 
 
    The two friends laughed, clinking their glasses together and letting the tension of the day slip away from them. A few more mouthfuls and Bermuda was back at the bar, handing over more money in the relieving race for inebriation. He returned merrily, the effects of the alcohol starting to lighten his mood, and he dropped into his seat, forgetting about the dark truth of the world he hated yet protected valiantly. 
 
    'Speaking of severe problems, guess who called me?' Brett asked, gratefully lifting his glass.  
 
    Bermuda shrugged.  
 
    'Angela.' 
 
    Bermuda suddenly felt his mood change. A sadness infiltrated his mind, taking control of him and shaking a cold flutter down his spine. He felt his heart jolt, a hard twinge of pain at the mention of his ex-wife. 
 
    Angela Bennett had been the love of his life. The moment he had looked into her dark green eyes he had lost himself. Her dark hair, cut into a short bob with a tinge of purple dye, framed a beautiful face that left him breathless. They were young, only twenty-two years old, yet she was the first person to ever make him forget about the Otherside. The only person to make him think completely about this world and the possibilities it held. 
 
    They married at the age of twenty-four, a quiet service at a wonderful country estate that provided the backdrop for the majority of his most precious memories. 
 
    Chloe arrived four years later. 
 
    Bermuda slowly lifted his hand, dabbing a small tear away from his eye. His friend looked at him with a heartfelt sympathy, knowing the struggle he had inflicted upon himself. Finally Bermuda spoke, his voice fractured with small echoes of heartbreak. 
 
    'What did she say?' 
 
    Brett waited, watching as his best friend reached for a cigarette with a shaking hand, the pain of the conversation turning the simple task difficult. 
 
    'She asked how you were. The usual.' He nervously looked at his friend, contemplating his words. 'She wants to meet you.' 
 
    Bermuda shook his head, pushing the smoke out before stubbing it out on the glass tray. Another one lit, he shook his head again. 
 
    'She said it's important.' 
 
    'No. I can't see her. I won't see her. It's not safe.' 
 
    'It's about Chloe.' 
 
    Bermuda looked him straight in the eyes, a fury burning from his own. Brett hated these conversations, knowing that mentioning her name was almost forbidden. Bermuda took a few moments of composure before lifting his glass and finishing the rest of his drink. 
 
    'Please call her and tell her I'll see her tomorrow. Tell her to come alone and not to mention it to anyone.' 
 
    Bermuda reached out and patted his best friend on the shoulder before pushing himself to his feet. Brett looked up at him with a concerned gaze, knowing the burden he had placed upon himself. 
 
    'You going to be okay, BJ?' 
 
    Bermuda steadied himself, slightly angered that three pints had begun to make the edges of his world fuzzy, replaced with a drunken incomprehension that usually visited a few more pints down the line. 
 
    'No. But when am I ever?' 
 
    Downtrodden, Bermuda turned and exited the benched forecourt of the Royal Oak, wandering aimlessly towards the large green that led towards the main road. 
 
    Brett sat back in his chair, his fist clenching in frustration for the suffering he had just brought to his best friend, cursing the fact he could do nothing to help him. He finished his beer, watching Bermuda disappear into the shadows that he constantly spoke of as being alive.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bermuda felt the warmth of the sun as it fell on him, soaking up the rays like a blooming plant. Euston Station was one of the heartbeats of London, the hustle and bustle of everyday life marching past him with impatient steps. Young men and women danced through crowds of people, eager to get to work on time. Businessmen nonchalantly meandered through streams of tourists, tutting at the obstacle caused by those with a genuine interest in their surroundings. Students woozily went by, dragging their feet as if they were attached to a hangover, clinging on for dear life. 
 
    The normal, everyday routine of the human existence. 
 
    How he envied them. 
 
    With a jealous shake of the head, he lit a cigarette, the smoke delicately wafting upwards towards the blue sky before latching onto the larger cloud that hung above the smoking section. Commuters surrounded him, all nervously eyeing the timetable screen, many contemplating a final smoke before embarking on their journeys. 
 
    With eyes that yearned for more sleep, Bermuda looked around the forecourt of the station, the eateries bursting with the London inhabitants, shops almost busting at the seams with people demanding an early morning caffeine fix. He smirked, lifting his Pret-A-Manger cup and sipping the adequate coffee he had bought, surprised that it was still warm. In the shadows cast by the shop itself, he noticed an Other, latched against the wall with its head turned 180 degrees. Its skin, a faded brown, wrapped over its sharp skull, the ice-white eyes glaring at the people walking by. 
 
    Bermuda held his stare, burning it through the Other's subconscious till it turned round to face him. He could sense its instant fear, knowing full well the reputation he had among their kind. As if its entire body was made of liquid, it slowly began to slither around the side of the building, away from him and the horror stories that preceded him. Bermuda felt a duty to follow it, question its reasons for being here, but he couldn't muster the energy. 
 
    This was the place. 
 
    With perfect timing, his mind was brought back to reality when he heard her voice, her words creeping up behind him and slithering over his shoulders. 
 
    'Franklyn.' 
 
    He felt a shudder, as if a tiny ant raced down his spine. Leaning with his back against the bench table, he refused to turn, feeling the seat shake slightly as Angela Bennett settled onto it. His heart beat faster. He could hear her fumbling in her bag before speaking again. 
 
    'Thank you for meeting me.' 
 
    'I have told you, it isn't safe for you to be seen with me.' 
 
    He heard her sigh, one he had heard for years—a sigh that had become as regular as breathing. He could sense her eyes burrowing through him, revealing a twinge of sympathy for the Other he had stared at moments before.  
 
    'Well, it is good to see you. Well, the back of your head, anyway.' 
 
    Bermuda chortled slightly, out of politeness. 
 
    'What do you want, Ange?' His words were strained; the pain of talking to the love of his life for the first time in months hung from each one like an unwanted tumour. 
 
    'I wanted to see you. Chloe misses you.' She noticed his head twitch with a grimace. 'I miss you.' 
 
    'Well it was your decision to leave me, so sadly, you don't get the right to miss me.' Bermuda took a few breaths, refusing to lose his temper and blow their cover. 
 
    'I left, Franklyn, because you were losing control. You were so transfixed with this other world that was stalking you. It was terrifying our Chloe. I didn't want to leave.' 
 
    'But you did, didn't you?' His words were accompanied with a soft cloud of second-hand smoke, which Angela fanned away with annoyance. 
 
    'Because you pushed us away.' 
 
    'I was trying to protect you.' 
 
    'From what?' 
 
    He couldn't answer. They were re-treading ground that had long since perished. He knew it sounded crazy. Not even the woman he had pledged to love and protect could believe him. The government, although since abolished by the BTCO, filed paperwork that certified him as insane. The easiest thing would be for the Otherside to stop hiding, to blow away the smoke and smash the mirrors and reveal itself to the world—the chance for him to tell the world a big fat 'I told you so'. 
 
    But he would never want those he cared about to see what he had to. To witness just how dark the real world is. 
 
    For that, for the sake of keeping them safe, he refused to answer. Angela, through sharp intakes of breath which told him she had broken, spoke to him. 
 
    'Your daughter sits at home, asking me why Daddy doesn't visit anymore. 'Where has Daddy gone?' 'Why does Daddy always seem sad?' What am I supposed to tell her?' 
 
    Bermuda shook his head, leaning forward and taking in more toxic smoke. 
 
    'Look. I tried to be the doting dad, but I can't be. Okay, I can't be. Not because I don't want to. There is nobody in this or any other world that I love more than you and Chloe, but I can't be that dad. The world won't let me.' 
 
    Angela reached out nervously, a manicured hand slowly lowering itself onto his rounded shoulder. He shook slightly, feeling her touch for the first time in over three years. 
 
    'This world isn't trying to hurt you, Franklyn.' 
 
    'No, you're right. This world isn't.' 
 
    She slowly removed her hand, weeping softly as she retracted her love from a man she had wanted since the moment they had met. He had been hers, but she knew that somewhere along the way he had lost himself. 
 
    The likelihood of him returning had left town a long time ago. 
 
    'Franklyn.' Her words stammered out, each one doing their best to disappear before reaching him. 'Look at me.' 
 
    As he shook his head, she cast her eyes to his arms. 
 
    The avalanche of tattoos. 
 
    The hideous, random scrawlings of ink. 
 
    He was gone and she knew it. A new wave of tears crashed through her skull, pouring from her eyes like two waterfalls. Her voice, broken and shaking, rose in volume. 
 
    'LOOK AT ME!' 
 
    A few commuters turned with interest, seeing what looked like either a domestic in public or a callous breakup. Either way, all the sympathy would sit with Angela and Bermuda knew that. Taking a deep breath, he swung his leg over the seat, turning so he faced her across the table. His heart stopped for that moment. 
 
    He hadn't laid eyes on her in over a year. His Angela, who he had loved unconditionally from the very moment he knew she existed. She looked so beautiful, despite her face painted with the pain he had caused with long black streaks that careered down her cheeks like stalactites. 
 
    He knew she would never be his again. 
 
    The edges of his vision, the frame around the striking woman before him began to blur, his own tears creeping into his periphery. 
 
    He tried to speak, but words escaped him. Trapped in his own sadness, he watched as she slowly dabbed at her eyes, shaking her head in disappointment. Finally she spoke, zipping up her handbag and standing up. The sun bathed around her, casting her shadow across his handsome face. 
 
    'You were the one who chose to stay away.' She stepped to the side, a blast of brightness hitting Bermuda, sparkling off of the tear that ran down his cheek. 'This is all your doing.' 
 
    She turned and stormed through the adjacent crowd, barging past surprised tourists before disappearing into the station to head home. Bermuda watched her leave, wiping away the evidence of his broken heart. He sat in the sun for a while, an ever-increasing pile of cigarette butts scattered around his feet. 
 
    'None of this is my doing,' he angrily said to himself, cursing the world for the 'gift' it had bestowed upon him and hating himself for losing all that he cared about.  
 
    Heading towards the nearest entrance to the station, he wanted to jump on the first train that would take him to anywhere that his life didn't exist. 
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    He stared at them all in disgust. 
 
    There was something ugly about the human race that infuriated him greatly. An air of entitlement, a true arrogance. 
 
    Man thinks man is dominant. 
 
    He smiled, crooked, sharp teeth that hung from his grey lips. They were so wrong, and it would only be a matter of time before he could show them. Show them all, one by one, what real power and dominance is. He had already demonstrated it to his own kind. 
 
    He looked around the ship—the thick wooden slabs symmetrically tacked together, only a few thin cuts of light breaking through in random gaps. The humans passed him by, unaware of who or what he was. 
 
    He was their reckoning. 
 
    The wooden vessel was somewhat of a museum, a bewildering tribute to a bygone era that he had never witnessed but had outlived by centuries. These people of different colours and languages wandered round taking empty photos of things they didn't care about. Nothing but a herd, a race that needs to follow. 
 
    His arm, covered by the sleeve of his tatty blazer, rested on a nearby stand; his top hat sat proudly on his shaggy white hair. In his other hand he held the twelve-sided artifact, his fingers coiled around it like an attacking python. 
 
    It was almost time. 
 
    There was no selection process. 
 
    No criteria one of these useless creatures had to meet. 
 
    He would just know. 
 
    With his jet-black eyes scanning the inside of the Cutty Sark, they finally rested on a portly gentleman wobbling through a small group of people with a camera in his hand and beads of sweat dripping down a flustered face. He spoke with a thick twang, unlike the usual accent he had heard from the regulars. 
 
    This man was a long way from home and was about to travel even further. 
 
    A high-pitched scratch echoed through his skull as he dragged his nails across the wooden stand before pushing himself upright. Like a lion stalking its prey, he slowly circled, walking between a few tourists who shuddered, a bewilderment spreading across their faces due to the scorching heat outside. The portly man leant in close to a glass cabinet, squinting his eyes to read the small plaque. 
 
    The man with the top hat leant in, his nose a mere few centimetres from the oblivious tourist. He took a deep sniff, inhaling the foul stench of a perspiring human. His cavernous eyes emanated hate and he bared his razor teeth. 
 
    'You are my one,' he whispered, knowing he couldn't be heard. 
 
    With his hands clasped around the strange device, he followed the gentleman as he walked towards the corner of the ship, his interest piqued by another display unit. 
 
    It would only take ten minutes for the rest of his tour group to report him missing. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Cutty Sark sits in the heart of Greenwich, London. Once belonging to the Jock Willis Shipping Line, the magnificent wooden structure lies along the concrete in the busy town, now nothing more than nearly a thousand tonnes of British history. With tourists scattered around the large space that accommodates the impressive vessel, the sun drenched it in an immaculate glow. Its vast, white sails slowly danced on the breeze; the mast they swung from reaching up towards the sky. 
 
    Originally built in the eighteen hundreds, the ship had undergone two renovations, both due to fires. Although repaired and components replaced, the ship drew many an interested traveller, all of them walking the narrow interiors or experiencing the warmth upon the deck of the magnificent ship. Middle-aged tourists snapping photos, young couples posing for selfies. 
 
    The beautiful ship brought a touch of elegance and class to an already smart area of London. The surrounding streets, busy with foot traffic in and out of the designer shops, were dissected by alleyways, all leading towards hidden market stalls. 
 
    On a day as hot as this day, there were so many people out. So many potential witnesses. 
 
    Yet Bermuda, as he sat in the forecourt of The Gypsy Moth, a large pub that overlooked the tremendous ship and the neighbouring Thames, knew that no one had seen anything. 
 
    Not one person had a clue as to how Josh Cooper went missing. 
 
    Argyle had found Bermuda as he sat on a train; the heartbreak of meeting his ex-wife earlier that morning had lead him to embark on a journey to anywhere. He was fairly sure he was halfway to Cambridge when his partner sat down next to him. Off at the next stop, Bermuda boarded a train back towards London with a keen interest. 
 
    This was similar. 
 
    Cooper had been with a tour group, eight in total, and all of them were inside the narrow hall of the Cutty Sark. Portly and standing over six foot, the large American was hard to misplace, especially inside the historic ship. 
 
    'What is our plan of action?' 
 
    Argyle stood beside Bermuda, his muscular arms folded across his armour, his sword glistening in the sun as it lay strapped to his meaty back. Bermuda, with the white smoke of his cigarette ghosting upwards, reached for the half drunk pint of Doombar before him. 
 
    'It's the same. I can feel it.' 
 
    'We don't even know what the first one was.' 
 
    'I told you. That symbol was not of this world. I could feel it when I touched it. It latched onto me.' 
 
    'Latched on?' 
 
    'Never mind.' Bermuda lifted his glass quickly, swigging his drink and trying to end the conversation. He didn't want anyone to know about the ever increasing pull the Otherside had. Especially not Argyle. 
 
    'We need to inspect the ship.' 
 
    'Absolutely.' Bermuda pulled out his notepad, his heavily tattooed arms looking brighter in the glare of the summer sunshine. 'And I guarantee we will find this.' 
 
    Slapping the pad in front of Argyle, he tapped the page. Argyle scanned his grey eyes over the scrawled symbol, the rough lines that Bermuda sketched forming a twelve-sided shape unlike any her had seen before. 
 
    Before he could speak, a young waitress who had previously flirted with Bermuda walked up to the table to collect his now empty glass. With a coy smile, she dropped a card in front of him, her phone number scrawled across it. He smiled at her, imagining what the inevitable sex would be like between them. 
 
    Without her knowledge, she walked directly at Argyle, who quickly moved out of the way. Humans pass through Others continuously, the outcome being a cold chill running down their spine. Always passed off as a sudden chill or 'someone walking over their grave', Bermuda knew the truth. But with Argyle's latch stone, she would have collided with what she would see as nothing. 
 
    Argyle saved her the confusion, his noble compassion drawing a smile from Bermuda as he stood up. 
 
    'Let's go check it out, Big Guy.' 
 
    He slid the chair back and stood, squinting his eyes through the glare of the sun. Hundreds of tourists were huddled near the entrance to the boat, all of them nattering in annoyance at the police presence denying their entrance. Having been called to the scene by the hysterical wife of the recently missing, they had evacuated the building and were awaiting a forensics team to search the vessel—standard procedure that Bermuda knew would be a pain in the arse. 
 
    He stepped from the beer garden of the pub onto the street, throwing back a glance at a disappointed waitress, scorning himself for leaving her card on the table. Argyle, having witnessed his behaviour with women before, raised an eyebrow which Bermuda shrugged off. 
 
    'We don't have time for me to be Prince Charming.' 
 
    His excuse seemed to work, Argyle refusing to ask any more questions. The last thing Bermuda wanted to admit was that he, for a ridiculous reason, felt like he would be being disloyal to Sophie. 
 
    He had only met her once. 
 
    As they walked across the large concrete square which homed the Cutty Sark, Bermuda noticed another small group of people gathering round a small outburst of ringing bells and the clacking of colliding wood. He stooped to get a better look, the large thwacks of wood alerting Argyle, who protectively drew an arm across his partner. 
 
    'Easy, Argyle.' He chuckled, gently pushing away the arm. 'It's just Morris Dancing.' 
 
    Argyle, scanning the scene, slowly retreated before stepping towards the group. Bermuda, walking towards the boat, noticed his partner’s detour and quickly jogged towards the watching crowd. Having carefully manoeuvred between the humans, Argyle stood at the front of the onlookers, his grey eyes wide with enchantment at the synchronised British tradition before him. After excusing his way to the front of the group, Bermuda stood next to his otherworldly friend. 
 
    'What are you doing? We have to go and inspect the ship.' 
 
    'The movements are intoxicating. Such precision.' 
 
    Bermuda, aware that a few people were sceptically looking at him, smiled. 
 
    'You like it?' 
 
    'The uniforms, whilst obviously strange, are rich with nobility. Their chanting is a proud voice.' 
 
    'Why don't you go and join in?' Bermuda joked, rattling a few Tic Tacs from his box whilst a concerned tourist stepped away from him. 
 
    'I have not been invited,' Argyle responded sternly. 
 
    'So what? Go and bust some shapes with them.' 
 
    Argyle turned, his frown almost pulling his short, dark hair over his face. 
 
    'That would be an intrusion of their display.' 
 
    'Okay, Big Guy. Tell you what, I'm going to go and investigate a missing person. You know, the reason we are here. You can stand and watch the funny dancers and I'll come and find you.' 
 
    'You speak like I am neglecting my duties,' Argyle said, his voice revealing a hint of disappointment. 
 
    'Not at all. If I need you, I'll give you a shout, okay?' Bermuda looked back to the dancers, their chanting trying its best to drown out the shrill of the bell. He looked back to his friend, smiling at the surprising delight the performance held for him. 'I'll be back in five.' 
 
    Argyle nodded, his face almost relenting and producing a smile. Bermuda waited, but when it never surfaced he meandered through the random people before him, breaking out into the space before he approached the other crowd. A female police officer stood by entrance; behind her, two strips of police tape stretched across the glass entrance to the ship. 
 
    Officer Karen Riley looked at the angry tourist with her brown eyes, her face displaying the necessary sympathy as the man berated her for ruining his visit. Her blond hair, tied in a ponytail, bobbed under her hat, the warmth of the sun adding extra strain to her petite frame, which was holding her stab-proof vest. She stopped suddenly as Bermuda tried to walk towards the door, bypassing the crowd who looked on with intrigue. 
 
    'Excuse me, sir,' she said with a thick Northern Irish accent. 'The ship is closed until further notice.' 
 
    'I know. I am here to inspect the disappearance of Josh Cooper.' 
 
    'Sir, that is a police matter.' 
 
    He smiled his warmest smile, slightly upset that his usual charm had no apparent effect on the woman. With a heavily inked arm, he whipped his badge from his pocket, flipping it in front of her scanning eyes. 
 
    'I'm sorry, sir. But my orders are that nobody goes in. Please step aside.' 
 
    'I literally need five minutes,' Bermuda begged, his patience at the police rejecting him beginning to reach a boiling point. 
 
    'Sir, please step aside.' She hardened her tone, her hand reaching up to her radio. With the potential of being arrested looming, Bermuda held his hands up in surrender. Over her shoulder, he noticed a hulking officer staring in their direction, a keenness etched on his face like a shark coming across a school of fish. 
 
    'Sorry to bother you, Officer,' Bermuda said, stepping away and pushing a cigarette between his lips. He blew a cloud out into the warm air, watching it dance against the pale blue background. Circling the mighty wooden structure, he clenched his fists in a small suppression of anger. Someone had gone missing. Another person snatched from a world that had no idea how. 
 
    It annoyed him more that he didn't know either. 
 
    Without the chance to inspect the inside of the ship, Bermuda couldn't prove his theory. That crude, twelve-sided symbol is part of it.  
 
    He knew it. 
 
    The engraved marking reached for him, the touch of the Otherside ebbing at his fingertips. If that symbol was inside the boat, then he knew he had something to run with. 
 
    As his eyes searched the wooden panels, a piercing scream of terror roared through the air. 
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    As Bermuda had exited the crowd, Argyle turned his attention back to the dancing group before him. Fascinated with the elegance of their moves and the regimented formations of their stick striking, he found himself immersed in the show. It reminded him of his life before the BTCO. Before Bermuda. 
 
    An existence that was so far away, and one which could never be revisited. 
 
    Shaking his wretched memories of his life on the Otherside, he watched as the more seasoned humans before him skipped in unison, their bells ringing like a flock of birds chirping overhead. 
 
    Suddenly he felt something gently collide with his leg. 
 
    Shaken from his trance, he looked down, noticing an infant human sitting on the ground, confusion spread across its face at having collided with an invisible wall. He had seen many of the smaller humans, all of them lacking the intelligence of their elder parents. Whilst they struggled to speak and walk, he did appreciate their innocence, and he stared down at this young child. 
 
    Its face crumpled with pain, the anguish of hitting the floor etching slowly through its features. Suddenly, it began to cry. 
 
    With a growing concern, Argyle reached down with a mighty hand, grabbing the back of her T-shirt and scrunching it. As he hoisted her into the air, the surrounding people gasped, moving quickly away at the phenomenon before them. 
 
    As Argyle held the child to his eye line, inspecting her injuries and trying to offer a motion of calm, the rest of the world witnessed the infant rising slowly into the air and levitating on the spot. 
 
    A piercing scream of terror cut through the air as a young woman raced over, her eyes streaming tears and her panicked words of calm spluttering from her short breaths. As the woman approached, she extended her arms towards what he assumed was her infant. Argyle gladly offered the child to the bemused mother, who snatched the child from what looked like thin air, her red eyes bulging with fear as she hurriedly calmed down the wailing child. 
 
    Bermuda raced through the crowd and began hastily ushering Argyle in any direction but there. The gentle warrior looked back in dismay. 
 
    'What the hell are you doing?' Bermuda sternly said, trying his best to keep his voice down. 
 
    'That young human was injured and I was the cause.' He again looked back in the direction, the mother soothingly tapping the young child's back as it clung to her. 'I was ensuring there was no damage.' 
 
    'Dude, you can't do that,' Bermuda said, sympathising with his partner. 'You just put the shits up a lot of people.' 
 
    'That young child needed assistance.' 
 
    'Yeah, and now her mother is probably going to need counselling.' Bermuda slapped Argyle on the arm in camaraderie. 'Remember, they can't see you like I can.' 
 
    Argyle nodded his understanding, failing to keep his sadness hidden. Bermuda didn't know much about Argyle's past, but knew that he was anything other than a monster. He offered him a smile before turning his attention back to the Cutty Sark, the doorway still guarded by the plucky police officer. 
 
    'Why did she scream?' Argyle asked quietly. 
 
    'Huh?' Bermuda responded without looking. 
 
    'The mother. She screamed with such terror. She was wild with her movements that I could not comprehend.' 
 
    Bermuda turned and warmly smiled at Argyle. 
 
    'She was just scared, Big Guy. That's what us humans do. We get scared and we act out of character. We think everything is coming to an end and we don't really know how to handle it.' He looked over at the mother, who was now sitting on a small wall, playfully bobbing the now-happy child on her lap. 'But when we calm down, it's not so bad. Usually the solution is right there and it just takes a little perspective.' 
 
    Argyle nodded, reaffirming to himself more than anyone. Bermuda reached for his pocket, but winced in frustration as the Tic Tac box that returned was empty. 
 
    'What did you find on the ship?' Argyle asked, his mind returning to the case. 
 
    'The what? Oh, couldn't get on. It's fine, we can come back later when they realise there is nothing more they can do.' 
 
    'I see.' Argyle nodded. 'What's the plan?' 
 
    'The plan? I need to find a shop.' Bermuda waved his empty box at a seemingly unimpressed Argyle before turning on his heels and venturing away from the Cutty Sark back towards the high street. Argyle sighed. 
 
    'You humans are confusing.' 
 
    Argyle set off, following his partner a few steps behind in the glorious London sunshine. 
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    The feeling was immense. 
 
    The raw surge of humanity that coursed through his body almost made him shudder. The man's identity was not important to him, nor would it ever be. All that mattered was he now belonged to him. 
 
    He had become another one of his 'stolen'. 
 
    As he adjusted his tatty blazer, the man looked around the rest of the wooden vessel with the same disdain as he had before. People were now in a state of fear, all of them buzzing around frantically within the narrow confines as if someone had kicked a hornets’ nest. 
 
    They were all so...pathetic. 
 
    He snarled at them through gritted, jagged teeth, his deep black eyes scanning the disgusting race before him. They would all soon belong to him. Each and every one of them. Whilst he witnessed a female crying, urging the others to find her 'missing' husband, he imagined what they would be like if they had walked through the doorway with him. 
 
    If they got a glimpse at the world beyond. 
 
    The world that forged him. 
 
    That held him captive. 
 
    The inspiration behind his great pilgrimage. 
 
    His turned his head, the white hair fraying underneath the black top hat. His door was still open, crudely cut into the wooden walls that contained them. Beyond it, nothing but black, the faint hint of a grey smoke wafting near but never crossing the threshold. 
 
    The man had passed through as easily as the rest. 
 
    Another one that was his. 
 
    Soon they would be here. Snooping around and trying to find him. He knew of the organisation that existed on this wasted planet, the humans without the blindfold. They would be looking for him, along with their treacherous Neithers, and they would be here soon enough. 
 
    The human they had assigned to it was of great interest indeed. The man who could walk both worlds. 
 
    Such power. 
 
    A power he would duplicate. 
 
    As he gently tapped his sharp, crooked nails on the wall next to the portal to his world, a sinister smile crept across his decaying face. The three scars that horribly mangled one side of it creased. 
 
    With a silent word, he sent the invitation, beckoning the creature through the doorway with minimal fuss. The respect and obedience were driven by fear. Even a beast as feral as this one knew who he was and what he stood for. 
 
    The creature loomed over him, its eyes the colour of recently spilt blood. Its crooked jawbone, protruding from its long, black face, presented a sharp, jagged set of teeth that had ripped more flesh than he cared to imagine. All it took was a stare from him and the creature slowly faded into the shadows that hid in the corners of the massive wooden vessel that housed them. 
 
    Whilst the world the humans thought they existed in erupted into blind panic at one of their own going missing, he slowly made his way to the exit, leaving behind the enormous creature as a welcoming gift for the man who could walk both worlds. 
 
    The man who scared the Otherside as much as he did. 
 
    Bermuda.



 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun made its retreat a little after eight o'clock, slowly fading and replacing the streets of Greenwich in a grey tinge. As the moon took charge of the sky, streetlamps burst into life, ready for their night shift. The locals meandered through the streets, groups of young adults already merry, chasing their latest alcoholic drink at whatever bar they stumbled upon. 
 
    As the moon shone proudly from the darkness above, the Cutty Sark was awash with a white glow. The streetlights that surrounded the ship illuminated its grandeur, the large beams shooting out towards the stars like mighty wooden fingers. 
 
    The afternoon had passed fairly quickly for Bermuda, who decided to waste his day away within the surrounding hotspots as opposed to venturing all the way across London towards Hertfordshire. After being denied entrance to the ship, he had wandered down the high street until he found a small Spanish restaurant. Ordering four separate Tapas dishes for lunch, he ate quietly, allowing Argyle to collect himself after the incident with the small child earlier. After enjoying his multi-layered meal with a cold beer, he paid and walked further from the boat, heading towards Greenwich Park. 
 
    The vast, green fields were swarming with tourists and locals, and he slowly walked through as dogs sprinted around excitedly. 
 
    Young women sunbathed whilst their other halves threw a Frisbee with random accuracy. The world was a happy place and he scowled, knowing that beyond the brightness of this day, there lay something worse in the shadows. 
 
    It was a painful reminder of the life he existed in. 
 
    As the afternoon slowly descended into evening, he found himself thumbing through his phone, annoyed that he didn't have Sophie's number and also annoyed that he was letting himself get distracted. He couldn't let people in. 
 
    It was too dangerous. 
 
    Bermuda returned to the Cutty Sark as the sun began to descend, only to find a SOCO tent set up, officers in white jumpsuits swarming all over the large vessel like brightly coloured ants. Sighing deeply, he turned and walked back into the town, heading towards the Maritime Museum that sat just on the outskirts. As the day faded to dusk, he strode through the immaculate grounds of the famous buildings, the large, white structures standing powerfully. Argyle, who had barely spoken since his introduction to a terrified parent, seemed blown away by their beauty. Bermuda watched him take in their stature, deciding to allow him to enjoy the moment in silence. 
 
    It wasn't until the groundskeeper ushered him towards the gate that he realised he had sat for over an hour, ignoring the conclusion of day. Shadows formed in every corner; he could feel the eyes of so many Others on him. 
 
    Now, having walked through the endless sea of people enjoying their 'normal' lives, he approached the Cutty Sark, ready for work. 
 
    'Fuck!' Bermuda exclaimed as they reached the opening. The mighty boat sat in the centre of the concrete ocean, streetlights showering it with a flattering glow. Beyond, the River Thames quietly wafted with its own current, cutting through the capital city like a giant vein. On the horizon line, London was lit up with a million lights. The sight of the nighttime London landscape always impressed Bermuda. The buildings illuminated and lights twinkling like a swarm of fireflies had ascended upon the city. 
 
    But the view was spoilt, not by the boat in front of them, the ship even more striking in the moonlight. Standing in front of the glass entry doors, was a police officer. 
 
    A large, chubby man with a thick beard, the officer was visually the opposite of the plucky lady who had confronted Bermuda earlier. From the look on his stern, hair-covered face, he could tell that he would probably be just as obstructive. To the side of the ship, another officer had been temporarily distracted by a couple of tourists. The young PC was pointing at their map and then across the street, his face a picture of frustration. 
 
    Bermuda felt his pain. 
 
    'Why are we not approaching?' Argyle spoke, his first words since Bermuda had berated him earlier that afternoon. 
 
    'What's the point?' Bermuda said, snapping his Zippo shut and blowing a cloud of smoke into the conversation. 'I literally can't recall a time that my badge has gotten us onto a crime scene.' 
 
    'Two years, five months, and six days ago,' Argyle stated, to Bermuda's amazement. 'You were granted access to the Montgomery household in Liverpool.' 
 
    'Thanks. That was useful.' 
 
    'You are most welcome,' Argyle replied, once again failing to grasp the concept of sarcasm. 
 
    Bermuda stood in a smoky silence, his eyes flickering over everything. He noticed a couple of Others beyond the ship against the far wall. The edges of their bodies looked smudged, as if they were on a TV screen that couldn't quite get the right signal. The tourists had finally started to head in the direction that the now visibly relieved officer had been pointing. He slowly returned to his partner, who was chuckling. 
 
    'I thought for sure they would have been gone by now.' Bermuda moaned, stomping his cigarette out in frustration. 
 
    'So?' 
 
    'What do you mean, so?' Bermuda said, turning to his friend, the light shimmering off his dark skin. 
 
    'When has that ever stopped you before?' 
 
    'That's a good point.' 
 
    'Our job is to inspect this crime scene and see if there is an Otherworldly influence on this man's disappearance.' 
 
    'Which there is.' 
 
    'We need proof.' 
 
    'Proof is in there, Big Guy.' Bermuda pointed. 
 
    'Then let's go.' 
 
    'Well, we need those cops to piss off.' 
 
    Argyle's grey eyes lit up. 
 
    'You leave that to me.' 
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    PC Connolly watched as the two tourists slowly shuffled away from him, his relief escaping his body with a loud sigh. It had taken over ten minutes to direct them towards Greenwich train station, yet he was sure the two-minute walk would take them a lifetime. Standing by the door to the ship was his partner, PC Stokes, a large chuckle emanating from his thick, brown beard. 
 
    The evening had been dull. 
 
    When he was told of another disappearance, he was excited to be allocated the shift until he realised he was effectively babysitting a massive, immobile, wooden child. He was counting down the minutes to the end of his shift. 
 
    'Hurry up. I need to take a leak.' Stokes's voice boomed across, shaking him from his boredom. 
 
    'I'm coming.' 
 
    Connolly trotted towards the door of the ship to relieve his partner, when suddenly he stopped still. Panic set in quickly, as no matter how hard he tried, he couldn't move his head. Nor his neck. 
 
    The rest of his body worked fine—his legs tried their best to move forward, his arms waved wildly—but his head stayed still. As a human, he couldn't see Argyle standing behind him, his mighty hands holding his head and neck in place. 
 
    'Fuck! My neck!' Connolly shrieked, his partner racing over as a few civilians turned with interest. 
 
    'What the hell are you doing? I'm going to piss myself...' 
 
    'There is something wrong. My neck. My head. I can't move them.' 
 
    'What?' Stokes, nervously moving, approached his fear-stricken partner. Argyle slowly manoeuvred so as not to collide with him. 
 
    'Call medical. I don't know...maybe it's a trapped nerve. Something is seriously wrong!' Connolly's voice shook, his eyes searching wildly for an explanation. 
 
    Argyle, with his firm grasp in place, looked beyond the oblivious police officers towards the glass door to the Cutty Sark. A few moments later, his grey eyes sparkled with delight as Bermuda skilfully snuck around the corner of the ship, quietly opened the door, and slipped inside. 
 
    He released his hold. 
 
    The young officer, straining against his hold, suddenly lurched forward, his feet slapping against the concrete as he collided into his partner. A passerby chuckled at the two officers stumbling around in the street light. 
 
    'What the hell are you playing at?' Stokes asked, angrily shoving his younger colleague away. 
 
    'It's gone. My neck, it works.' 
 
    'Well your fucking head doesn’t.' Stokes quickly began jogging towards The Gypsy Moth pub opposite, hell-bent on relieving his bladder. 'I'm going to piss myself!' 
 
    Those were the last words Argyle heard as he quietly slipped through the glass doors to catch up with his partner. 
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    The wooden walls and ceilings of the ship loomed around Bermuda, creating a shadowy tunnel of rich history. His footsteps echoed, each one reverberating off the thick planks and cascading amongst the information stands. Bermuda pulled out his mobile phone, flicking through the menu until the front casing burst into light. 
 
    The torch app was always handy. 
 
    Slowly navigating down the hallway, he passed many glass cabinets, the sudden burst of light launching shadows up the walls until he wasn't sure if they were moving or not. Walking slowly towards the supposed corner were the man had last been seen, he slowly brushed the light over the walls, scrutinizing every surface. 
 
    Looking for the link. 
 
    Looking for that symbol. 
 
    'Something is wrong.' 
 
    Argyle's voice shattered the silence, causing Bermuda to slightly jolt with surprise. 
 
    'Jesus. Word of advice, Argyle. Don't sneak up on people in the dark, okay? Especially not someone with a supposed history of mental health issues.' 
 
    'There is something here.' Argyle's voice relayed his worry, turning his head to scan the surroundings. 
 
    'Yup. And we are going to find it.' 
 
    'Not the symbol.' 
 
    'What are you talking about?' Bermuda turned, his phone spraying Argyle with brightness, his armour shimmering angelically in the glow. Without answering, Argyle turned, his head cocked as he searched, before walking through a side door that led to a small presentation room. Bermuda exhaled in bewilderment, turning his light and attention back to the wooden strips that surrounded him. As he ventured nearer the corner, his face drew back into a grand smile. 
 
    The symbol. 
 
    The crudely, uneven twelve-sided shape was unmistakable, the lines cut into the wood as if someone had branded it with a crooked cattle prod. As he reached out, he could feel the tips of his fingers shake. The lure of the Otherside began to pull; he could feel its ghastly reach beckoning him closer. 
 
    He clenched his fist, refusing even the slightest touch. 
 
    'Hey, Argyle,' he called out without turning. 'I found it.' 
 
    As he reached for his notebook to compare it to his previous scribble, he slowly heard shuffling behind him. Although a big man, Argyle was usually very light on his feet—but the footsteps began to grow in volume. 
 
    Having been staring solely at the wall for the last few minutes, Bermuda had failed to realise the large Other that had slowly slunk across the Cutty Sark, its huge, sharply clawed feet causing the ship to gently shake with each step. As he slowly turned, his body stiffened with fear at the behemoth before him. 
 
    Standing over ten feet tall, the feral Other loomed over him. The skin, a musky brown colour, drew tight to an imposing frame with thick, elongated arms that hung from its spike-covered shoulders. Its legs, crookedly bent, slowly straightened, pushing the giant beast further towards the ceiling. 
 
    Its jet-black eyes burrowed through Bermuda, resting in a large skull that housed two small horns on top of its head. Its long snout reached a few feet from its face and it roared at Bermuda, revealing a plateau of razor-sharp teeth. The volume shook the ship, the pictures on the wall swung terrified from their hooks. As its ear-piercing roar ricocheted through Bermuda's body, the beast's bottom jaw split down the middle and swung out in two separate directions. It lurched forward, snapping at Bermuda, who ducked and threw himself to the hard wooden floor. Scrambling between the unwelcome guest's legs, he turned onto his back when his eyes widened in fear. 
 
    As if disconnected from its spine, the Other's shoulders and pelvis twisted, turning the beast on the spot. Its neck cracked, allowing it to turn its monstrous skull around to face him. 
 
    'Fuck!' Bermuda exclaimed before scrambling backwards across the floor as a mighty razor-clawed hand slammed down where his legs were. Bermuda clambered backwards down the wooden ship. The wild, gargantuan Other gave chase, its vicious claws slamming holes into the floor as each hand missed his feet by a matter of inches. 
 
    Aiming for the door, Bermuda collided with a marble plinth, the glass dome atop of it housing a small piece of paper that recollected a moment of the ship's history. He was sure that fighting a wild, giant beast from another dimension wasn't on it. Blocked in, the hulking monster stood before him. Its jaw flew open in three directions and it let out another roar as it launched onto its back legs before driving both hands down onto its cornered prey. 
 
    Bermuda closed his eyes, expecting his death to be quick. 
 
    'GO!' 
 
    Argyle's voice bounced off the wooden panels as Bermuda surprisingly opened his eyes. Standing before him, with his mighty arms holding up the beast, Argyle shook with power. The beast snapped its jaws, snarling at the soldier who was holding him at bay. Argyle held onto the wrists of the wild monster, the veins in his arms protruding, the muscles shaking. 
 
    'GO NOW!' 
 
    Bermuda needed no second invitation, quickly clambering to his feet before racing back down the ship, away from the evidence and the Otherside's most recent attempt at extinguishing him. 
 
    Argyle had been inspecting the smaller, more intimate rooms of the ship, his instincts alarming him to a presence of his world amongst them. This happened regularly, and a quick inspection usually revealed a legal Other just finding solace in a shadowy dwelling. This time, however, he had been right. Once he heard the roar, he raced back to the main chamber just in time to see this magnificent behemoth launch up on its hind legs before killing his friend. 
 
    He had grabbed its arms just in time and now, as rows of razor-sharp teeth snapped at him like a wild dog, he shifted his weight, letting out a yell of fury as he began to push the creature back. As he took one step the creature suddenly twisted, its shoulders turning at such a speed that Argyle was whipped from his feet and the momentum sent him shooting towards the wall. The sheer power sent him clean through the wooden panels, and he erupted into the side streets amongst a downpour of shards and splinters. Crashing face-first against the concrete, he lay motionless, faintly hearing two terrified policemen radio in for an Armed Response Unit for a potential terrorist attack at the Cutty Sark. 
 
    Inside the ship, the crazed beast immediately gave chase to Bermuda, dashing past the recently created hole in the wall, its powerful legs bounding as it used its claws to scale the wall, the entire ship rocking as if it were in the eye of a storm. 
 
    Bermuda ran as fast as he could, his eyes fixed on the brightness of the moonlight that reflected off the glass doors. 
 
    Ten more steps. 
 
    The beast dropped down in front of him, its eyes glistening and teeth shimmering. Bermuda tried to slow down, but his momentum carried him forward and the sharp claws slashed his chest. The beast swung its thick, tree-trunk-esque arm, its claws striking Bermuda straight in the chest. 
 
    The impact was unlike anything Bermuda had experienced, the strength of the Otherside colliding with him at full speed. He left the ground at such a speed, his back clattering into the roof of the ship, his body smashing through the wooden planks. He shot another ten feet into the cool summer air before landing with a sickening thud on the deck. 
 
    Another call was put through on the police radio. 
 
    Another hole had been blown through the ship. 
 
    Bermuda cracked the side of his head on the hard wood; his skull shook his brain like a maraca. He could already feel the blood trickling down the side of his face as the darkness of the night began to mould itself to his vision. 
 
    He knew he had to run. 
 
    The world around him spun, and his last vision was of the arm of the monster reaching through the hole, its jaws snapping with anticipation as it clambered through. 
 
    It would finish what it had started. 
 
    Bermuda wanted to get up. Fight or run. 
 
    The blood trickled down and joined the small puddle that was pooling from the three jagged gashes across his chest. 
 
    He lost consciousness. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Through a sea of broken wooden splinters, Argyle placed both hands flat on the concrete and slowly pushed himself to his knees. He had hit the concrete a few feet back, his face scraping against the unforgiving stone as he skidded. His face was screaming in agony, the rawness telling him he had lost the top layer of his cheek. 
 
    It would heal. 
 
    As the two police officers stood back, looking wearily around the hole in the ship, he heard a crescendo of sirens ripping through the apparent calmness of London. Backup was on the way, but not for him. 
 
    He was the backup. 
 
    He pushed himself to his feet with a grunt of annoyance, dusting himself down as he turned back to the face the ship. Bermuda was still trapped within its confines, being hunted by something worse than death itself. He took a few steps towards the ship as a white van hurtled around the corner, its blue lights casting a glow across the entire battlefield. At that moment, another loud crash exploded from the ship as the body of Bermuda soared into the sky, followed by a downpour of wooden raindrops. 
 
    He didn't have much time. 
 
    Twelve heavily armed men leapt from the back of the van, their faces hidden by black visors, their arms carrying heavily loaded rifles. 
 
    He heard the roar from the deck above, the cracking of more wood as it was breaking through, ready to finish his partner. 
 
    The man he had sworn to protect. 
 
    As the police went over their tactics quickly, Argyle broke into a sprint, barging past a few of the officers, who yelled in bemusement. His armoured boots hammered the pavement as he rounded the front of the ship, looking up towards the decking. Raising his right arm, he aimed his 'Retriever' at the large wooden mast that sat proudly above. He released the spike, the chain cutting through the air before impaling the wood with a large crack. Picking up speed, he took a few more steps before he began the retrieval. 
 
    The chain began to retract, lifting him into the air and zipping up into the night sky. He shot upwards, beyond the deck, where he saw the beast finally emerge from the hole, violently thrashing into the crisp night air. 
 
    Bermuda wasn't moving. 
 
    As Argyle continued his climb above them both, he pulled the hook from the wooden pillar. It ripped through, the chain retracting rapidly to the gauntlet around his arm. With twenty feet of air between himself and the boat, Argyle hurtled back towards the boat. 
 
    The beast leant forward, its jaws opening as it readied itself to rip the motionless Bermuda apart. 
 
    Argyle reached a powerful arm over his shoulder, his hand gripping the handle of his sword. As he plummeted towards them, he swung it out from its clasp, spinning the blade around. The moonlight bounced off of the pristine metal with a mesmerising beauty. 
 
    Swinging it into position, he steered the blade straight into the back of the beast’s neck. 
 
    The sword burst through, exploding out of the other side of the creature’s throat before impaling itself in the wood. Argyle dropped down next to it, landing on a bent knee to steady his massive frame. 
 
    The life left the Other instantly, its huge body slumping forward. The weight of its head caused it to slowly slide down the sharp, bloodstained blade until it hit the deck. Argyle slowly returned to his feet, sliding the sword from the lifeless body before spinning the blade up and resting up against the back of his armour. There would be no banishment, not for this Other. The BTCO would be here soon; they would remove the body. Word would spread of how he had slayed another of his kind. 
 
    It didn't matter. 
 
    Bermuda had almost been killed. 
 
    He turned towards his motionless partner, concerned for the blood that was pooling around him. Suddenly, the doors to the roof of the ship burst open, a flurry of flashlights and footsteps breaking through. The Armed Response Unit slowly circled Bermuda, their guns focused on him, itchy fingers ready to squeeze triggers. 
 
    'I will see you at headquarters,' Argyle muttered before trotting to the edge of the ship and leaping off into the darkness of the light. 
 
    Loud voices and shouted commands rang through Bermuda's ears as he slowly returned, his eyes blurry and his head feeling like an overstuffed balloon. He could feel the stickiness of blood against his forehead, his hair trapped in it. He slowly murmured, instantly drawing the aim and attention of all the armed officers around him. 
 
    'Don't move!' 
 
    'He's awake!' 
 
    'Hold your fire!' 
 
    His vision solidified, his return to consciousness welcomed by the nozzles of a dozen guns. Beyond them, masked men faced him, their bulletproof bodies surrounding him completely. He recalled the mighty beast, being chased... 
 
    'Fuck!' 
 
    Bermuda murmured before resting back on the deck. Moments later, he was roughly lifted to his feet, his T-shirt ripped and bloodstained from wounds the officers would never understand. Beyond them, the motionless body of his attacker was slumped, its wounds fresh and fatal. He knew Argyle had saved him. 
 
    Again. 
 
    With the weapons trained on him and with slow, measured steps, he was led back through the Cutty Sark, the formerly dark ship now glowing from the torches around him. He woozily reached for a cigarette, only for the officer behind him to roughly tighten his grip of his arm. 
 
    They pushed him through the glass doors, the coolness of the air registering with him, allowing him to take a few deep breaths to return to something resembling normality. 
 
    He had been brutally attacked by one of the most terrifying Others he had faced. It wasn't luck that the creature was there. He knew that much. 
 
    He was now being arrested for what he remembered was blowing two large holes in a London landmark. 
 
    Argyle? 
 
    Before panic set in, he knew his partner would be safe. An officer said something about his rights, which he barely heard: the throbbing pain in his head had returned. The feeling of someone hosting a rave inside his skull drowned out the world. The door to the police car opened and he was roughly shoved into the backseat. As inconvenient as it was, he was glad to be safe. Soon he would be taken to a police station and away from this place. He had found the mark. 
 
    Twelve sides. 
 
    The two disappearances were linked. 
 
    As the night sky around the ship interchanged with darkness and bright blue lights, Bermuda planned his next move. He needed to go to the BTCO HQ. There, he could use the archives to find the symbol and solve this case. Two officers, both armed, entered the front of the car and the engine kicked into gear. Almost smiling to himself, Bermuda laid his head to rest, taking one final look at the ship. 
 
    A man with a top hat stared back. 
 
    Bermuda shot up, his face pressed against the window as the figure stood on the edge of the boat, looking down at him. His black eyes, like two pieces of coal embedded in a grey stone, burnt through him. The wind whipped his wild, white hair in sporadic directions, all kept in place under his tatty black hat. 
 
    The stare was relentless. 
 
    As the car pulled away, Bermuda tried to turn in his seat, his handcuffs and seatbelt straining to stop him. He eventually struggled through, and peered out the back window. 
 
    The man was gone. 
 
    'Hey!' a rough voice yelled from the front of the car. 'Sit still.' 
 
    Bermuda slowly turned back, his mind, still bursting with pain, trying its hardest to make sense of it all. Those black eyes. They bored through him with sheer disgust. It took him a few moments to realise that the hairs on the back of his neck were standing to attention. 
 
    A voice broke his thought pattern. 
 
    'I don't know what the hell you were doing tonight. But man, I can't wait until the sarge gets a few minutes with you.' 
 
    The officers in the front sniggered to each other and Bermuda just rolled his eyes. Suddenly, the stress and pain of the evening washed over him like a tidal wave. He rested his head back and closed his eyes. 
 
    'Just give me my phone call.' 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    As soon as they had arrived at Greenwich Police Station, a nurse led Bermuda into a guarded room. She strapped a bandage across his chest, the gashes crudely interrupting the tattoos that crawled across his skin. She threaded eight stitches to close the cut on his head, assuring him the pain would subside. 
 
    He needed a drink. 
 
    Instead, with an icepack firmly pressed against his battered cranium, he was led into an interrogation room where a Detective Bright was waiting for him. Sarcastically asking how his head was, Bermuda would have retorted if it didn't feel like someone was chipping away at his skull with a chisel. 
 
    As the detective began, Bermuda asked him if he could have his phone call, knowing full well he would be out soon enough. Under the impression he was merely humouring his suspect, the detective handed him his phone. 
 
    He called a number that not even a blow to the head would cause him to forget. 
 
    It rang four times. 
 
    'Hello. Please state the destination of your flight?' 
 
    'I tried, but the damn light is still green.' 
 
    Bermuda forced a smile as he hung up the phone, sliding it back across to the sceptical detective. Bermuda pressed the ice against his beating brain, slowly counting down in his head. 
 
    Three... 
 
    Two... 
 
    One... 
 
    Knock! Knock! 
 
    The door opened, a young officer beckoning the detective out. Flashing Bermuda a suspicious gaze, he pushed his chair back and exited the room, the door slamming firmly, sending an extra jolt of pain rattling through Bermuda's skull. 
 
    He winced, pressing the cold ice against his head. He knew he would be free within a few minutes; the BTCO held considerable influence that baffled even him. 
 
    As he sat quietly, he slowly turned his head to the left, catching his reflection in the two-way mirror. His face was starting to bruise, a faint purple spreading around the stitches. They had provided him with a new T-shirt, but a little blood was seeping through his bandages that strapped his chest. 
 
    Goddamn, he needed a drink. 
 
    He sat back, exhaling, and closed his eyes. 
 
    All he saw was the two black eyes staring at him. The pure hatred in them. 
 
    Who was the man in the black top hat? 
 
    Suddenly, the door swung open and Detective Bright marched in. The frown on his face brought a smile to Bermuda's. Without making eye contact, the detective began to mutter. 
 
    'You are free to go.' 
 
    Bermuda nodded, slowly lifting himself from the uncomfortable chair. His body ached and he slowly walked towards the door, the icepack held firmly in place. As he was about to cross the threshold, Detective Bright reached out with a powerful arm, his fingers wrapping around Bermuda's bicep. He leant in close. 
 
    'Just for the record. I don't like you.' His words were full of menace. 
 
    'Don't worry about it,' Bermuda said with a smile. 'Not many people do.' 
 
    The detective roughly let go and Bermuda entered the corridor, feeling the eyes of the entire Metropolitan Police follow him as he made his way to the front door. 
 
    Yet the only eyes he could see were those black eyes. 
 
    They had almost been daring him to come looking. 
 
    Those black eyes. 
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    It was almost 2:30 a.m. when the cab pulled up outside London Bridge Station. The moon was still illuminating the sky with its magnificent glory, casting an eerie glow over the Capitol. Cutting through the sky was the Shard, its windows twinkling with the reflected moonlight. 
 
    Bermuda paid the cab driver, handing him the notes in his wallet and leaving before the discussion of change arose. As he exited the car, the cool midnight breeze of London swirled around him. 
 
    'I'm glad you are okay.' 
 
    Argyle stood before him, his arms folded across his broad chest. His grey eyes reached out for Bermuda with relief. 
 
    'Let's face it. I've been in worse states at two in the morning.' Bermuda smiled, then immediately scowled as his head thumped the joy from him. 'I guess they’re pissed?' 
 
    'They are not impressed.' 
 
    'Excellent. As if I didn't already have a headache.' 
 
    Bermuda lit a cigarette, the smoke cascading into the air, reaching towards the mighty structure before them. 
 
    'I informed them of your injuries and they have requested you rest before debriefing.' 
 
    'How generous.' Bermuda slowly began to walk towards the entrance of the Shard, his slow steps minimizing the agony that pulsated from his chest. Argyle calmly walked beside him, scouting the area to ensure his safety. They noticed an Other sitting on a bench. With one solitary eye—a magnificent red—browsing the neighbourhood, it quietly turned away as it noticed them. It sat idly as they shuffled by, Argyle reaching a hand to Bermuda to steady him as he finished his cigarette. 
 
    'I'm fine, Big Guy.' He smiled at his partner, who nodded. The large glass doors to the Shard were closed, guarded by a burly security guard who was used to some of the regulars talking to themselves. As Bermuda fished in his pocket for his badge, he glanced up to his partner. 
 
    'I know I blacked out back there, but I have a pretty strong feeling that I'm only alive because of you.' 
 
    'It is my duty to protect you,' Argyle replied uncomfortably, the scarring on his face beginning to heal. Bermuda smiled and flicked his cigarette. 
 
    'Even so, thank you for saving my life.' 
 
    Argyle nodded and Bermuda turned and presented his badge to the guard, who eyed him wearily. 
 
    'Rough night?' the man asked, his eyes scanning the badge. 
 
    'I've had rougher.' 
 
    With a smile, the guard pulled open the large glass doors and Bermuda entered, Argyle following him with powerful strides. 
 
    The ground floor of the Shard served as the concierge for the many business that were homed within. Large and profitable legal services, trading companies had clambered over each other to get their name on the list when the building was completed in mid-2012. The building, a masterpiece of eighty-nine glass floors, became the second-tallest building in the UK and shot to the top of the list for many tourists. With the grand observation deck raking in the money, the building became a hub of activity, shooting up towards the sky with a glittering beauty and hefty profit margin. 
 
    With a separate entrance for the public, lined with history and tourist-friendly photos, the only foot traffic Bermuda met in the reception area were those who worked in the building. 
 
    And at two thirty in the morning, that consisted of nobody. 
 
    His footsteps echoed loudly through the hallowed foyer, the pristine hall containing an eerie silence. His head throbbed as if it had its very own heartbeat, and the slashes cutting through his chest were begin to overwhelm. As they approached the lift, Bermuda stumbled. Argyle shot out a steadying arm, averting an unwanted collision with the marble. 
 
    'Thanks.' 
 
    Argyle nodded, his face a mask of sternness. 
 
    The elevator door opened and the two of them entered, the large metal container awash with the glow of the halogen light above. 
 
    Bermuda approached the control panel, the circular buttons aligned symmetrically in rows of five. Each one would send the lift racing towards its destination at over thirteen miles per hour. Below the buttons was a small, dark glass panel which Bermuda pressed his ID badge against. Waiting a few moments, a little light flashed green and the doors to the lift slowly shut and began to move. 
 
    The lift began to descend. 
 
    As the metal box plummeted slowly towards the earth’s core, Bermuda caught a glimpse of himself in the large, wall-covering mirror. His scruffy hair flopped over his tired, bruised face. The stitches ran across his eyebrow framing his dark, sleep-hungry eyes. His police-issue T-shirt now bore large red patches. 
 
    Compared to the regimented and regal Argyle, who stood purposefully next to him, he looked like someone had dragged him through a bush backwards. 
 
    In a few moments he would be there, and they would let him sleep in one of the agents’ chambers. His eyelids suddenly gave in to gravity and closed. 
 
    He saw those piercing black eyes again. 
 
    With a shudder he awoke, the burning pain from his skull sending him stumbling forward. He rested his hand on the metal doors as he hunched over, trying his best to stay conscious. 
 
    'Are you all right?' Argyle's concerned voice ricocheted around the container, vibrating wildly through the pain that had consumed Bermuda's skull. 
 
    Just stay conscious, he told himself. 
 
    The bell dinged as they reached their destination, thirty feet below the Shard. 
 
    The doors slowly opened. 
 
    An unconscious Bermuda slumped into the corridor.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    'HELP ME!' 
 
    Bermuda shot up in a panic, his face damp and laced with sweat. The dream had been the same.  
 
    The same voice. 
 
    The same cry for help. 
 
    The same feeling of failure. 
 
    He took a few moments, his heart beating like a pneumatic drill in his ribcage. His eyes, blurry with tears, blinked rapidly as he scanned the room. The walls were too white, the lights above beating down on him with an overbearing brightness. The buzz of them was too strong. The walls began to spin. 
 
    Here we go, he told himself. 
 
    Hunching over the side of the single bed, he puked onto the floor. The burning sensation added to the tears as he retched, a repulsive concoction of bile, alcohol, and ready meals. The diet of a singleton. 
 
    'You missed the bin.' 
 
    Bermuda took slow, deep breaths as he sat back, wiping the edges of his mouth with the thin white duvet. He slowly opened his eyes, letting them return to normal. On the opposite side of the room, sat comfortably on a fold-out plastic chair, was Vincent. 
 
    The most senior Neither working for the BTCO and the personal Neither of the BTCO Director, Lord Felix Ottoway III. 
 
    With a calm smile, Vincent was the polar opposite to Argyle. His skin was a deathly pale, which he attributed to having been alive for more than six hundred years. His hair, although now wafer thin, was a jet-black colour, matching the irises of his eyes. His small frame was wrapped in its usual black robe, his delicate hands clasped together, which sat in his lap. 
 
    'Sorry about that. My aim is a little off,' Bermuda said dryly, his throat gasping for water. Instinctively, Vincent rose from his chair, his movement so light that Bermuda often wondered if he floated through the air. He handed him a cup of water, which Bermuda gratefully gulped down. Vincent glided to the side table, picking up a clipboard and glancing over the paper. 
 
    'You still have the same dreams?' he asked, not looking up from the sheet. 
 
    'Dream,' Bermuda corrected. 'And yes.' 
 
    'Hmmm.' Vincent mused over the sheets before returning the clipboard. 'You human's like to place a lot on the meaning of these such events. Perhaps a psychological assessment could sniff out the cause?’ 
 
    'Don't know if you recall, but the last time I had a shrink speak to me, they locked me in a padded room.' Bermuda sat up, shaking away the cobwebs and the lurching memories of his past. 
 
    'Quite. Your wounds will heal.' 
 
    Bermuda grunted, turning slowly and draping his legs over the white sheets of the bed. A patch of blood smeared them, creating a ghastly Rorschach test on the mattress. He shook as he tried to lift himself. 
 
    'Perhaps you should rest some more?' Vincent said, concerned, walking back to his chair. 
 
    'I need a cigarette.' Bermuda's legs trembled with each step, his sense of direction slowly returning as he stumbled towards his belongings. 
 
    'This is a no-smoking facility'. 
 
    Click. 
 
    Smoke filled the air. 
 
    Vincent sighed. 
 
    'I take it Felix is pissed?' Bermuda asked, his words pushing a thin, dark cloud into the room. 
 
    'Lord Ottoway is less than impressed, if that's what you mean.'  
 
    Bermuda shrugged.  
 
    'What do you recall?' 
 
    'I remember...the ship. I remember something big.' Bermuda frowned, his skull ready to rip through his skin at any moment. 'I remember almost shitting myself.' 
 
    'Do you recall blasting two large holes in a London landmark? 
 
    'Not really. I was too busy being beaten unconscious.' Bermuda stubbed the cigarette out on the side table, drawing a tut from his guest. 
 
    'You were attacked by a Gorgoma. An ancient, feral breed of behemoth. How it got into the Cutty Sark, we do not know. They are prohibited from this world for the safety of your people.' 
 
    'Well then how the hell did it get where I was sent?' Bermuda's voice raising a little in anger. 'And how the fuck did it get its hands—or whatever it has—on a latch stone?' 
 
    'Our investigation is ongoing on that matter.' 
 
    Investigation. 
 
    The symbol. 
 
    The man with the top hat. 
 
    Those piercing black eyes. 
 
    'He brought it,' Bermuda exclaimed loudly, bounding back towards the desk that housed his belongings. He instantly began flicking through his notebook. Vincent slowly approached. 
 
    'Who?' 
 
    'The man.' Bermuda flicked through the pages eagerly, the grogginess diminishing with every page turn. 
 
    'What man?' 
 
    'There was a man—well, an Other. His eyes. The way he stared...' 
 
    Bermuda trailed off, much to Vincent's frustration. For a few moments, the only noise was the swish of paper and the low hum of the halogen bulb. Bermuda finally turned to the Neither, his eyes twinkling with excitement. 
 
    'Have you ever seen this symbol before?' 
 
    Vincent reached out his long, spindly fingers as Bermuda handed him the notebook. Sketched on the paper was a crude drawing, a twelve-sided shape that was obviously scribbled in a hurry. Having been involved in the peace talks between Earth and the Otherside, Vincent was a fount of knowledge. Educated in the complete history of the truce, he was a walking archive. Bermuda had lost count of how many times Vincent had pointed him in the right direction. 
 
    'Hmmm,' Vincent mused, his fingers rubbing his sharp, bony chin. 'Where did you find this?' 
 
    'I found that symbol on the wall where that Lambert girl went missing. I found the same symbol in the boat, right before Captain Fingers found me.' 
 
    Studying the paper, Vincent flashed a concerned glance towards Bermuda. 
 
    'Follow me.' 
 
    They exited the room, making their way into the brightly lit corridor, a long, endless tunnel that was lined with large, concrete doors. A few of them to the left housed more agent chambers. Down the far side were the Neither quarters, a place for Argyle and the other 'defected' to find solace amongst the two worlds that had turned their backs on them. Beyond those rooms was the combat arena, where agents and new recruits were trained. Vincent took a sharp right, heading down an identical corridor, the doors bolted tightly shut, encapsulating the recently banished that would soon be deported back to the Otherside for further imprisonment. The truce between the two worlds hinged on the law that captured Others were sent back to their own world for trial, and usually a fatal punishment. Bermuda knew that Argyle despised the banishment, knowing that he was effectively sentencing those they had apprehended to death. 
 
    As the corridor broke into a T-junction, Vincent stopped at a set of grand doors, the metal slabs decorated in an intricate carved pattern. Reaching out his delicate fingers, he spoke quietly. 
 
    'Wait here.' 
 
    The door opened slowly, the brightness of the room violently trying to escape through the crack in the door as he used all his strength to open it. 
 
    The Archive. 
 
    The effective heartbeat of the BTCO, access to the room was strictly prohibited without Level One clearance, an honour bestowed upon only a few. Bermuda was not on the list. Before entering the room, Vincent slowly turned his head, his movements slow and jolty, like someone had removed a few frames from his full turn. 
 
    'This may take a while.’ 
 
    Vincent offered a smile, his teeth grey and broken. Bermuda nodded, watching as he ghosted through the opening and the doors closed with a loud thud. He exhaled, rattling the box of Tic Tacs in his pocket before popping a few into his mouth. Just as he was about the leave, a thick French accent broke the silence. 
 
    'Monsieur Jones.' 
 
    Bermuda cursed under his breath and turned to face Hugo LaPone. With his slick, black hair combed back over a head that housed sharp cheekbones and a perfect jaw, Bermuda wanted to punch him for being so strikingly handsome. 
 
    That, and for his obnoxious attitude. 
 
    'Hey,' Bermuda half-heartedly offered. 
 
    'What brings you here?' Hugo placed his hands on his hips, his biceps bulging through his black turtleneck jumper. 'Oh wait, could it be that you decided to be reckless once again?' 
 
    'Reckless? Awesome? Depends on how you look at it.' 
 
    'What good is us agents being discreet when people like you do not give a shit?' 
 
    Bermuda clenched his fists, turning on his heels and coming nose to nose with the stubbled smirk of his fellow agent. He could smell the expensive coffee lingering on Hugo's breath. 
 
    'It's called being a damn good agent. Maybe if you got out there and actually did something once in a while...' 
 
    'The two Others we have in the cells are thanks to me and Marco,' Hugo retorted. Marco, his Neither, stood a few feet behind. Small and thin and his movements almost reptilian, he was fundamentally different to Argyle. His skin a darker brown than Argyle’s, but with eyes just as grey, he was incredibly agile and an effective interceptor when needed. Hugo continued. 
 
    'However, we didn't leave large, hole-shaped traces when we were done.' 
 
    Bermuda held back from responding. Hugo had a history of jealousy that had led to confrontations before. Although he had 'the Knack', the same as all the other agents, he envied the strength of Bermuda's curse. 
 
    The ability to walk in and interact with both worlds. 
 
    The curse that ruined Bermuda's life. 
 
    He shook his head in disbelief. 
 
    'I'll tell you what, Hugo: I'm going to go speak with Ottoway now. Would you like me to ask him if he can give you a gold star?' 
 
    Hugo reached out with a muscular arm and forcefully shoved Bermuda in the shoulder, sending him back a few steps. Gritting his teeth and willing himself not to react, he regained his balance. He felt the stinging pain from his chest wounds rising up through his body, manifesting in an explosive rage. 
 
    'I wouldn't do that.' 
 
    'Why's that?' Hugo asked, confident in his training. 
 
    Before Bermuda could react, the large bolt of the Archive door unclasped, echoing down the long corridors. It slowly opened and Vincent leant through the gap, a frown across a face that had seen centuries pass. 
 
    'Jones, please enter. And whatever petty squabbles you two have, bury them.' 
 
    Hugo sneered, his eyes flicking between Bermuda and the senior Neither. With a grunt, he stormed past Bermuda, purposely bumping his shoulder and trying to knock him off balance. Bermuda stood firm, absorbing the impact without reacting. Marco slithered by, following his partner like a slippery shadow. 
 
    'Come with me.' 
 
    Slightly seething, Bermuda stepped over the threshold into one of the most secluded rooms in the entire building. 
 
    The vast chamber, lined with hundreds of bookshelves, was a chronological history of the entire Otherside. Ever since the existence of another world was discovered, the BTCO had documented everything—every case, every incident, every conversation. The entire passage of unity between the two worlds lined the walls, all wrapped in large leather covers. Although he had entered the Archive once before, the sheer volume of it was breathtaking. 
 
    'This way.' 
 
    Vincent glided gracefully across the marble floor; his footsteps, if he took them, made no sound as they travelled. They passed rows of benches, used for the more senior analysts as desks, all of them empty. Beyond them, a small maze of filing cabinets, each one containing individual case files. Bermuda often wondered if his disciplinary files were somewhere inside, and how much space they would inevitably take up. 
 
    He fumbled for his Tic Tacs, the rattle of the mints echoing in the silence, drawing a scowl from Vincent. They stepped beyond the cabinets and Bermuda slowed down, his gaze taken to the extraordinary sight before him. 
 
    In four separate reclining chairs lay the Oracles. Completely nude and pale blue, they were the four most precious Neithers belonging to the BTCO. Each one was attached to a series of wires, linking them to the large computer screens that surrounded them. They never spoke, nor did they hardly move. 
 
    They informed. 
 
    Their ability to be linked to the Otherside, not by their birth but by the Others themselves, allowed them to pinpoint goings on within our world that humans could not comprehend. They were the ones to notice the peculiar nature of Jessica Lambert's disappearance, and every case could be traced back to them. When a pattern or an occurrence is relayed into the system, it is passed on to a Neither, who will then relay to the agent. 
 
    Whenever Argyle showed up Bermuda's door with a new case, he knew it would have found its way from here. 
 
    The very heartbeat of the BTCO. 
 
    'Over here.' 
 
    Vincent broke Bermuda's stare, having walked beyond the sight he saw every day to a large book laid open on a wooden alter. Each sheet was A3, the paper thick, as if written on pigskin. The writing that criss-crossed the page was indecipherable to the human eye, and Bermuda nodded at the page before looking blankly at Vincent. 
 
    'Shall I explain?' His voice was calm. 
 
    'Please do.' 
 
    Vincent smiled warmly before turning to face the pages before him. 
 
    'When peace was sort between our two worlds, your elders agreed to designated doorways between the two realms. These would be manned on both sides of the divide, by humans here on Earth and by Others on the Otherside. All who crossed the threshold would need certification. Permission, if you will. 
 
    'To ensure that the peace would last, all artifacts pertaining to cross-world travel were deemed illegal and stored away by the Elders. Locked away in a vault somewhere within the higher reaches of the Otherside.' 
 
    'So basically, no border-hopping?' Bermuda suggested, popping a Tic Tac into his mouth. 
 
    'To put it crudely, yes. As you well know, the travel is one way—from my world to yours. Beyond yourself, no human has survived a trip through the gateway. We here at the BTCO act as a deterrent to those who do not abide by the truce, to those who see this world as merely an extension of their own.' 
 
    'So what you’re saying is...' Bermuda let his question hang, raising his eyebrows at the ghostly entity before him. 
 
    'The symbol you have found is that of an Arko Feld.' Bermuda's vacant expression urged Vincent to continue. 'A Gate-Maker.' 
 
    'A Gate-Maker?' Bermuda pulled out his notepad and scribbled onto a free page. 
 
    'Yes. Whoever is creating these doorways is doing so of his own volition.' 
 
    'I know who it is,' Bermuda said, the pencil flicking around the page with wild scratches. 
 
    'You do?' Vincent responded, closing the book with a loud thud that echoed through the vicinity. Bermuda etched a few more lines before turning his crude sketch to his audience. 
 
    'This guy.' 
 
    The rushed lines formed a jagged face, one with no discernible features apart from the large, black eyes that sat in the middle. Atop the uneven head, Bermuda had sketched a top hat. Vincent stared at it intently, Bermuda wondering if he would be able to hear the cogs in his brain turning. 
 
    'Who is this?' Vincent asked. 
 
    'He was there. At the Cutty Sark. He was watching.' 
 
    Vincent smirked dismissively. 
 
    'They always watch you, Bermuda. Remember, you are the one that genetically broke the rules.' 
 
    'I'm telling you, this guy here, he knows what is going on.' 
 
    Vincent took a deep breath, calmly gazing his eyes over the page one last time. Bermuda shuffled on the spot, eager to get going. He respected Vincent for his catalogue of knowledge and constant flow of answers, but something wasn't sitting right. 
 
    As if something was being held back. 
 
    Eventually Vincent turned, a warm smile across his ancient face. He handed Bermuda the notebook, his long, bony fingers retracting quickly. 
 
    'Well you better find him, then.' 
 
    Bermuda nodded, turning towards the door as Vincent gazed an eye over the Oracles, their company screens flashing with numerous patterns and images. 
 
    'I will consult the Oracles, see if they can provide any more information. In the meantime, Ottoway has asked that you see him before you leave.' 
 
    Bermuda stopped in his tracks; a summoning from the head of the organisation wasn't a usual occurrence, nor one to take lightly. 
 
    'Where is he?' Bermuda asked, his hands fidgeting in his pockets. 
 
    Vincent smiled warmly. 
 
    'Where he usually is.' 
 
    Bermuda took a deep breath and walked back across the archive as Vincent glided towards the prone Oracles, hoping for answers. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun had burst through the clouds, shrouding the city of London in a wondrous glow. The streets were awash with people, all zigzagging impatiently between themselves, each one scuttling to a destination of relevant importance. The roads were gridlocked, buses, black cabs, and cars all honking their horns and jostling for a few extra inches as the traffic lights did their best to filter it. 
 
    The buildings shot up to the sky like a row of jagged teeth, all of them filled with employees, unrealistic targets, and minimal profit margins. The hustle and bustle of everyday life. The human condition, evolved to the modern society in which we live. 
 
    The rat race of life. 
 
    Lord Felix Ottoway III looked over it all and smiled. 
 
    At eighty-one years old, he had watched the world rebuild itself into the technological labyrinth it was today, and he couldn't have felt prouder. To be part of a species that could not only create such wonders but be driven to further develop. A species that could construct the capability to walk on the moon. One thing that he knew, having been part of the BTCO for over sixty years and the UK Director for over thirty. 
 
    Humans are survivors. 
 
    Ironically, it was that moment that the cancer tightened its grips on his lungs, causing him to splutter violently into his handkerchief. Pulling the cloth away, he saw the blood and sighed.  
 
    It wouldn't be too long now. 
 
    He tucked the handkerchief into the pocket of his navy blazer and straightened up. Dressed in an immaculate three-piece suit, he straightened the cuffs of his shirt that were rudely protruding from his sleeves. His waistcoat, neatly buttoned, held in the considerable gut that retirement from being a field agent was always going to bring. 
 
    He missed it. 
 
    He and Vincent had been partnered for over sixty years, since he first became an agent. His 'Knack' was never the strongest, but his gift for puzzle solving had been lifesaving on numerous occasions. He afforded himself a smirk when realising it was now used on the daily Sudoku at the back of his newspaper. 
 
    The city of London. 
 
    Knowing the work he had done to preserve the peace between the two worlds, unbeknownst to the inhabitants of the fine city, made him swell with pride. And standing on the sixty-ninth floor of the Shard, before the viewing gallery was open to the public, he felt like he was gazing protectively over all of them. 
 
    'Sir?' 
 
    Ottoway turned slowly, offering a warm, world-weary smile as Bermuda slowly walked through the high staircase, his footsteps echoing slightly on the wooden floor. 
 
    'Ah, Jones. I'm glad you stopped by. Come, join me.' 
 
    Bermuda slowly meandered next to his superior, following his gaze out of the large, ceiling-high pane of glass before them. Below them the SS Belfast lay dormant on the Thames, the glass creation known as City Hall nearby on the bank of the river. 
 
    'Look at the city, Jones. Everyone going about their lives with the mental clarity that they are safe. That their world is as black and white as they believe it to be. It's a truly mesmerising view, don't you agree.' 
 
    'It's high,' Bermuda mused, cautiously looking downwards and battling vertigo. 
 
    'Indeed. From here, we can see it all. The heart of this city beating.' 
 
    Bermuda nodded, allowing his boss this speech. The wind whipped through the gaps in the corner of the viewing platform, ricocheting off the panels. 
 
    'You caused quite a commotion last night.' Ottoway's voice was rich with authority. 
 
    'In my defence, sir, I was under attack.' 
 
    'Quite. You will be happy to know that our extraction officers removed the body during the aftermath. Although slain by Argyle, it has been sent back to the Otherside for burial.' 
 
    'Let me know if they cremate it so I can piss on its ashes.' Bermuda gently placed a hand over his chest, the pain emanating from his stitches. 
 
    'Now now. Let us show respect for the dead, this side and the other.' Ottoway rested a reassuring arm on Bermuda's back. 'Our gift is designed to bring peace and order to between our two worlds. Not to scorn each other nor to bring bloodshed.' 
 
    'Hey, I am all for a better world. But that thing attacked me. What's more, I don't think it was a ‘wrong place, wrong time’ kind of thing.' 
 
    'No?' Ottoway spoke as he walked, his slow steps leading him towards the west side of the gallery. Beyond the glass, the sun exploded against the Houses of Parliament, the shadow of Big Ben drenching the streets below it. 
 
    'There is no way something that big would live in a place that small. I think it was invited.' 
 
    'Invited? By who? And for what purpose?' 
 
    'By the guy with the top hat. He was there, watching as they put me in the back of the car.'  
 
    Ottoway seemed dismissive.  
 
    'His eyes, they were so black.' 
 
    Suddenly, Ottoway looked slightly uncomfortable. He slid a hand through hair that was so grey and fluffy it was as if he had his own personal rain cloud. 
 
    'Are you sure?' 
 
    'Yeah. Why? Who is he?' 
 
    Ottoway shook his head, dismissing the idea. 
 
    'What is it, sir?' 
 
    'For an Other that size to pass through, we would have registered it. It was too feral to be allowed in our world.' 
 
    'I found this too.' 
 
    Bermuda handed Ottoway his sketch of the Gate-Maker. Ottoway squinted, his beady eyes magnified by his spectacles. 
 
    'A Gate-Maker? It can't be.' 
 
    'It was at the scene of Jessica Lambert's disappearance too. And I believe this guy has it.' 
 
    Bermuda flicked the page to the sketch of the man with the top hat. Ottoway mumbled under his breath. Bermuda was sure he murmured 'It can't be'. Ottoway snapped the pad shut. 
 
    'Your number one priority is to find this Gate-Maker. We cannot have unsanctioned travel between the two worlds.' 
 
    'I'm gonna find this guy and I'm gonna kick his arse.' 
 
    'No!' Ottoway's voice rose, bouncing off the glass walls surrounding them. 'Leave the personal attack aside and concentrate on the case. That Gate-Maker needs to be destroyed.' 
 
    Bermuda looked agitated but nodded. Throughout his life, be it school or on the rare occasion he held down a job, he hated authority. Teachers and managers had encountered his attitude, yet he had nothing but respect for Ottoway. 
 
    'Say I even find this Gate-Maker. How do I destroy it?' 
 
    'You will need a lock. One that can fuse with this shape. Combine them both, and when put through the doorway it creates, it will close it for good and render it useless.' 
 
    'I don't see why we don't just close the fucking door altogether. Then maybe I could have my life back.' 
 
    Ottoway shot Bermuda a seething glance. 
 
    'The door stays open for the continued development of our very existence. Do you even understand the leaps we have made thanks to the Otherside? Do you truly believe that our species would have evolved so far without their help? Who do you think cured the Plague all those years ago? 
 
    'The advances in science we have procured thanks to our truce with their world is why we fight tooth and nail to maintain the peace. What you call a curse is seen as a gift by all. Especially a gift as strong as yours.' 
 
    Ottoway nodded in triumph and Bermuda scolded himself for letting his woes embarrass him. All he longed for was a normal life. Where he could hold his daughter without the fear that those waiting in the shadows for him would target her. 
 
    A lonely existence described as a gift. 
 
    Crestfallen, he slowly turned and walked back towards the door, the flight of stairs that led to the lift that shot through the building at an ear-popping speed. 
 
    'Jones,' Ottoway called after him. 'You will find the lock at Others Town.' 
 
    'Oh no. Not Others Town. I'm about as welcome as a shit in a swimming pool.' 
 
    'Look for an Other named Jared. He should still have a shop there. And in regards to your comment, yes, you will probably be met with hostility. Be careful.' 
 
    'Yeah, yeah.' Bermuda waved it off, again turning to leave. 
 
    'I want you to visit Denham before you go. He will provide you with some protection. Stay safe out there and try not to break any more of London.' 
 
    Bermuda grunted as he approached the door. A trip to see Denham was usually as painful as the striking sensation in his chest. Ottoway called out one final time before turning back to his view. 
 
    'Remember, Jones: two worlds, one peace.' 
 
    Bermuda descended the stairs, with the BTCO slogan echoing behind him. He waited for the lift, behind him the line of unisex toilets that allowed someone to relieve themselves to an incredible view. The doors pinged open and Bermuda entered, hurtling his way through the building at over thirteen miles per hour and with a scowl that would scare Satan himself. 
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    Ottoway watched the world below him, the silence of his surroundings only penetrated by the doors of the lift closing as Bermuda left. He sighed, knowing how troubled his agent was. 
 
    From the shadows, soft footsteps approached him. 
 
    'You did well to protect him,' Ottoway said, not turning. Argyle stopped next to his boss, his grey eyes scouring the world below—the world he had sworn to protect but still was yet to fully understand. His mighty sword lay strapped to his back. His mighty arms crossed across his armour-covered chest. 
 
    'It is my duty to protect him.' 
 
    'That is why you were selected, Argyle. You and I both know how important he is.' Argyle nodded forlornly. Ottoway continued. 'The truce is creaking, Argyle. I know you had no other option, but the more dead bodies we send back through the doorway, the more that come through with a bloodlust.' 
 
    'I only draw my blade when it is the last resort.' 
 
    'I know, dear friend. I know.' Ottoway reassuringly patted Argyle’s shoulder. 'I fear, however, that those moments are only to become more regular.' 
 
    Ottoway shook his head and slowly stepped across the rooftop, taking in the views that South London now offered him. The Battersea PowerStation loomed over its surrounding streets. 
 
    'Sir, you are afraid?' Argyle asked, joining him. 
 
    'Bermuda spoke of a man, Argyle. A man with jet-black eyes.' 
 
    He turned to face the loyal Neither, whose expression revealed his confusion. 
 
    'Never mind. Just keep Jones safe. I have concerns that they are stepping up their efforts.' 
 
    'They fear him. They hate him more than they hate me.' 
 
    Argyle stood firmly, his jaw straight and powerful, covered in a thin, black beard. His dark skin shimmered in the sunshine. 
 
    'You will always be a soldier, Argyle. No matter if you are on this side or theirs. You are a soldier who has never failed to follow his orders.' 
 
    Argyle shuffled slightly, his eyes glowing with pride. 
 
    'I am ordering you to keep him alive.' 
 
    Argyle nodded. Ottoway's smile was fake, his own concerns betraying him. They both knew what would be expected of Argyle should the situation ever arise. 
 
    'By any means necessary.' 
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    Bermuda made his way back through the corridors that twisted underneath the Shard like tree roots. The whiteness of them leapt from the walls under the glow of the halogen lights that lined the ceilings above.  
 
    A few analysts walked past, nodding at Bermuda, who returned in kind. He strode past the cells where Hugo had stashed two illegals, his brow furrowing at the thought of his antagonistic peer. Striding with purpose, he made his way to the training facility and slammed a fist against the steel door. 
 
    'It's open!' A gruff voice echoed from the other side of the metal. 
 
    Bermuda pushed forward, the heavy slab creaking on its hinges. The training facility was a series of long rooms, all designed to take a new recruit from shit-scared to field-ready in minimal time. His mind leapt back to his first ventures in this facility, the sheer terror of the scenario rooms, the expectant Neithers monitoring with their computers and clipboards. 
 
    Then there was Denham. 
 
    The owner of the rough voice that greeted his knock, Denham was a semi-retired field agent who Ottoway had placed in charge of new recruits due to his unmeasurable ability to be an arsehole who meant well. As tall as Argyle but stockier, with a shiny bald head wrapped in caramel-coloured skin. An eyepatch lay jagged across his aging face; his one good eye shimmered a wonderful shade of grey. Like Vincent, he was a Neither who lived by the creed. 
 
    'Mr. Jones. Come and take a look at this.' 
 
    Bermuda nodded, joining Denham, who stood opposite a large, tinted pane of glass. On the other side, a portly gentleman with short, ginger hair and beard was slowly meandering through a scenario, cautiously checking corners in what looked like a mock library. Denham, with an arm the width of Bermuda's body, reached out to the control panel, his mouth, framed by a goatee beard, angled upwards with a smile. 
 
    'Watch this.' 
 
    A pull of the lever and suddenly, demonic hands shot through the bookcases, ripping at the young recruit who screamed and fell to the floor, panic jolting through his terrified body. Bermuda shook his head in pity, remembering his experience with what Denham called 'the Angry Librarian'. 
 
    Denham was chuckling unsympathetically. 
 
    'Gets them every time.' He slapped Bermuda on the shoulder, sending a small shockwave of pain through his chest. 
 
    'You are a cruel bastard, you know that?' Bermuda retorted. 
 
    'Yes I do.' He turned from the glass panel and looked at Bermuda. 'Jesus, what happened to your face? That eye looks terrible.' 
 
    'You can talk.' 
 
    The two men smirked, a mutual respect existing ever since Bermuda's first six months with the BTCO, when Denham put him through his paces. Although strict and thorough, Denham was a Neither of principal, appreciative of hard work and a strong spirit. 
 
    Bermuda begrudgingly had both. 
 
    'What can I do for you?' 
 
    'Ottoway sent me. Told me you could hook me up with a chest plate.' 
 
    Denham turned and marched to one of the large metal cabinets that adorned the walls of the control centre. As he rifled through its contents, the door to the scenario chamber opened and the dishevelled recruit entered. 
 
    'Everyone falls down the first time.' Bermuda smiled, offering a handshake which was duly taken. 
 
    'Thanks. I'm Thorpe. Bobby Thorpe.' 
 
    'Jones. They call me Bermuda,' he responded, slight embarrassment at the goofiness of his nickname. 
 
    'Wait? The Bermuda Jones?' Bobby looked ecstatic. 'Man, you are a legend. This is such an honour.' 
 
    'Trust me. It really isn't.' 
 
    Bermuda retracted his hand, an uncomfortable smile on his face. He hated the legend that seemed to precede him with the other agents; it made people like Hugo jealous and the higher ups like Ottoway interested. 
 
    He just wanted to be left alone. 
 
    To have a normal life. 
 
    Oh, for a normal life... 
 
    'This should fit ya.' Denham broke Bermuda's depressing trail of thought and tossed a black vest at him. He caught it with both hands, surprised by the lightness of the material. He knew the texture; it was called Argiln, a rare material from the Otherside. Removing his T-shirt slowly, Thorpe and Denham cast their eyes over his tattooed body. Although the scriptures curved with every defined line of his chiselled body, it was the three large scars that dominated his chest that drew their attention. 
 
    'Jesus. I thought Argyle was supposed to protect you,' Denham said, a hint of sarcasm hanging to his words. 
 
    'He saved my life.' 
 
    'Yeah, looks like it.' 
 
    Bermuda didn't respond. Denham had a long history of not liking Argyle, a trait that many of the other Neithers, as well as all of the Otherside, seemed to share. Bermuda didn't know why, nor did he want to ask Argyle. 
 
    'Whatever. Thanks for the vest,' Bermuda said, tapping it under his shirt. 
 
    'Just stay safe. Otherwise we will have to rely on Bobby here, and he is only good for shitting in his pants!' 
 
    Bermuda flashed a sympathetic look to Bobby Thorpe, who was sheepishly looking at the ground. Denham gave him a playful slap, the muscles on his arms rippling beneath his black T-shirt. The man possessed so much power; Bermuda constantly wondered what he would be like in battle. 
 
    He said his goodbyes and quietly left Denham to torture the new recruit, and as he approached the lift to take him back to the surface, Vincent appeared, causing him to jump. 
 
    'Jesus!' Bermuda exclaimed, perplexed by the Neither's silence. 
 
    'Apologies. The Oracles have been able to abduct this information from the police. It isn't much, but it's something.' 
 
    Vincent handed him a few sheets of paper and a photograph, a lone paperclip holding the sparse evidence together. Bermuda raised his eyebrows, unimpressed. 
 
    'Thanks, I guess.' 
 
    'It's names of people taken recently. They detected a pattern of two days between each one and mystery surrounding their disappearances. Witnesses have claimed they saw nothing except a split second between their existence and their vanishing.' 
 
    'Existence? You think they are dead?' Bermuda asked, the swelling on his eye impeding his vision as he scanned the sheets. 
 
    'It is likely. It depends on the gate. I suggest you see Jared at...' 
 
    'At Others’ Town, yeah. Ottoway has already sent me.' 
 
    'Then best of luck, Jones.' Vincent reached out with his ghostly fingers, patting Bermuda on his arm. 'Find these people.' 
 
    The lift pinged open and Bermuda entered, grateful to see the imposing figure of Argyle, arms folded and ready for action. He pressed the button for the ground floor, eager to leave the building and to be back aboveground. As the lift ascended, Argyle broke the silence. 
 
    'I do not wish to go to Others’ Town.' 
 
    Bermuda didn't look up from his sheets of evidence. 
 
    'Me neither, Big Guy. Me neither.'


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sudden burst of sunlight was blinding. 
 
    As Bermuda stepped out onto the concrete, he shielded his eyes with a grazed hand. The air was clean; he could feel the stuffiness of the underground offices leaving him, the cool air swirling around him in the breeze. 
 
    It was nice to be outside again. 
 
    The BTCO Headquarters always got to him. Not claustrophobic, yet he hated being confined to the space where every move and rule was scrutinized. As he recounted his disdain for the authority, he clasped a cigarette between his lips and quickly lit it. 
 
    'Your injuries will heal,' Argyle said assuredly. 
 
    'Yours already have,' Bermuda noticed, smiling at his partner. Argyle's genetic makeup had always stunned Bermuda; his ability to heal had already begun to graft the skin back to his feet. 'What would it take to kill you?' 
 
    'A better swordsman.' 
 
    'Unlikely.' Bermuda patted his friend on the arm as he trudged towards London Bridge Station. He was eager to get back to Bushey, to lie in his own bed and go over the case. 
 
    He needed a coffee. 
 
    As he scanned the station for the inevitable coffee stand, he switched his phone on. After a few screens of swirling colours, his phone kicked into life. A few messages from Brett, followed by a couple of emails pertaining to bills and memberships he had long since ignored. Then something caught his eye: 
 
    You have 1 New Voicemail. 
 
    Stubbing his cigarette out on the wall and dropping it into a manmade flowerbed, Bermuda lifted the phone to his ear, ignoring the aching pain that shot from his chest and brightness of the sun that hammered his vision. 
 
    The message brought a smile to his face. 
 
    'Errr...hi. Bermuda...Mr Jones...It's Sophie. Sophie Summers. We met the other day and you gave me your card. I...ummm...I just wanted to know if you had any news about Jess. The police have been round but they have nothing. I guess if they don't...ignore me...I'm just worried.' 
 
    Bermuda nodded; a small concern at how much he wanted to see her was instantly batted from his mind. 
 
    'Anyway...if you hear anything or have any information, please call me back on this number. Thank you.' 
 
    A slight ruffle and the message ended. Argyle noticed the grin. 
 
    'Was it a message of happiness?' he asked, drawing a shake of the head from his human friend. 
 
    'I have to go.' 
 
    'Go? We have this information to look into.' Argyle held up the files that Vincent had provided. Bermuda straightened his T-shirt and parted his hair in the ghostly reflection of the train station window. 
 
    'I will meet you back here.' 
 
    'Where are you going?' 
 
    Bermuda grinned sheepishly. 
 
    'I just got a lead.' 
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    The train from London Bridge to Peckham Rye took less than fifteen minutes, and before he knew it Bermuda was strolling through the multicultural streets that surrounded the station. Even before midday, the streets were an explosion of music and languages, all fighting for supremacy as potential customers sauntered through. With less excitement around, he found the streets nearer to Sophie's block of flats quieter, the hipster scene busy with their jobs before their inevitable takeover once the pubs were open. 
 
    He was nervous and it angered him. 
 
    Bermuda knew he was a handsome man. His chiselled, stubble-covered face was topped with a thick, light brown hair and piercing green eyes. He trained regularly—usually with Argyle—and maintained a muscular, toned physique that drew even more attention due to the vast amount of ink scrawled across his muscles. 
 
    The tattoos were always a talking point, gallons of ink infused with his body, scrawlings of incantations and bizarre symbols, all of which seemed to have a defensive effect against the creatures from the shadows that constantly tried to remove him from his own world. 
 
    How would he explain them to Sophie? 
 
    'One step at a time!' he told himself. It had been a while since he felt the touch of a woman. Even longer since he had cared for one. The last thing he needed now was a distraction. As he approached the cafe where he had agreed to meet Sophie after he called her back, he wondered if telling her he couldn't start a relationship due to a paranormal thief would go down well. 
 
    The bell dinged above the door as he entered, a barrage of grease, overcooked bacon, and lukewarm coffee assaulted his sense of smell. 
 
    He smiled. 
 
    The dingy eatery was lively, a large number of construction workers boisterously tucked into their fry ups, high-vis jackets slung over chairs, and the discussions about last night’s football turning the air blue. Inexplicably, a fruit machine stood in the corner, an unwashed, elderly gentleman pushing coppers through for another shot at the measly jackpot. 
 
    Behind the counter, a large man with a stained T-shirt and greasy hair hurled orders to the women working by the cookers, his accent thick with an eastern European twang, his gestures anything but friendly. 
 
    His eyes landed on Sophie. 
 
    Sat in the corner wearing a faux leather jacket and a white blouse, she looked a picture of controlled beauty. Her striking brown eyes were gently topped off with eye shadow, her lips a shimmering scarlet. Her delicate hands wrapped themselves around a steaming cup of coffee. She saw Bermuda, their eyes met, and the smile that spread across her perfect face caused his heart to jump. He approached the table and her expression changed from relief to horror. 
 
    'Oh my god. What the hell happened to your face?' 
 
    Her concern was genuine, leaping from her words as she scanned the stitches above his eye that sat amongst the darkening bruising. 
 
    'Oh, this.' Bermuda looked across to the proprietor, motioning for a coffee. He turned back to the gorgeous woman before him. 'Sailing accident.' 
 
    'Sailing?' she responded sceptically. 
 
    'Well, near enough.' A coffee was placed in front of him and Bermuda hoisted it to his lips, allowing the caffeine full control of his veins. 'So? You called?' 
 
    She retreated into herself a little, her shoulders sagging, and Bermuda could see the terrified girl he had met when her friend went missing. 
 
    'It's been a few days and the police have nothing. They say they are still looking, but I haven't seen an officer since. I don't know. I guess I'm...' 
 
    'Scared?' Bermuda offered, nodding her his acceptance of her circumstance. She smiled gratefully. 
 
    'She is my best friend. She really is the only person I know here in London.' Tears began to form, a few cracks in her voice. 'I'm just so worried that something bad has happened.' 
 
    She broke. Tears began to cascade down her chiselled cheekbones, shimmering under the halogen lights above. Bermuda offered a napkin. After a few moments of self-contained sniffling, Bermuda calmly spoke. 
 
    'Can I be honest with you, Sophie?'  
 
    She nodded.  
 
    'I can't tell you that nothing has happened to Jess, because I don't know that. But I am onto something. Tell me, did Jess ever see things?' 
 
    'What do you mean?' Sophie asked, dabbing at her eyes with the napkin. 
 
    'Like, did she ever suffer from what you might have thought were hallucinations?' 
 
    'She thought the guy in the flat opposite us was spying on her. He is a bit of a creep, though.' 
 
    Bermuda smiled politely, trying to hide frustration. 
 
    'I see. She never mentioned that she saw...how can I say this...monsters?' 
 
    Sophie stared at him, unimpressed. 'Monsters?' 
 
    'Please hear me out.' 
 
    'Seriously? You know how upset and worried I am, and you ask me if she sees fucking monsters?' 
 
    In a small explosion of anger, Sophie pushed her chair back, the wood screeching across the greasy tiles, drawing a few looks from the grizzly builders. Bermuda calmly leant forward. 
 
    'I was not trying to offend you, Sophie.' 
 
    'Miss Summers!' 
 
    Bermuda's heart sank. She wanted nothing to do with him. The pain in his chest wasn't from the three gashes that ripped across it. 
 
    'Miss Summers. I believe your friend was taken, and I have a lead on what may have caused it. I just wanted to eliminate something from my enquiry.' 
 
    'What? That monsters did it?' She shook her head, her hands planted on her hips. 'This is a waste of time. What do you even do, anyway? You are not even police.' 
 
    Bermuda looked at the last mouthful of coffee that sloshed the bottom of the mug in his hand. 
 
    'You wouldn't believe me if I told you.' He finished it with a swig. 'And you wouldn't stay if you did.' 
 
    With an apologetic smile, he dropped a tenner on the table for the two beverages and then rose from his seat. He sent a nod in Sophie's direction, her face a mural of confusion and sorrow. She watched as the peculiar man left the pub, stopping outside briefly to light a cigarette. She knew nothing about him. 
 
    Only that he spoke of monsters and theories of a possible horrible demise for her best friend. He seemed eager to help, but almost a little too cautious in how he spoke to her. 
 
    He was attractive; she could tell he had muscular arms, and had seen the edges of extensive tattoos. 
 
    The man was a complete mystery. 
 
    And right then and there, as she watched him disappear into a cloud of cigarette smoke, she knew she hadn't felt safer than when she was with him. 
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    When Bermuda returned to Argyle at London Bridge Station, he said nothing. The look of defeat told Argyle not to press, that his partner wasn't happy nor in the mood to explain why. With their joint disdain for Others’ Town leading to procrastination, Argyle had suggested checking out Regent's Park, where a ten-year-old Alfie Evans mysteriously went missing eight days ago whilst playing hide-and-seek with his friend. 
 
    Bermuda had merely shrugged his shoulders at the suggestion, preoccupied with cursing himself for upsetting Sophie. 
 
    Argyle reconnected with Bermuda the moment he stepped through the gates of Regent's Park; the tranquillity of the place was overpowering. The sun was beaming down, almost dishonestly due to the cold whip that surfed the breeze. Ducks aimlessly paddled along the river that divided the park, a few joggers marched past with impressive stamina. 
 
    Bermuda lit a cigarette. 
 
    This was it. Another missing person, and due to the strangeness and lack of police evidence, the Oracles had concluded it matched significant traits of the others recently stolen. Bermuda sighed, his mind still repeating his exchange with Sophie, the look of pain and frustration at the first baby steps he took of introducing her to his world.  
 
    How could he have been so naïve? 
 
    People don't believe in monsters or ghosts. People don't believe the words of a crazy person. 
 
    'This way.' 
 
    Argyle's booming voice shook Bermuda back to reality, the image of Sophie's sadness melting into the greenness of his surroundings. He followed his partner who walked with authority, careful not to collide with the passers-by. Groups of young work colleagues scattered the park, sharing laughs and gossip over open Tupperware boxes and unbuttoned shirts. 
 
    The normal life of a London worker. 
 
    Bermuda had tried, yet found he could never envy the working life of a normal person. The nine-to-five life of logging in and grinding out. People gladly repeat their days in jobs they don't like for organisations they don't care about for money that they spend on houses they don't own. Yet he was considered crazy? 
 
    They followed the footpath, the sun slowly blocked out as they turned onto a path that cut through the trees. Lined by large, thick tree trunks and draping, leaf-covered vines, Bermuda could feel the presence of the Otherside. He turned, looking back over his shoulder to witness an Other lying dead, its head resting against the base of the tree. What disturbed him most of all was the Other that was clambering down the trunk, its razor-sharp teeth bared and ready to sink into the skull of its fellow species. 
 
    He shook it off and turned to continue walking, only to collide with the stationary Argyle. 
 
    'Jesus!' Bermuda exclaimed as he stumbled back. Argyle didn't even budge. 
 
    'Apologies.' Argyle scanned his eyes from the photo to the trees ahead of them. 'I believe this is the spot.' 
 
    He handed Bermuda the photo, who accepted it after popping two Tic Tacs into his mouth. He glanced at the photo and then at the trees ahead of him. They looked similar, and as he peered more he could see further beyond the trees. A broken log lay shamelessly to the left of the tree, a few feet away from the edge of the mud. Beyond that, the river flowed by with a peaceful calm. 
 
    Yes, it looked similar. Bermuda was adamant he would find the symbol should he venture closer. That was the spot that Alfie Evans was last seen, his head pressed against his arms, counting loudly as his friends raced for hiding places. 
 
    He looked at the area ahead of him, then back to the photo. 
 
    It was the exact spot. He had to investigate. 
 
    He looked up again. 
 
    The black eyes stared back at him. 
 
    The photo fell from his hand, carried down the concrete path by the passing wind. 
 
    Bermuda stared ahead, through the dangling vines of the surrounding willow trees. There, goading him in broad daylight, was the man in the top hat. The hat itself sat angled to one side, the white, broken hair shifted messily in the window. The marble-esque skin shimmered, although from the distance Bermuda couldn't make out the marking that ran down the side of its face. 
 
    Jagged teeth formed a cruel smile. 
 
    The black eyes burnt through him. 
 
    He was right. They were connected. 
 
    This Other was responsible. 
 
    He was the gatekeeper. 
 
    Bermuda's footsteps echoed in his mind, each step blocking out the clichéd sound of dogs barking and people enjoying each other's company. He slowly walked, his eyes not breaking the fierce look that rested upon him. 
 
    The wind fluttered through, a few vines jostled in front of the figure, the black eyes burning through leaf, even the atmosphere, to plunge themselves into Bermuda. 
 
    A hundred feet away now. 
 
    The air felt cold and heavy. 
 
    Bermuda could feel his eyes watering, his peripheral lost to an ever-growing tear. He hadn't blinked, his refusal to break the exchange an act of defiance against what he could already feel was evil. 
 
    Three scars became visible, crudely etched down the side of the face that bore the look of an entity with a purpose. 
 
    Bermuda knew the look all too well. It was the same one that had greeted him in the mirror after a night of heavy drinking. 
 
    Disgust. 
 
    Fifty feet now. 
 
    Twigs crunched under his feet as he slid between the trees, the river growing larger as he neared its edge. 
 
    The Other had not moved. Nor had it blinked. 
 
    Bermuda took a few more careful steps, when suddenly a large hand grasped his shoulder, spinning him around. 
 
    He yelled in anger. 
 
    'Where are you going?' Argyle's words were laced in concern.  
 
    Bermuda's heart raced wildly, slamming against his rib cage in a flurry of panic. He turned back quickly. 
 
    'Argyle, he's right...' 
 
    His voice trailed off. 
 
    The Other had gone. 
 
    No top hat. No jet-black stare. 
 
    Just the cool wind sliding across the river, small ripples bursting out as far as they could. 
 
    'What did you see?' 
 
    Bermuda didn't answer, walking forward slowly towards the base of the tree that the Other had stood beside. The tree trunk that Alfie Evans used to begin his countdown. 
 
    The twelve-sided symbol displayed proudly in the bark. 
 
    Bermuda sighed deeply, patting his pockets until a cigarette leapt into his mouth. He exhaled the smoke, willing his adrenaline to leave and his heart rate to drop. 
 
    'What did you see?' Argyle repeated, his bulging forearms crossed against his chest. 
 
    Bermuda searched for words, but all that left his mouth was second-hand smoke. After a few more drags, he sent the butt to a watery grave before marching back towards his partner. 
 
    'We need to go to Others’ Town. Now.' He looked back, still shaken by the presence he had seen. 'This place is giving me the fucking creeps.' 
 
    Within a few moments, Bermuda was back on the path, marching to the exit. Argyle hurried behind him, neither of them realising they were followed every step by a set of jet-black eyes that sat above a crooked smile of razor teeth, and in front of a mind that wished nothing but decimation for what it saw. 
 
    The man in the top hat. 
 
    The time was soon approaching. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The bus indicated and joined the main road, Aldgate East Train Station disappearing into the distance. London, even during the middle of the day, was a myriad of traffic, a number of buses, cabs, and angered civilians battling it out for road supremacy. Cyclists dodged in and out of traffic, daring drivers to take their lives. 
 
    All Bermuda saw were the two eyes. 
 
    The blackness of them. 
 
    The hatred he had felt. 
 
    As the bus slowly meandered towards the Docklands, he tried to refocus. He was about to enter Others’ Town, the only place he was less welcome than his ex-wife's house. To the normal human, the Tobacco Docks were just a London landmark—a vast, historical structure that had since taken importance as a place on London's storied tapestry. It was more than just a measly storage facility, and in recent times had been the location of a few raves and film nights. Annual conventions were held inside its dusty brick walls—a tattoo convention that Bermuda owed for the inscription that ran across his right shoulder blade. 
 
    As he stepped off the bus and rounded the corner, he saw the large iron pillars with the words Tobacco Dock punched out. The entrance arched ahead, encasing the surrounding concrete in shadows, which moved erratically. A long queue of Others lined the wall, each one as unique as a fingerprint. 
 
    This was their town. Their marketplace. 
 
    Bermuda clicked his lighter, ignoring the hundreds of eyes which landed on him, the entire queue now focused in their fear. Through the smoke that he stepped through, he knew he looked like a demon to them. 
 
    He enjoyed it. 
 
    'We need a plan'. 
 
    Argyle stepped ahead, blocking Bermuda from his tried-and-tested 'hit now, ask later' technique. 
 
    'I have a plan,' Bermuda said, smoke surrounding his raised voice. 'I'm going to go in there. I'm going to ask who the fuck is stealing my people and where I can find him.' 
 
    'That is not why we are here.' 
 
    'It isn't?' Bermuda stomped his cigarette into a gravelly grave. 
 
    'We are here to locate Jared. He will be able to create our lock and maybe shed some light.' A few hisses and murmurs emanated from the crowd, all eyes, whatever the colour, focusing in with extra venom. Bermuda scowled back at them, surveying the bizarreness of his life before sighing. 
 
    'Fine. Let's go.' 
 
    Argyle nodded and the two of them entered the Tobacco Dock, their ID badges enough to not only garner them access but to also spread fear among the attendants. The entire structure, recently refurbished with glass fencing around the corridors, may have seemed abandoned to the human eye. Bermuda. However, saw something completely different. 
 
    Rows upon rows of stalls, all of them displaying goods that Bermuda could never comprehend. Others didn't exchange in currency, their lack of financial dependency replaced with a noble notion of providing what one can with everyone. It didn't promote a healthy economy but it brought those who walked across the divide a kinship with each other that humans would never amount to. 
 
    Capitalism is a very human trait. 
 
    Bermuda walked a few paces behind Argyle. Every step that echoed through the dock drew more attention, the Others silent in their movements. Hundreds of eyes latched on him, many willing him to be ripped limb from limb. 
 
    They hated him. Because they feared him. 
 
    Bermuda stopped at a stall, its offerings bizarre—a long, black material cut into thin strips. He had seen an Other wearing something similar before, a fashion statement he would never understand. 
 
    Suddenly, the commotion ahead of him drew his attention. 
 
    'TRAITOR!' 
 
    The large Other reached out and slapped Argyle across the face, an army of its smaller minions circling like baby sharks. Argyle stood calmly, his face a picture of sternness. A few more Others joined the group, one of them hurling a strange, orange stone that clattered against Argyle's eyebrow. 
 
    'HUMAN LOVER!' 
 
    'KILL HIM!' 
 
    'YOU'RE A DISGRACE!' 
 
    Bermuda felt the rage boiling as the large Other, a brute with an unseemly lock jaw, the bottom teeth sticking up over his top lip, approached Argyle with menace. Argyle gallantly stood his ground, refusing to engage in any form of altercation. 
 
    He was the living embodiment of the BTCO's creed. 
 
    Two Worlds. One Peace. 
 
    The large Other drew back and then spat a large batch of saliva straight into Argyle's face. Bermuda saw red. 
 
    Fuck the creed. 
 
    Bermuda pushed past Argyle, his hoody zipped up to cover the body armour that encased his frame. The Other took a small step back, its ragged teeth upturned in a snarl. The gathering spectators fell silent, a number of them cursing the very human before them. Staring straight at the large Other, Bermuda clenched his fists. 
 
    'I think you all need to back off, right now!' 
 
    'Bermuda.' Argyle reached out, trying to draw him away. He was shrugged off. 
 
    'You're in our town now, little man,' the Other provoked, prodding Bermuda in the shoulder. 
 
    'You're in my world.' 
 
    The Other grinned. 
 
    'Well let me show you what I think of your world.' Its yellow eyes glistened as it suddenly reared back, hawking up another dollop of phlegm. As it lurched forward to spit in Bermuda's face, a human fist collided fully with its nose. Blood and bone exploded forward as Bermuda landed a perfect punch, sending the Other reeling and the entire audience into a frenzy. 
 
    Shaking with fear, the Other swung a lazy fist at Bermuda, who ducked expertly, locking the arm and wrenching it backwards, slamming the Other face-first into the random items that scattered the table. 
 
    The entire 'town' had come to a standstill. 
 
    'Listen and listen good!' Bermuda yelled, wrenching the arm slightly. 'We are here on a case. Someone or something from your world should not be here. We have been sent here to find the one you called Jared.' 
 
    Bermuda looked around, his gaze returned by a hundred worried faces. He wrenched the arm, the tendons twisting as the Other howled in pain. 
 
    'WHERE IS HE?' Bermuda addressed the room, his words reverberating off the hollow walls. 
 
    A few Others sheepishly pointed towards the far exit, leading to some of the more illustrious stalls. 
 
    Another jerk of the arm.  
 
    Another shriek of pain filled the air. 
 
    'As for you. If you so much as look at me or Argyle again, I will snap this clean off. Understand?' Bermuda twisted the arm again. 'UNDERSTAND?' 
 
    The Other nodded before mumbling in pain. Bermuda released his grip before storming off, barging past a few of the terrified onlookers. All eyes rested on Argyle again, who slowly followed his partner, striving to maintain his indifference. The large Other sat on the ground, its back against the wall and its arm hanging loosely from its socket. 
 
    Bermuda walked to a clearing near the corner, sparking up a cigarette and slowly quashing his rage. 
 
    'I do not need you to fight my battles.' Argyle calmly approached. 
 
    'I know.' 
 
    'I made peace with their hatred a long time ago.' Argyle looked at Bermuda's fist, the balled hand shaking slightly. 'Hatred and rage will only lead to downfall.' 
 
    'Look, I know you can handle yourself. And I know we need to maintain the peace and blah blah. But I'll be damned if they are going to spit in your face and get away with it.' 
 
    Argyle reassuringly reached out, placing a fingerless-gloved hand on Bermuda's shoulder. 
 
    'Your gesture is duly noted and appreciated.' 
 
    The two of them nodded, thankful for the other one's presence. Ghoulish monsters of another world slithered around, all of them with nothing but pure hatred for the two of them. They needed each other. 
 
    'I'm going to locate Jared.' Argyle began to walk. 'Are you coming?' 
 
    'I'll be there in a minute.' Bermuda motioned with his cigarette. 
 
    'Well, don't do anything rash.' 
 
    'As if I would?' Bermuda smirked. Argyle, stern-faced as always, shook his head and took his leave. Others parted, letting the solider through with fear and hatred circling him in equal measures. As soon as Argyle exited through the doorway to the other section of the dock, Bermuda quickly whipped his notebook from his back pocket, the pages flicking until they landed on the crude sketch. 
 
    The top hat was clumsily drawn. The face was misshapen. 
 
    But the eyes. 
 
    The dark, black eyes. 
 
    He could feel them. Just as he could when he was put in the back of the police car last night and just as he did earlier that day in Regent's Park. He shook the horrible stare from his mind and turned to a sheepish, rat-like Other that scuttled past. 
 
    'Excuse me. Have you seen this guy?' Bermuda flashed him the drawing. The vile-looking creature muttered in a tongue Bermuda didn't recognise before slinking off. 
 
    With a sigh, Bermuda strolled back into the group of Others, flashing the picture and asking the same question. 
 
    Had anyone seen the gentleman in the top hat? 
 
    A few Others recoiled at the image, a fear that Bermuda thought he witnessed in Vincent back at the HQ. A few of them shrugged. The majority, however, retorted with venomous threats and lurid insults. 
 
    After ten minutes of nonstop and utterly fruitless questioning, Bermuda found himself standing to the side, eyes closed, slowly massaging his temples. 
 
    'OUT OF MY WAY, HUMAN!' 
 
    A large Other pushed past, knocking Bermuda into the wall. His already bruised cheek slammed against the stone, his body armour absorbing the impact in the chest. Bermuda muttered under his breath. The Other turned, egged on by a few more creatures scuttling across the walls. 
 
    'Didn't see you there. I don't pay attention to garbage.' 
 
    The Other chuckled, its large jaw displaying three crooked teeth. Its eyes sat back in its skull, the bones jagged like broken glass. 
 
    Bermuda again muttered, his fists clenching. 
 
    The Other leaned right into Bermuda's personal space, its mouth a mere inch from his ear. 
 
    'What did you say? Speak up.' 
 
    'I said.' Bermuda's whisper rose in volume. 'How are you going to eat shit with only one tooth?' 
 
    The Other frowned in confusion, then stumbled backwards as Bermuda swung a vicious elbow straight into its mouth. The crack shook the room as blood spurted up the wall, two of the large teeth ricocheting off the brickwork and clattering to the floor. 
 
    The Other scurried around on all fours, weeping and trying to secure its teeth as Bermuda slowly walked through the crowd, annoyed at losing his temper once more. Word would get back to Ottoway and Vincent. Complaints would be made of excessive force, and once again Bermuda would face the Committee and his 'punishment'. 
 
    Only it wasn't punishment to be suspended. 
 
    It was punishment to be at goddamn Others’ Town. 
 
    Downhearted, Bermuda squeezed through a group of Others, making his way up the corridor towards Jared's shop. A few Others scarpered from him, climbing the walls and making their getaways on the walkways above. 
 
    He opened the door to the outlet, striding towards the counter that Argyle was patiently waiting by. Behind it, an Other with an angular head embraced him with his eyes. 
 
    The Other had no mouth. 
 
    'Jared,' Bermuda offered, nodding his hello. It was reciprocated. 
 
    'Jared has agreed to construct our lock.' 
 
    'Goody gumdrops,' Bermuda said, uninterested. He slowly scanned the bizarre shop. Jars and trinkets lined the shelves, all of them containing substances this world could never comprehend. Jared scratched the counter in a systematic fashion before gesticulating with his free hand. Bermuda raised an eyebrow. 
 
    'What is he saying?' 
 
    'He says that it will take an hour of Earth's time to create the mechanism.' 
 
    'Earth’s time?' Bermuda asked. Blank looks. 'Never mind.' 
 
    Argyle turned back to the shopkeeper. 
 
    'We will wait. Thank you.' 
 
    Jared motioned again before scuttling sideways from the counter like an anxious crab. Argyle slowly retreated to the seats that lined the wall of the empty shop, slowly lowering himself down. 
 
    'You should rest,' Argyle offered, his partner looking agitated. 
 
    'I might step outside. Ask some questions.' 
 
    Before Argyle could answer, Bermuda stormed to the door, hoisting it open and stepping outside. Thousands of eyes landed on him; the entire section filled with Others was looking straight in his direction. He could feel the anger and hatred swirling around him like a furious tornado. 
 
    He placed the cigarette in his lips and leant forward, cupping his hand protectively around the flame. 
 
    He didn't light the cigarette. 
 
    He could feel them. 
 
    The black eyes. 
 
    Slowly, he raised his head, above the swathes of other worldly creatures before him. 
 
    They were burning into him. 
 
    His vision continued to climb. 
 
    The walkway above Others’ Town cast a large shadow over the hustle and bustle of the world below it. 
 
    The grey hands clasped the rail tightly. 
 
    Bermuda latched onto the stare and could feel it goading him, daring him to come and play. 
 
    The man with the top hat stared back at him. 
 
    He had found him. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The time was always going to come. 
 
    Locked away in his cell for over a hundred years, he knew the moment would arrive when he first heard the rumours. The muted whispers of a human who could survive in their world. 
 
    A human who crossed over and didn't perish. 
 
    And that moment when he himself would rest his jet-black eyes on such a specimen was upon him. While the embarrassment of his people hid in the dark corners of the world, he stood in plain sight, wishing and waiting for this human to look up at him. 
 
    He had locked eyes at the ship, the ghastly welcoming gift dying slowly on the deck as the human was led to safety by his own authorities. 
 
    By the river, where the young boy had become his. Just like the other ten. 
 
    They all belonged to him. 
 
    This world would be next. Be his. 
 
    All that stood in his way was this moment. Standing above the insult of a town led by his own kind, his bony grey fingers tightened their grip on the railing. His top hat slanted across his hard skull, the shadow hiding the three brutal scars that dominated his face. 
 
    His black eyes fixed on him. 
 
    The man looked up. 
 
    The invite was offered in silence and the man's sudden dart towards the stairs told him it had been accepted. The final phase of the plan. 
 
    The only possible obstacle that would stop him remodelling the world. The chosen human, a man whose ability was not befitting the despicable race he belonged to. 
 
    With slow, measured steps, he strode into the back room, the windows boarded up and the brickwork old and decaying. The shadows adorned the wall like curtains. 
 
    They would be alone. 
 
    There would be no audience for this. 
 
    The meeting would be completely private. 
 
    His mouth crookedly twisted into a smile, two rows of razor-sharp teeth zigzagging across one another like a broken bottle. 
 
    Time to meet the one they call 'Bermuda'. 
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    Bermuda took a deep breath as he reached the top of the staircase. Bounding up the steps two at a time combined with years of smoking usually equalled discomfort. He took a few moments, straightening the hoody that rested over his body armour before slowly walking along the narrow walkway. 
 
    The wooden platforms, held up by pillars, were lined by glass railings. Below him, Others’ Town was scuttling about, a dark mass of shadows all crashing over each other like a furious ocean. 
 
    Each step echoed, the hustle and bustle below fading out so all that Bermuda could hear was his own footsteps and beating of his heart. 
 
    Another step forward. 
 
    The man in the top hat was gone. 
 
    Deflated, Bermuda took a few more steps, drawn to the place where he stood merely seconds ago. Nothing but empty space and another dead end. 
 
    'Almost.' 
 
    The voice cut through him like nails down a chalkboard, the s playing out like the hiss of a wild python. Bermuda spun suddenly, following the booming resonance of the voice through an archway, and stopped dead. 
 
    Stood on the other side of the room, with his back to the entrance, was the man in the top hat. From behind, Bermuda was surprised by how tall he was, his wiry frame deceptively hiding the slight bulk of a strong back. The white hair flared out from under the hat like a scarecrow. 
 
    Bermuda slowly entered the room, standing directly behind his adversary with a distance of another ten metres between them. The shadows on the wall stopped dancing. 
 
    The noise of Others’ Town fell to below a whisper. 
 
    It was just the two of them. 
 
    'So, who the hell...' 
 
    Bermuda was cut off by a raised finger. The Other let it hang in the air, refusing to turn. His voice, deep and booming, ricocheted off the walls with a fury. 
 
    'Do you know what power is?' Rhetorical. 'Power is what controls the outcomes of so many insignificant moments. Having the power to walk, one foot in front of the other, can change the outcome of whether or not you make it work. The power to do the mundane, such as turn on a lightbulb, affects whether or not you see the intruder in the house. 
 
    'These tiny outcomes are taken for granted by you humans, these powers are considered nothing more than everyday tasks. You and I know that real power, the power to change worlds—THAT is the power of true consequence.' 
 
    Bermuda shifted uncomfortably on the spot. The Other before him hadn't turned, although he had shot a few sideways glances, permitting Bermuda a brief glimpse of those harrowing eyes. 
 
    'You humans know nothing of consequence. Even a man such as yourself, bestowed with this unique gift, has reacted with such ignorance and disdain of his circumstance. But that will change. Oh, it will change.' 
 
    The man in the top hat chuckled, the sinister laugh spreading through Bermuda's body and chilling him to the bone. 
 
    'Who are you?' Bermuda asked, his voice shaking. 
 
    'I am the consequence.' 
 
    'Turn around and let me see your face,' Bermuda ordered, trying his hardest to reinforce his authority. 'I am an agent of the BTCO and I am ordering you to turn around.' 
 
    'I do not bow to such meaningless authorities.' 
 
    'Tell me your goddamn name!' 
 
    'I am your reckoning. Humanity’s chance at a new beginning.' 
 
    He slowly turned, the black eyes trembling with fury. The mouth twisted at the side in an incomprehensible snarl that disturbed the three thick scars. Bermuda took a moment to compose himself. The Other before him oozed nothing but pure danger. 
 
    'But you, my friend. You can call me Barnaby.' 
 
    Bermuda held the gaze for a moment, every second passed with a feeling of foreboding. 
 
    'You had me attacked and almost killed. You are no friend of mine.' 
 
    'Ah, yes.' Barnaby smirked. 'How is the face?' 
 
    'Better than yours.' 
 
    Barnaby nodded, the three scars that ruptured his skin a testament to a darker time. 
 
    'Do you know why they gave me these scars? What they stand for?' 
 
    Bermuda curiously looked round the room before responding. 
 
    'Can't say I care too much.' 
 
    'This is the mark of a traitor. They branded me for having the gall to try and save my race. I watched my people, day after day, surrender to your race and I grew to loathe you both with equal measure. They branded me a traitor. Ironic, really, considering this is a mark they should bestow upon your precious Argyle.' 
 
    Bermuda turned sharply, angered by the insult of his partner before an increasing awareness of loneliness spread through him. 
 
    ‘Argyle isn't a traitor.' 
 
    Barnaby scoffed, his sharp laughter roaring through the air like a freed demon. 
 
    'Tell me, Bermuda, what would you call a man who judges, arrests, banishes, and slaughters his own kind?' 
 
    'He is just keeping the peace...' 
 
    'PEACE!' Barnaby's black eyes flashed with fury. 'There is no more peace than there is an understanding of one's place in the food chain. Tell me, on what level of peace sees my people resigned to the shadows and afraid to walk amongst humans? In what way does peace constitute a constant stream of analysis of their behaviour and swarms of agents keeping them in line?' 
 
    Bermuda could sense the emotions within Barnaby heightening, regretting not equipping his tomahawk when he left the house over a day ago. 
 
    'Well, this is our world. Rules are different here.' 
 
    'Under whose authority? The humans’?' 
 
    'Well, yes. As the dominant species of this planet, we have authority. So when I ask you what you have been doing and where the hell Jessica and the rest of those people are, I expect you to tell me.' 
 
    Barnaby looked to the ground, his jaw flexing a cruel smile. 
 
    'And why is that? What makes you humans so special? Humanity? Answer me this: in what world is it 'human' to slaughter and kill other creatures who have just as much right to inhabit the world, for food and sport?'  
 
    Bermuda stepped back, steadying himself as Barnaby continued. 
 
    'What is so glorious about a race of people who will slaughter one another in the name of an unproven god, yet claim there is more than one? Or a world where the majority are dying of illness and famine, yet the rich and powerful withhold the necessary treatments to increase their pathetic reliance on wealth?' 
 
    Barnaby shook his head in frustration. 
 
    'Don't you dare tell me your world is any better than mine. Open your eyes, Bermuda. You will see a whole lot more if you choose to.' 
 
    'I've seen more than enough in my time.' 
 
    'Your time? Your measly thirty-four years walking this planet are no more than a blip on the map of time. Try watching your world fall apart for centuries, confined to a darkness that not even you could comprehend. What pain could you possibly know?' 
 
    Bermuda's mind quickly flashed to an image of Angela and Chloe, the three of them walking through a park with nothing but love and laughter for company. 
 
    'I've given my fair share to this world.' 
 
    'Ah, yes. The BTCO. Keeping the peace and maintaining the balance.' Barnaby clicked his tongue around his mouth. 'What is the creed again? Two worlds. One peace?' 
 
    Bermuda didn't answer, his eyes scanning for any other routes of escape. Barnaby continued, his eyes burning like coal. 
 
    'Tell me, Bermuda. Why save a world that doesn't believe it needs to be saved?' 
 
    'Just because others don't have my curse doesn't mean they don't deserve a normal life.' 
 
    'And what is a normal life? Being blind and naïve to what truly goes on and what is resigned to the shadows of your pathetic existence? Or is a normal life one where you see behind ‘the curtain,’ as your organisation so poetically calls it?' 
 
    Barnaby shook his head, the top hat swaying atop his skull. Beneath the floorboards below, a congregation of his people slithered amongst themselves, trying to survive in a world that refused to acknowledge them. 
 
    'Where are you taking those people?' 
 
    'They are mine now.' 
 
    'What have you done with them?' Bermuda demanded. Barnaby flashed him a look of sinister glee. 
 
    'I took what they have taken for granted. A free passage and existence in this world. Each and every one of them, they have all passed through and they belong to me now. I can feel them; their connection to this world is coursing through my veins like an unstoppable cancer. And soon...soon I shall be the same.' 
 
    'Nothing is unstoppable.' 
 
    'Naivety is a cruel trait that you humans are blessed with. Soon I shall be as at one with this world as you are. The clock is ticking for your race, Bermuda. And I am the judgement when those seconds run out. What do you do, Bermuda, when something finally loses its power?' 
 
    'You replace it?' 
 
    Barnaby sneered, dissatisfied. 
 
    'You remove it entirely.' 
 
    Bermuda shuffled uncomfortably on the spot. Barnaby turned, admiring the brickwork of the wall before him. 
 
    'Tell me again, Bermuda. Why are you humans in control of this world?' 
 
    'Because we are the dominant species.' 
 
    Barnaby turned to face him again, his jagged teeth contorted in a ferocious snarl. His words shot out like whispered bullets. 
 
    'Not anymore.' 
 
    Before Bermuda could even move, Barnaby shot across the room, his movements faster and sharper than anything seen by human eyes. Through the blackness of the blur, a bony hand shot forward, the palm striking Bermuda in the centre of the chest. The body armour that protectively encased his torso shook, the power of the blow rupturing the layers and shaking Bermuda's rib cage like a rattle. The pain was monumental. 
 
    Bermuda felt is internal organs scatter, his feet swept off the ground as he hurtled towards the concrete wall behind him. The brick and cement shattered like glass as he exploded through, the sheer force of the strike reducing the wall to confetti around him. The impact hammered the back of his skull and shoulders, the world suddenly going fuzzy as his consciousness swirled. 
 
    Launched from the room, he hit the floor, sliding down the walkways supported above Others’ Town. Brick rained down on the Others below, confusion breaking out and spreading through the 'town' like a virus. 
 
    Bermuda rolled onto his front, gasping for the breath that had been driven out of him. His hands shuffled for balance, gripping broken pieces of brick and stone with broken fingers. 
 
    Barnaby stepped through the Bermuda-shaped hole in the wall, his footsteps slow and measured as he stalked his prey. A sinister grin appeared across his scarred face. As Bermuda pushed himself onto all fours, Barnaby launched a thunderous kick to the ribs, breaking a couple of bones on impact. The strength of the vengeful Other launched Bermuda up into the air, shattering through the glass banister that surrounded the platform. Hurtling fifteen feet, he slammed through a table, the otherworldly goods it displayed exploding over the panicked consumers like a snowstorm.  
 
    Bermuda's world went black. 
 
    As the Others gathered around in confusion and concern, they began to part as Argyle raced through, his shoulder shoving those still obstructing. He slowed down, quickly checking on Bermuda, who lay amongst the wreckage, before racing to the stairs, bounding them three at a time. His footsteps echoed across the platform above, hundreds of eyes peering up at him as he searched methodically, one hand drawn to the handle of his sword that adorned his back. 
 
    Each platform was empty. 
 
    Every room was clean. 
 
    Barnaby had gone.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bermuda's eyes slowly opened, revealing the white-tiled ceiling that greeted him earlier that day. For the second time in the space of twenty-four hours, he was waking up in a room hundreds of feet beneath the Shard. He rub his bruised eye and slowly sat up, groaning with anguish at the crunching in his chest. 
 
    'You have three broken ribs.' 
 
    Vincent’s calm voice filtered through the air and Bermuda reached for a glass of water. 
 
    'Ottoway is waiting outside. He would like to see you.' 
 
    'Whatever,' Bermuda grumpily replied, shuffling through his personal effects which lay on the bedside table. He slid a cigarette out of its box as Vincent opened the door. The authoritative figure of Ottoway bounded in as Bermuda flicked his lighter to life. 
 
    'This is a no-smoking facility,' Ottoway stated, his voice borderline angry. It worsened when the response was a cloud of smoke. 'What did I tell you in regards to protecting public property?' 
 
    Bermuda winced; fresh bandages circled his increasingly beaten body. He took another puff, letting the nicotine soothe his throat. 
 
    'Something about not breaking it.' 
 
    'Exactly.' Hands on hips, Ottoway was not impressed. 'So tell me how the hell you managed to smash another hole through a wall?' 
 
    Bermuda sat silently, not wanting another facetious comment to get him in more trouble. 
 
    'I understand you were attacked, Jones. But you need to ensure we keep a low profile. Leaving a trail of damage to public property raises questions, and our existence already causes too many people too many worries.' 
 
    'Forgive me if I don't feel their pain,' Bermuda said, shaking his head as he stubbed out the cigarette. 
 
    'Well I do. The Committee are discussing disciplinary sanctions as we speak. I have been kept out of it on account of bias.' 
 
    'Bias?' Bermuda scoffed. 'I'm a pain in the arse.' 
 
    'Quite. But you are also a damn good agent.' 
 
    Bermuda nodded his thanks, swinging his legs over the edge of the bed. He ached, longing for a pint of Doombar and his own bed. 
 
    'Can I have a shirt, please?' 
 
    Vincent glided across the room, his elegance cutting through the tension as he obliged Bermuda. He uncomfortably slid it over his head, his hair messy and unkempt. 
 
    'Where is Argyle?' 
 
    'Argyle is in the Archive, reviewing his report. We have concerns that he left you unattended.' 
 
    Bermuda laughed. 
 
    'Concerns? You should be concerned that if Argyle hadn't been there I would most likely have been dead. Twice in the last day I have been attacked by that world. Argyle isn't a concern, he's a goddamn saving grace!' 
 
    'Well, we shall review his actions later. The Governance have also questioned your actions over the last twenty-four hours and have requested a meeting.' 
 
    'The Governance? What the hell has it got to do with them?' Bermuda moaned, knowing full well why. The Governance were the council that managed the truce between our world and the Otherside. A clan of eight elderly Others, all of whom despised Bermuda for his ability to walk through their world. 
 
    His intrusion, so to speak. 
 
    'The Governance have just as much as authority as our committee.' Ottoway spoke with a calm assurance. 'Let's face it—your actions haven't exactly been subtle.' 
 
    Bermuda rolled his eyes as he plonked his feet onto the cold tiled floor. His face ached, the searing pain in his cranium bouncing around like a ping-pong ball. He caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror. The bruising around the cut that framed his eye was a dark purple. A few splatters of blood were beginning to splatter his T-shirt. His chest wounds would take a while to heal properly. 
 
    Time he didn't have right now. 
 
    Not with Barnaby still out there. 
 
    'Who the hell is Barnaby?' 
 
    Bermuda's question filled the room with tension; Ottoway and Vincent exchanged awkward glances. Angrily slamming two Tic Tacs into his mouth, Bermuda shuffled back to the bed, resting on the edge of it with his tattooed arms crossed. 
 
    'Well?' Bermuda asked, his eyes shooting back and forth between the two most senior members of the BTCO. 
 
    Vincent sighed. 
 
    'Hundreds of years ago, the connection between your world and ours was discovered. The first to go through and return were amazed at the sheer colour and vibrancy of your world. The potential. You have seen my world, Franklyn; you know how dark it is. We saw Earth as a second chance. 
 
    'For the first hundred or so years, my people lived quietly within the confines of your world. The odd discrepancy, yet your race is so young and undeveloped it went unnoticed. It was only when humanity became educated that we slowly began to be discovered.' 
 
    Vincent slowly walked across the room, forcing himself from making eye contact. Bermuda looked at him, a look of boredom on his face. 
 
    'Barnaby was one of the first to oppose the truce that was struck between these two worlds. He felt that it would weaken their position, would make them remove their power. He believed that the strongest should lay claim to the world and tried to rally an invasion.' 
 
    'Sounds like an arsehole,' Bermuda said, stretching his back and feeling his broken ribs click. 
 
    'Well, you had the pleasure of meeting him today,' Ottoway chimed in. 'How did that go?' 
 
    'Point taken.' 
 
    'Eventually, the decision was made to imprison him.' Vincent continued, as if talking about the past was painful. 'He tried to overthrow the general of the Legion, but was captured. They burnt him with the mark of the traitor. Three permanent scars that run deep through his face. Then they threw him in the darkest hole and threw away their strongest key.' 
 
    'Hate to break it to you, Vincent. But that didn't fucking work.' Bermuda pushed himself off the bed and walked past the senior figures in his room, pouring a glass of water and draining it in one swig. 'He ain't locked away anymore.' 
 
    'Yes. Well, we suspected he may have been involved but we didn't want to concern you needlessly. Especially with your temper.' 
 
    'My temper? He almost fucking killed me! A heads-up would have been nice.' Bermuda shook his head, frustration taking control. 
 
    Ottoway stepped forward. 
 
    'We were curious as to a few dead bodies found on the Otherside recently. They led to nowhere, but it now seems likely it led to Barnaby's escape. Wherever he found or forged that Gate-Maker, we don't know. We just know he needs to be stopped. We can't let him open a doorway and not know what he is bringing in.' 
 
    'Or sending out,' Bermuda mused. 
 
    'Excuse me?' 
 
    'He isn't killing these people. Jessica, that American from the ship. That list you gave me, they were all two days apart. Every two days, he seems to opening a doorway—but he isn't killing them.' 
 
    'What could he possibly want with humans?' Ottoway asked, his chubby face writhing with confusion. 
 
    'I don't know. He said they belong to him now. That they were coursing through him like a cancer.' 
 
    Vincent suddenly turned around, facing them both. His sharp face was awash with worry. 
 
    'Vincent?' Ottoway asked, concern for his friend obvious. 
 
    'It can't be.' 
 
    'What?' Bermuda asked, slowly feeding his arms into his hoody. 
 
    'What else did he say?' Vincent demanded, his voice rising with the tension. 
 
    'That they were passing through. That soon he will be as connected to this world as I am, or some shit like that.' 
 
    'A convergence?' Ottoway asked.  
 
    Bermuda's eyes shot between the two of them as Vincent slowly nodded. Ottoway shook his head in disbelief, his thought process playing out through the sternness of his face. 
 
    'I must inform the Committee. This is a serious matter.' 
 
    Ottoway turned on his heel and marched out as Vincent watched him leave. Bermuda watched the Neither, admiring the calmness of his movements despite the increasing levels of fear. 
 
    'So what the hell is a convergence?' 
 
    Vincent extended and placed a comforting hand on Bermuda's shoulder. 
 
    'A convergence is a joining of two worlds at an unplanned section.' 
 
    'Meaning?' 
 
    'Barnaby is trying to fuse himself with this world. Genetics is what binds humans to this world, just as genetics denies them the ability to interact with Others. There are anomalies in the code. Hence your abilities.' 
 
    'My curse.' 
 
    Your gift,' Vincent corrected. 'However, you are the anomaly amongst the anomalies, aren't you? The only one to have gone to the Otherside and returned. You are what Barnaby craves. The corridor between the two realms. The doorway to a different future.' 
 
    'He wants to merge himself with our world?' Bermuda asked, not wanting to discuss his issue. 
 
    'Yes. He takes their life essence, stealing the genetic coding that merges him with your world. Just like you are still doing with mine.' 
 
    Bermuda looked up, shocked, to a comforting smile. 
 
    'I don't know what you are talking about.' 
 
    'Please. Franklyn. It is just us in the room, and do me the decency of not thinking me a fool.' 
 
    Bermuda shuffled uncomfortably on the spot, looking towards the door which Ottoway had slammed shut behind him. They were completely alone. 
 
    'How long have you known?' 
 
    'I had my suspicions early on. It doesn't make sense for someone to travel through such a shift in atmosphere and there not be some symptoms.' 
 
    Bermuda sighed; a part of him that he wanted to keep to himself was slowly slipping away. Just like every other part of his life, taken out of his control. 
 
    'So? What are they?' 
 
    They’re not symptoms as such. It's more of an effect.' 
 
    'An effect?' Vincent glided next to Bermuda, a concerned hand reached out. 'Tell me.' 
 
    'I can't tell you what it is. It just feels like the Otherside is trying to pull back. Every time I touch anything to do with it, be it the markings of the Gate-Maker or even when I punched that thing in the face earlier. Every time I touch it, I can feel it physically pulling me across.' 
 
    A moment of silence sat between them as Vincent pondered. Bermuda pulled out a cigarette, nervous fingers fumbling at the lighter. Vincent went to warn him of the rules, but thought better of it as a waft of smoke danced around the room. 
 
    'I will need to do some research. However, it would appear something from my world is fusing to your genetic coding and hasn't finished. Whatever it is, it seems to have connected with your gift.' 
 
    'Gift?' Bermuda questioned, flicking ash to the floor as he headed to the door. 
 
    'It is. You may not see it, but this is a truly wondrous gift.' 
 
    Bermuda stopped at the door, flicking the cigarette to the ground and turning back, his soul crushed. 
 
    'Gifts aren't supposed to ruin your life.' He forced a smile, in hope of a solution. 'See you around, Vincent.' 
 
    With that, Bermuda closed the door, leaving the senior Neither to ponder their chat and to prepare for the inevitable inquest from the Committee. 
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    Bermuda trudged down the corridor, the bright halogen bulbs above only adding to the throbbing pain that shook inside his skull. Each step was careful and considered; the impact of putting his weight down scraped his ribs together. The gashes across his chest were half opening. His eye had almost swollen shut. 
 
    He had been through hell in twenty-four hours. 
 
    Just as he rounded the corner, Bermuda swore to himself that his day couldn't get any worse. He proved himself wrong as he collided with none other than Hugo LaPone. 
 
    As they crashed into each other, a pain shot and squirmed through Bermuda like a bolt of lightning. French curse words sprang from Hugo's mouth; his perfectly chiselled face was even handsome whilst snarling. 
 
    'What are you blind?' Hugo remarked, before looking at the state of Bermuda's face. 'Well half, at least.' 
 
    'Brilliant. If you wouldn't mind, I'd like to go home.' 
 
    Bermuda slowly stepped to the side only for Hugo to block his route. 
 
    'I heard you destroyed another wall. The docks. Yes?'  
 
    Bermuda nodded.  
 
    'You are, how you say, a complete fuckup?' 
 
    Bermuda chuckled silently before looking Hugo straight in the eye. 
 
    'Seriously, mate, I have had a pretty shit day. Now I'm going to get in that lift, I'm going to get on a train, and I'm going to go home. So please. If you don't mind.' 
 
    Again Bermuda tried to squeeze past and again Hugo stepped in his way. 
 
    'A real agent would not be going home. They would be out trying to fix the problems they have already caused. But you, Bermuda, with your pathetic nickname, think you are abo—' 
 
    CRACK! 
 
    Despite a day of anguish and energy-sapping disappointment, Bermuda's fist hurtled with pinpoint accuracy onto the bridge of Hugo's nose. As blood burst out, covering the symmetrical face in a crimson mask, Hugo fell backwards, cursing and yelling. His eyes dripped with tears as blood dripped over the white tiles. 
 
    Bermuda didn't hear the insults or threats that were thrown his way in a French tornado of abuse. 
 
    He ignored all of the commotion, BTCO office workers and jobsworths gathering round to witness the one bit of excitement they would see all day. 
 
    He ignored all of the announcements in the lift and the foot traffic that ran through London Bridge Station as he made his way to Euston. 
 
    The train journey from London back to Bushey, in the calm, quiet evening of Hertfordshire didn't register with him. 
 
    On autopilot, he cracked open a can of Doombar as he entered his flat, struggling to recall any moment of his journey home. 
 
    Undressing, he ignored the agonising pain of the crushed ribs, ruptured skin, and a mild concussion cocktail his body had been treated to.  
 
    His mind removed the horrible sense of foreboding, of the black eyes that belonged to the biggest threat the world didn't know about. 
 
    He ignored his impending doom. 
 
    The end of the world. 
 
    Bermuda fell asleep before his head hit the pillow. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Every step left a footprint in the ash. 
 
    Flaming embers rained down from the grey clouds ahead, basking the world in an intermittent glow. The buildings beyond the horizon line roared with flames, the orange flicking upwards like eager fingers. There was no sky, just a thick, grey smoke that merged into the cloud. 
 
    Each step crunched on the dead world. 
 
    The scorched grass crumpled under Bermuda's footsteps, crackling like hay as he moved. He could remember this street, not by name, but by memory. A happier time, when he and Angela stood either side of Chloe, a hand grasped each as they swung her into the air. Her giggles filled the world with joy. 
 
    The buildings that lined the street crumpled to the ground, bricks clattering against each other as dust exploded upwards. 
 
    Somewhere in the distance, Bermuda could hear the screech of an Other, something large and world-ending. 
 
    Each step took him closer to oblivion. 
 
    As he walked, the nearest lamppost flickered before evaporating into ash, gently filtering off on the hard winds that scattered the flaming embers around with a chaotic beauty. 
 
    There she was. 
 
    Angela. 
 
    His ex-wife stood metres away, her back to him. Her hair danced in the wind, the strands flicking away the flames. 
 
    Bermuda opened his mouth to speak, yet his words failed him. 
 
    Another step closer to her. 
 
    He reached out. 
 
    Just as his fingers grazed her shoulder, it began to crumble, ash filtering down to the ground in slow motion as his wife faded from him. 
 
    'Goodbye,' he finally managed to mutter. 
 
    Slumping his head forward and trying to hold back tears, he turned, only to see Brett. He smiled, relieved to have found his best friend during the end of the world. A glimmer of hope. 
 
    As he walked through the violent wind towards his friend, the street came crashing down, more buildings tumbling under the weight of extinction. 
 
    More dust and smoke filled the sky. 
 
    The world was ready for death. 
 
    Brett turned to face him, but before he could say anything, the wind blew him to ash. 
 
    Scattered across the dead street, Bermuda watched the essence of his best friend disappear. Lost forever. 
 
    'Daddy'. 
 
    Bermuda stopped dead. The voice, the one thing that could stop his beating heart, danced through the wild air, blocking out the devastation that had set itself upon his world. He swallowed deeply, composing himself before he turned. 
 
    Chloe. 
 
    His eyes filled with tears, the drops descending down his cheeks towards a mouth that cracked a smile. She was so beautiful. Her bright blue eyes stared at the father who had removed himself from her life. They welled with tears, the death and destruction around her only multiplying her beauty. 
 
    She began to run towards him. 
 
    Behind her, every building exploded, brick and stone raining down around them as he raced towards her. The street seemed to stretch, placing more metres between him and the most precious thing in his life. 
 
    If the world was to end, he would meet it with his arms around his daughter. 
 
    Fire fell from the sky, surrounding him and his daughter as they raced towards each other. Suddenly, the street was lined with people he knew. 
 
    Sophie. 
 
    Argyle. 
 
    Ottoway. 
 
    All of them crumpled to the ground, an ashy cloud all that remained. 
 
    Bermuda dropped to his knees as Chloe launched herself towards him. She stopped in mid-air. 
 
    Her eyes wide with terror. 
 
    Tiny black hands extended from the shadows, wrapping themselves around her. 
 
    Bermuda begged, scrambling to his knees. 
 
    The world exploded around them. 
 
    The shadows tightened their grip. 
 
    Chloe looked at her father, his outstretched hand just too far away. 
 
    'Help me!' 
 
    And with that, the hands pulled in different directions, ripping his daughter into several pieces. 
 
    He screamed as the world burnt to the ground. 
 
    Bermuda woke up, his whole body covered in sweat. After catching his breath, he pushed himself up from his bed and headed to the bathroom. The water coolly splashed against his face, washing away the few hours of distressing sleep. Bermuda stood upright, staring at the dishevelled reflection in the mirror. The bags under the eyes, the ever-growing stubble. It was a face that screamed for a good night's sleep. 
 
    Slowly he raised his arms up, the agony of shattered ribs and a slashed torso reminding him of just what he had been through. Never in a million years had taking off a T-shirt been so painful. As he grasped the scruff of the collar, he slid the shirt over his head, the material stuck to his skin through sweat. With a painful grunt, he finally removed it, dropping it to the floor with a slight slap. 
 
    The mirror now told him a lot more. 
 
    His body, chiselled from years of regular exercise and Argyle's survival training, was usually one of his better features. The artistry that adorned it, many hours spent under a flaming-hot needled, usually topped it off just right. 
 
    Now it was a monstrosity. 
 
    Unravelling the bandages that wrapped around his torso, he gritted his teeth at the pain. The right side of his ribs had turned a sickening shade of purple. A deep bruise, the internal bleeding wrapping around the shattered bones that rattled inside him. He pressed two fingers against his ribs, instantly withdrawing them with a gasp of agony. 
 
    He composed himself, remembering the severe height that he had been struck from. 
 
    Barnaby. 
 
    He instantly shook the image of the dark eyes from his mind, refocusing on his chest. The three large gashes that crossed his pecs were starting to heal—worryingly, a little too fast. Bermuda scanned his chest, trying his best to witness the fibres of his skin threading themselves back together. Although he saw nothing, he was sure he was recovering rapidly, terrified that the Otherside may be having more of an effect on him than he would have ever acknowledged. 
 
    How could Vincent have known? 
 
    He held his own gaze in the mirror, his brow fraught with worry. What if he had brought back more than just the ability to interact with the Otherside? He could feel it calling to him; he could feel himself physically being pulled across every time he touched something that belonged there. 
 
    Did he belong to the Otherside? 
 
    He shook his head, catching his reflection once more to inspect the gash across his eyebrow. The bruising was slowly fading, the swelling of his eyelids slowly starting to part. 
 
    He looked like shit. 
 
    Which was ten times better than he felt. 
 
    With a deep sigh, he entered the shower, allowing the warmth of the water splash over him, the water turning orange with blood before it vanished down the plughole. Stood naked and alone with pain emanating from all over his body, Bermuda wished for a different life. 
 
    A better path. 
 
    After a few minutes of quiet pondering he slowly ended his shower, drying himself off with bleak acceptance. He trudged back into his bedroom, changing his underwear and popping on some jeans and a fresh T-shirt before lowering himself cautiously on the edge of a bed he was sure he would never share again. 
 
    Immediately shuffling the image from his mind, he gently slid open his bedside table drawer. Sighing to himself, he removed the envelope that housed the most treasured item he had ever owned. 
 
    His photo of Chloe. 
 
    A drop of water splashed onto her perfect face as Bermuda failed to wipe the tear in time. He missed her so much. All he wanted to be at that moment was an attentive dad, tucking his daughter in after a bad dream. 
 
    He knew a thing or two about them. 
 
    Instead, he was nothing but a myth to his daughter, a rumour of a man who once cared but was now running. 
 
    A life he had thrust upon him had led to a family he chose to abandon. 
 
    The Otherside couldn't know. 
 
    Chloe would always be a secret. 
 
    Wiping the relentless tears from the edges of his eye, Bermuda glanced towards the alarm clock. 
 
    It was 2:30 a.m. 
 
    'For fuck’s sake!' he muttered, stomping to the kitchen and furiously searching for a coffee sachet. After twenty seconds of fumbling, he decided to crack open a can of Doombar and strolled to his living room. The nicely decorated flat was a testament to how much the BTCO appreciated his struggles, but it was all for show. He rarely watched anything on TV, barring football, and his Xbox was only good for gathering dust. 
 
    Amongst a cloud of smoke, he flicked through the channels; apparently the monumental scale of adverts told him he needed the entire Sky Package, yet he found each channel as mundane as the last. 
 
    He had finished his drink and turned the TV off before he had finished his cigarette. 
 
    He checked his phone in a self-deriding hope that Sophie had sent him a message. 
 
    He had a missed call and a voice mail. 
 
    Quickly thumbing through his phone, his excitement faded as the call was from Charlotte Foster. 
 
    His sister. 
 
    Like the rest of his family, Bermuda kept his distance, refusing to allow someone he cared about be taken from him by a world he despised. Unlike everyone else, Charles, as he called her, had stuck by him, believing him and the bizarre worlds that he spoke about. She may have just been humouring him, but he appreciated it. He wished he could spend more time with her, form any sort of relationship with her husband or his nephew. 
 
    But he wouldn't risk his happiness if it would risk their safety. 
 
    The message clicked in. 
 
    'Hey, Frank. It's Charles. Just ringing to see how you were. It's been a while. I know you are probably hunting some spooky stuff, but I just wanted you to know that everyone is fine. George is getting so big now, he is talking and he is really funny.' 
 
    Bermuda choked back a tear; his only memories of his nephew were based on photos. 
 
    'Mark got promoted, which is great, but he works late a lot. George will be starting nursery this year, and then I will go back too. Anyways, I just wanted you to know I saw Angela and Chloe the other day. Chloe is so beautiful. I took a few photos. I know you won't want them but my god, Frank, you did well there. Ange told me she saw you the other day, said things were the same. She misses you. 
 
    I miss you.' 
 
    Bermuda sobbed, punching the wall in frustration as Charles's voice cracked. 
 
    'Give me a call soon, yeah? I love you.' 
 
    The line went dead. 
 
    The phone was hurled across the room in a frustration born from being denied a family. 
 
    Bermuda slid his back down the wall, landing on the floor, and sat in silence. 
 
    Time passed. Several cigarettes evaporated to smoke. 
 
    Eventually, when the final tear had perished on his lap, Bermuda wiped his eyes and pushed himself to his feet. 
 
    Grabbing himself a beer and fed up with procrastination, Bermuda clicked the light of his office, the desk and papers awash with the sudden brightness. The reports that Argyle had received from Vincent lay on his desk; his two PC monitors lay inactive, usually flashing with the latest videos on YouTube or his latest game of Football Manager. 
 
    On the wall was a large, cork pin board which was fairly empty apart from a few receipts and a scattering of business cards. In the corner, the spare pins had been arranged into a smiley face, an ironic notion not lost upon Bermuda. 
 
    He slumped into his chair, arching slightly at the pain that shot through his ribs, the bones rattling around like a box of his Tic Tacs. A few empty boxes lay on the desk, next to the folders from HQ. Swigging from his can and sparking a new cigarette into life, he began to slowly weave his way through the paperwork, begging for semblance of a pattern or story to emerge. All he had so far was: 
 
    Barnaby was real. 
 
    The world was fucked. 
 
    Page after page revealed very little, allowing Bermuda to mutter his views on the police under his breath. He appreciated the losing battle they fought, yet he couldn't help but feel they were on the same side. The constant obstruction and lack of co-operation he was met with had led him to almost despise them. 
 
    Ten people missing, yet all they had provided were names and locations. A few of them had photographs as well, along with the odd witness statement. 
 
    Nothing to make a connection. 
 
    None of the people were related or linked to each other in any way. Bermuda had quickly shut that down, using Facebook and Twitter to find any connections between the people. He found himself distracted when he arrived at Jessica's profile, her links leading to Sophie's. 
 
    Scowling at the potential feelings growing for the concerned friend, he decided to print out a map of London, dissected into nine sheets of A4 paper. 
 
    Carefully he tacked them to the board, lining up the edges perfectly to bring the Capitol to life in his office. 
 
    He stood back for a moment, taking a long, concentrated pull on his cigarette before shifting through the folders once again. Slowly, he tacked a photo of Mark Fenton, a forty-two-year-old bus driver, to a street just outside of Brixton. 
 
    The first of the stolen. 
 
    Systematically, Bermuda pinned the rest to the board, replacing photos with names where needed. All ten of them, where they were taken. 
 
    The whole thing laid out in front of him, the Stolen. Every photo or name tried its best to call to him, to tell him that they themselves had lives. People who cared that they were missing. 
 
    A life that was stolen. 
 
    Bermuda swivelled in his chair, smoked countless cigarettes, and made the well-thought decision to switch from ale to coffee. 
 
    His concentration was broken by a knock at the door: a postman with a package for a neighbour. Bermuda hadn't even realised the sun had come up and the world had begun another rotation of its repetitive cycle. 
 
    He stared at the wall. 
 
    He had discovered nothing. 
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    The entire complex was a cavern of darkness, a large, spacious arena lined with metal shutters and glass-protected balconies. Potted plants shot out of manmade structures, trying to give the dour décor a sense of nature. 
 
    Barnaby sneered at the feeble attempt. 
 
    This entire building, a living heartbeat of the city, was usually awash with masses of faceless humans, all slithering over each other in a thirst for consumption. Parting with their pathetic currency for belongings and possessions they would never need. Humanity was a stain, a race of people who pride themselves on what they have, as long as others haven't got it. 
 
    Barnaby shuddered at their very existence. 
 
    As he sat on the wooden slats that comprised the bench, he looked around, his sharp, bony face taking in all directions. His jet-black eyes steered through the darkened corridors, the emptiness of the grand building a harrowing yet peaceful experience. 
 
    Soon his menu will arrive, a selection of disgust, all of them idly wandering past, their heads in the proverbial clouds and none of them wise to what sat amongst them. 
 
    The change that was coming. 
 
    He was so close now, he could feel it. His tongue sloshed inside his mouth, the muscle running gently over jagged razor teeth. 
 
    This wouldn't be the final one, but he was so close. Soon the convergence would be complete. 
 
    He would walk in both worlds. 
 
    Just like Bermuda. 
 
    A thin smile crept across his scarred face as Barnaby thought of the agent. The pathetic denial of the inevitable. The faint hope he held that he could somehow stop what was coming. 
 
    The fool. 
 
    Slowly he wrapped his long fingers on the wood, the echo only for his ears. A shuffle rose from the shadows, Others hiding in the dark and wanting to stay out of his eye line. 
 
    They feared him. 
 
    Soon, humans will fear him. 
 
    Bermuda did. He saw the fear in the man's eyes when he sent him hurtling through the brick wall. The pathetic realisation that his puny race were just waiting to be vanquished by a supreme being. 
 
    Bermuda had the gall to question him. 
 
    To insult him. 
 
    To stand against him. 
 
    Barnaby chuckled slowly to himself, knowing he would make Bermuda suffer more than the rest of his appalling race. He would witness how easily Barnaby could change the world. 
 
    He would be the first to realise the true consequence of power. 
 
    Slowly, one by one, the large halogen lights exploded into life above him. 
 
    The soft hum of a floor buffer echoed not long after. 
 
    Within hours, this place would be full of people, all of them different. Each one on a different mission, like sheep, merging into one as they followed the signs to their latest bargains. 
 
    They would all walk past with oblivious beauty. 
 
    His next would be among them. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had taken a number of failed relationships and many fractures to his heart before Kevin Brecker knew he had met the love of his life. Carla Peters was everything he could wish for. She combined model looks with her PhD, a high salary, and a sense of humour that had him in stitches on a daily basis. 
 
    Love had finally dealt him a winning hand. 
 
    Now, stood outside the window of H.Samuel in Westfield Shopping Centre, he gazed at the rings the jeweller displayed so lavishly. The price tags alone should have sent him running, but for Carla; he was doing his best to mentally build a savings plan. 
 
    Was he really thinking about proposing soon? 
 
    He knew his Mother would be ecstatic—the thought of her only child starting a family with such an incredible woman would cause her to overflow with emotion. 
 
    His dad, strict and retired military, would shake his hand. He knew his career in IT hadn't exactly made his father proud, but he knew that having Carla on his arm had garnered a few nods of acceptance. 
 
    Yes, he would propose. 
 
    The decision was so huge; he wanted to tell her about it and chuckled at having this little secret. His eyes shot about and eventually landed on the ring. To anyone else, it would have been just another golden hoop in a row of hundreds more. 
 
    But to him it jumped out. 
 
    It demanded his attention. 
 
    Thin and understated, it displayed one jewel, a white diamond that glittered gracefully in the shop lighting. His heart began to flutter as he imagined sliding it onto her perfect finger, completing a hand he would hold for the rest of his life. 
 
    'Boo!' 
 
    Carla's whisper hit his ears, causing him to jump. She laughed playfully. 
 
    'Why are you so jumpy?' 
 
    'Sorry. Was in a world of my own,' he replied, smiling and running a nervous hand through his thick, curly brown hair. 
 
    'What you looking for?' she asked with interest, peeking over his shoulder at the expensive rows before them. 
 
    'Just a new watch.' 
 
    He smiled convincingly enough for a frown to fall on hers, her hopes of jewellery seeming quashed for now. She sighed, two shopping bags swung from her hand as she linked his arm. She looked at Kevin and smiled, his dopey face causing her to squeeze him tighter. 
 
    'Where to next?' Kevin asked, knowing their shopping trip to Shepherd’s Bush was far from over. 
 
    'Well, I wanted to pop into Top Shop to see about those shoes. Then I thought maybe we could stop for some food?' 
 
    'Sound's good to me. I'm starving. What do you fancy? Cheeky Nando's? 
 
    'Babe, it's not cheeky if you plan it.' 
 
    They chuckled, walking through a sea of consumerism, waves of people crashing through shop doors and flooding them with purchases. The faint sound of a trashy pop song could be heard, doing its best to float between the thousands of voices of happy shoppers. 
 
    They walked silently, Carla scanning the windows of shops, ranking the fashion choices bestowed upon the mannequins that posed awkwardly. Kevin was trying his hand at quick maths, working out a saving plan for the huge decision he had just made. 
 
    The sign above stopped him. 
 
    TOILET. 
 
    'Oh, hang on a sec. I need a pee.' 
 
    Carla playfully rolled her eyes as he let her go, shuffling beside an elderly couple as he made his way towards gents. She watched him pass the vending machines, as well as the large queue of people waiting to pay for their parking tickets before they tried their best to tackle the London traffic. 
 
    She did not see the large man in the top hat, whose jet-black eyes had followed her boyfriend the entire walk. 
 
    She did not see him follow him through the door, into the restroom. 
 
    Nobody did. 
 
    She did not know that he would never return. 
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    A loud thud against the front door drew Bermuda from his fiery dream, pushing himself up from the desk he had slumped over. Empty cans of Doombar clattered to the floor as he hoisted himself upwards, paper and files strewn erratically around the desk. 
 
    He had no idea what the time was; the only thing resonating with him was his ever-growing hangover, his brain on a conquest to escape his skull. The moment he saw Argyle, he knew what had happened. 
 
    Another stolen. 
 
    In a silence that only amplified their failure, Argyle waited whilst Bermuda got ready. After a shower, coffee, and a few smokes, the BTCO agent was out of the door, the brisk spring breeze returning and ensuring his long black coat made a reappearance. 
 
    Argyle walked beside his partner, carefully dodging the pedestrians that lined Bushey High Street as Bermuda ventured to the shop before heading to his car. He could sense the pain in his partner, the lack of patience he seemed to have and the bags around the eyes. He understood, the notion of sadness, and could only sympathise with the human race for being brought to such a sad extreme it results in actual tears. 
 
    Pain so hard it manifests physically. 
 
    Bermuda had spoken no more than a greeting as he roughly ripped the plastic off of his cigarettes, lighting one up and coughing out a cloud of poisonous smoke. He thought of his sister's words, the answering machine message that did its best to rearrange his heart through a million breaks. 
 
    'You seem distracted,' Argyle pointed out, standing a few feet away from and towering over Bermuda. 
 
    'I'm fine.' 
 
    'Do you wish to speak about your feelings?' 
 
    Bermuda spluttered a little, smoke etching its way from his stunted chuckle. 
 
    'No offence, Big Guy, but I don't think you would understand.' 
 
    'Is it about a personal matter?' 
 
    Bermuda gave a warm grin, a sign of appreciation to his warrior friend. He puffed a few more times before obliterating the cigarette against a wall. 
 
    'Argyle, I'll tell you what. When we catch Barnaby, send his arse back to the Otherside along with a few broken ribs in a form of payback, you can get me on the couch for a whole fucking session.'  
 
    They stopped walking as Bermuda pulled the door open, his Honda Civic welcoming him with a musky smell of stale nicotine. He dropped into the seat and slammed the door shut. Reversing out of his space, he drew the window down, his eyes meeting Argyle's. The genuine concern they emanated made Bermuda question how alone he was in the world. 
 
    'See you there, Big Guy.' 
 
    As he raced up Bushey High Street, Bermuda laughed at the hand life had dealt him. He had a child. He had friends. Yet the closest person to him was from a different world entirely. 
 
    He turned off of the high street and hurtled towards London to revel in his own failure. 
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    It took a little over an hour to reach Shepherd’s Bush, the traffic growing in stature as he inched ever closer to the Capitol's centre. The concrete jungle that surrounded him was alive with movement, people scuttling everywhere like a human ant farm. Not far from the Westfield’s Shopping Centre was Loftus Road, the football ground of Queen's Park Rangers. Luckily for Bermuda, the streets weren't awash with a blue-and-white striped traffic jam. 
 
    Further along was the BBC Head Office, a beehive of multimedia activity that did an adequate job of providing a service paid for by the British public. Bermuda slowly pulled into the parking lot that accompanied the Westfield’s, eventually finding a space after navigating the narrow floors and incompetent drivers. 
 
    Bermuda took in the enormous shopping centre as he entered, recalling a visit with Ange a few years ago when it had first opened. Shopping wasn't exactly a keen pastime, and the idea of being swept up in the avalanche of needless consumerism wasn't one he held favourably. As he stood with his hands on his hips, watching the world slither in and out of shops, his focus was broken by the bass of Argyle's commanding voice. 
 
    'Humanity’s obsession with money is incredible.' 
 
    Bermuda nodded slowly, popping two Tic Tacs into his mouth. 
 
    'I'm not going to argue on that one.' 
 
    They both walked through the crowds, Argyle carefully weaving in and out of random groups of people and swinging shopping bags. Bermuda scouted the area, questioning why any place on Earth would need three of the same All Saints stores. On the first floor, just beyond the escalator, was where they needed to be. 
 
    As they slowly ascended, Bermuda sighed deeply as he reached into his jean pocket for the badge that never worked, prepping himself for the same discussion he always had with the law. 
 
    He approached the first police officer with a look of residual rejection. 
 
    'Hello there. Special Agent Franklyn Jones, I believe you are expecting me.' 
 
    'Ah, Agent Jones. We have been waiting for you. I'm Sergeant Matthews. Right this way.' 
 
    The senior officer strode quickly towards the toilets, leaving a bemused Bermuda standing, his mouth wide open in shock. 
 
    It had never worked before. 
 
    'Are you coming?' Matthews asked, raising his eyebrows in confusion. 
 
    'Yeah. Sorry.' Bermuda followed. 'What's the situation?' 
 
    'Kevin Brecker. Twenty-eight. Out shopping with his partner, Carla Peters. Goes to take a leak, doesn't come back.' 
 
    The sergeant stopped as they approached the corridor towards the lavatories, the surrounded area taped off, police chattering with intrigued shoppers. A few SOCOs danced in and out of the doorway to the gents’, their white suits and masks adding a thin layer of excitement for the viewing public. On the few benches that lay opposite a GAP store, a weeping woman was seated, her eyes overflowing with mascara-laden tears and a paramedic taking a few tests to ensure her panic would subside. 
 
    'That Carla?' Bermuda asked, knowing the answer. 
 
    'Yup.' Matthew leant in, his voice reduced to a mere whisper. 'If you ask me, the guy bolted.' 
 
    'What? He ran?' 
 
    'Come on. She said they were looking at rings at the jewellers. Probably shit him up and he made a break for it.' 
 
    'Did she see him leave the toilet?' Bermuda asked, his eyes drawn to Argyle's hulking presence as he scanned the area, his gargantuan arms simmering, preparing to act at any moment. 
 
    'Well, she said she watched him go in and then waited right there watching the door.' 
 
    'So she would have seen him,' Bermuda stated, trying to end the lazy trail of thought. 
 
    'Perhaps. Unless she was Facebooking or whatnot.' 
 
    The sergeant chuckled, nudging Bermuda in his broken ribs with a bony elbow that sent an explosion of searing agony through Bermuda and made him immediately wish he had been rejected from the crime scene. 
 
    'Bermuda.' 
 
    He spun, the unmistakeable voice of Barnaby whispered nearby, coiling itself around his head like a snake before evaporating. With a degree of fear, Bermuda spun a few more times, his eyes frantically searching the crowd of people, looking for the black eyes, the top hat. 
 
    For anything. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Suddenly, a hand grasped his elbow and he jumped. 
 
    'Jesus,' Matthews retorted, jumping himself. 'Did you want to see the crime scene?' 
 
    Ghostly pale, Bermuda nodded. With careful steps and a watchful eye, he slowly trudged behind the commanding officer, following him towards the toilets. As he walked, Argyle's muscular frame loomed over him. 
 
    'Are you okay?' 
 
    'Yeah.' He scanned the crowd once more. 'Have a feeling he is here right now. Watching us. Goading us.' 
 
    'I do not share your worry. I cannot sense his presence amongst your kind and my own in this facility.' 
 
    'Don’t you get it, Big Guy?' Bermuda stopped, looking up at his partner with a warm, sympathetic gaze. 'He is something else entirely now.' 
 
    The words hung between with menace, a damning realisation of how powerful of an adversary Barnaby was becoming. Bermuda continued down the hallway, past the vacant ticket and vending machines before entering the facilities. 
 
    The white, shiny floor was awash with forensic gear, the whole team scouring every inch of the bathroom, a few unluckily scanning the often-used urinals in search of a clue. The two cubicles were being dusted down, a hopeful SOCO believing they would find at least one breadcrumb. 
 
    They wouldn't. 
 
    Bermuda knew this was Barnaby. 
 
    He had felt eyes on him since he stepped into the shopping centre. Never out in the open, but the eyes lurking from beyond the shadows. The vicious entity existing in the gaps left between people's movements. The final consequence just waiting whilst he played with his humans like pawns.  
 
    Suddenly, a crackle from Matthews's radio brought Bermuda back into the situation, the sergeant excusing himself before making a swift exit, almost colliding with Argyle as they passed. 
 
    'He was here,' Bermuda said, not even turning to his partner. 
 
    'I agree.' The grey eyes covered the walls, searching for a sign. 'But where?' 
 
    Bermuda slowly stepped forward. Carefully treading around the SOCOs as they worked, he approached the first bathroom cubicle. He sighed. Sure enough, on the inside of the divider, the same jagged symbol he had found before. 
 
    An Arko Feld. 
 
    A Gate-Maker. 
 
    Bermuda shook his head, fighting back the anger of being too late again. There was no way of knowing. No set pattern that Barnaby was using, no selection process for those that he stole. 
 
    He had no answer. 
 
    Slowly, he felt his arm reaching forward, his fingertips waggling slightly as they yearned for the indent. With every fibre of his being he retracted his arm, unable to stop the contact his fingertips made with the burnt symbol. Instantly he could feel the Otherside, the darkness of its world trying its best to lasso him, wrap him up and drag him through. 
 
    'Bermuda.' 
 
    Argyle's voice boomed from outside the cubicle, severing the connection. Panicked, Bermuda stumbled backwards out of the cubicle, knowing that Kevin Brecker unsuspectingly walked into that cubicle and was now lost between worlds, his essence now residing in the swirling evil that was Barnaby. 
 
    As he stumbled backwards, Bermuda almost collided with an SOCO, apologizing with stuttered words. 
 
    Argyle's massive frame blocked the other cubicle doorway, his sword shimmering in the light that rained down above them. 
 
    'You might want to see this.' Argyle spoke, taking a few steps back to allow Bermuda entrance. He obliged, entering the cubicle. 
 
    He saw what no one else had so far. 
 
    What Argyle had called him to see. 
 
    Smeared on the wall, in crude, dripping letters, Bermuda had his answer. Barnaby was mocking him. 
 
    Goading him. 
 
    He stared at the tiles above the toilet, his fist clenching with rage at what he saw. 
 
    'Keep up, Bermuda. Keep up.' 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    'Bermuda, where are you going?' 
 
    Argyle's voice boomed through the cordoned area of the shopping centre, the deep bass of his words reaching only Bermuda. Ignoring the question, Bermuda stomped through the cordon, ripping the tape and colliding with the agitated on looking crowd. 
 
    As a few people gasped or muttered, Bermuda ignored the clattering of his broken ribs, the excruciating agony of injuries received for a world that didn't care. Breaking free from the group, he stomped towards a balcony, his hands grasping the pole and squeezing until his knuckles turned white. 
 
    He was failing. 
 
    'What is the matter?' Argyle's calm voice followed him. Bermuda shook his head. 
 
    'You just don't get it, do you, Argyle?' 
 
    'What is the ‘it’ that I need to retrieve?' Argyle stood proudly, his words sincere. 
 
    'For fuck’s sake. There is no it. We have got people going missing and we can't fucking stop it.' 
 
    'It is our duty to...' 
 
    'Fuck our duty! Our duty is to stop the Otherside taking over this side, and right now I have as much to go on as anyone else walking in this building.' 
 
    Bermuda shook with anger, ignoring the increasing number of eyes that had latched onto him, onlookers stopping to investigate the commotion. 
 
    'Then we will find him.' 
 
    'Don't you see, Argyle? He has found us.' With an erratic rage, Bermuda pointed to the nearby crowd. 'He is here, watching us. Fucking laughing at us.' 
 
    A group of teenagers sniggered to the side, a few of them filming this one-man breakdown before them. 
 
    'You are upset.' Argyle tried to reach out towards Bermuda, who batted his arm away in anger. 
 
    'I'm not upset, Argyle. I am scared.' Bermuda shook his head, accepting the onlookers and their perceived judgement. 'Scared that this is one step too far for us.' 
 
    Solemnly, Bermuda began to walk towards the exit, people quickly stepping aside, their fear of a crazy man apparent. Argyle took a few steps to stand directly behind his partner before reaching out with his booming voice. 
 
    'You are just scared. It's what you humans do. You get scared and you act out of character. You think everything is coming to an end and you don't know how to handle it.' 
 
    Bermuda slowly turned to face his partner, his eyes watering as he heard his own words repeated back to him. Argyle, his concern evident across his face, continued. 
 
    'But when you calm down, it's not so bad. Usually the solution is right there and it just takes a little perspective.' 
 
    Nodding in agreement, Bermuda wiped his eye with the back of his sleeve. He took a few deep breaths, which rocked his broken ribs, before offering Argyle a forced smile. 
 
    'There is no solution. Not this time.' 
 
    With the grey, pupil-less eyes of Argyle watching him, Bermuda turned and continued to the exit. As he passed the rows of designer shops, he could feel the eyes of hundreds of people, all of them backing away and concerned for his mental strength. 
 
    He refused to look up. 
 
    He could feel one set, amongst the crowd, daring him to. 
 
    They burnt straight through him. 
 
    The black eyes of Barnaby. 
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    The lift doors opened, several feet below the Shard, and Argyle slowly walked out. His head down and shoulders hunched, the warrior carried the look of a man defeated. The empty hallways of the BTCO headquarters felt tiny, slowly closing in on him. 
 
    Bermuda had given up hope. 
 
    It was a rare feeling for Argyle, to feel genuine pain at the thought of another person. However, since being teamed with Bermuda, he had found himself genuinely caring for his partner. The sacrifices the man had made, not just for the good of the world but for the good of his family, were astonishing. 
 
    Argyle was honoured to protect him. 
 
    The sword swung slowly from its clasp, gliding across his powerful back with each step. The sheer number of his own kind that had met the end of the blade would mean he would never be accepted back. 
 
    Never be able to cross that threshold again. 
 
    This world was his home now. 
 
    Ever since his earlier years on the Otherside, the gruelling training and punishing regimes, he knew he would protect. His rise through the Legion's ranks to one of their top-ranking warriors felt as natural as breathing. 
 
    Then they found out. 
 
    Once they knew, he was never allowed back. They would have slaughtered him and all he had held dear. 
 
    Bermuda would never know. The facts would remain between himself, Ottoway, and his trusted Neither. 
 
    He would die before revealing it. 
 
    With large, silent steps, he turned a corner, almost colliding with Saira Hunter, a highly-respected agent with a penchant for flirtation. Her black hair was tied back in loose ponytail and her brown eyes complemented her brown skin perfectly. 
 
    Argyle found her one of the most beautiful of the species. 
 
    'Well hey, there, handsome!' she offered, her thick Texan twang escaping her voluptuous red lips. 
 
    'Miss Hunter.' Argyle nodded with respect. 
 
    'What brings you here? Don't tell me your gorgeous partner is in trouble again?' 
 
    Argyle shook his head as she searched the corridor for Bermuda. Her attraction to his partner had been evident the few times they had acquainted. Behind Saira was her Neither, a small, childlike being with grey skin and a mess of dirty brown curls that covered its eyes. Argyle was sure it was a female, yet never said a word to it. She was a true outcast of the species, not even named. 
 
    Yet she was one of the most deadly Neithers within the entire organisation, linked only to Saira, and Argyle prayed for mercy on any creature, be it human or otherwise, that ever had the inclination to lay a finger of Saira Hunter. 
 
    Around its fragile, bony neck was a metal collar, prepared to administer an almost-fatal dose of electricity should it get too feral. 
 
    Saira loved it, yet was fully aware of the danger that was encased within its tiny frame. 
 
    'Well, tell that fine boy of your to give me a call when he is free. Been dying to take him to the rodeo, if you know what I mean.' 
 
    Saira nudged Argyle’s chest plate with her elbow, winking playfully. Argyle nodded politely before slowly stepping aside. He watched as Saira's heels clicked against the marble floor, admiring the beauty of her body as she headed towards the lifts. Behind her the Neither scurried, a mop of curls bouncing. 
 
    Argyle watched until they disappeared into the lift, the small creature reaching up to grab Saira's hand. 
 
    Even a creature as dangerous as that needed some measure of comfort. 
 
    Argyle made his way to the agent chambers, passing a few doors until he came to his own. It slid open, the mechanism recognising his unique DNA on the pad that rested to the side of the entrance. 
 
    Once in, he unclasped his weapon, the mighty blade was rested on its stand, Argyle lighting a few incense sticks before falling to one knee. 
 
    As he spoke his silent prayer, he wondered of the validity of it all. Should he still persevere with these trainings, his spiritual connection to the life of a Legion Warrior, when they were so ready to turn on him? 
 
    Was he still linked to the Otherside at all? 
 
    Tired, he collapsed onto his bed, not thinking of the Otherside at all. 
 
    He thought of his new world. 
 
    The danger that was coming and the seemingly inevitable battle that would ensue. 
 
    His fingers reached under his pillow, wrapping themselves around a small ribbon of fabric that was not of this world, but was rich with memory. It intertwined with his fingers, causing a small sense of calm to drift through his veins as he remembered her embrace. 
 
    Even a creature as dangerous as he needed some measure of comfort. 
 
    His eyelids collapsed over his pupil-less grey eyes. 
 
    He slept. 
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    'Yeah. Am pretty sure you looked like a crazy person.' 
 
    Brett offered a kind smile with his words as he raised his pint glass, the last few drops of Doombar slithering down his throat. Sat in the beer garden of the Lord John Russell in Euston, Bermuda nodded in agreement, sparking a cigarette to life and sighing out a cloud of disappointment. 
 
    'I just don't know if I can fix this one.' 
 
    'I've heard that before,' Brett responded, twirling a cigarette into existence with his fingers. Bristles of tobacco fell from the end, escaping through the cracks of the bench between them. 'Pretty sure you sorted that one.' 
 
    'Not this time, mate. This one is different.' 
 
    'Why?' Another cloud of smoke into the air. 
 
    'This is unlike anything I've seen. Yeah, I've had the odd nasty bastard from their world come over here, but not like this. This thing, this Barnaby...he is more than just a bad shadow.' 
 
    'Really?' Brett asked, his eyebrows fraught with concern. 
 
    'He threw me through a wall like it was wet tissue. He moved faster than anything I have ever seen. And with every person he steals, he gets stronger and closer.' 
 
    'Closer to what?' Brett stubbed his cigarette into the ashtray between them. Bermuda took a final puff before following, looking at his friend with resignation. 
 
    'Ending the world.' 
 
    Brett slammed his hand down on the table. 'Okay, that's enough.' 
 
    'I'm not drunk,' Bermuda proclaimed, sipping the remnants from his glass. 
 
    'No, I mean we need more alcohol.' Brett flicked his empty glass with a harsh ping. 'This is getting morbidly depressing.' 
 
    Bermuda chuckled, edging his way out from the bench, almost colliding with a couple of foreign students who were stood in the alleyway that ran alongside the old pub. 
 
    'It's my round.' Bermuda stood, collecting their two empty glasses. 'Watch my stuff.' 
 
    Brett gave a thumbs up, watching with a regrettable sadness at the pressure that hung from his friend’s neck like a medallion. It seemed like a lifetime ago that he was best man at his friend’s wedding, struggling to hold back tears as his friend tied the knot. 
 
    Comparing those times to now, following the divorce, the commitment to a mental hospital, and this ongoing war between worlds that he truly believed he was a part of, Brett knew he didn't get the good moments anymore. All those evenings when he was starting out in his band, the lame pub gigs, crammed in the back of baking rooms, performing for the inebriated for minimal credit and constant heckling. 
 
    Bermuda was there. 
 
    When he fell off the wagon all those years back, the constant stream of parties as Frozen Death Cull began to pick up fans, their singles slowly beginning to chart. The time he had to be rushed to the hospital due to one sniff too many. 
 
    Bermuda was there. 
 
    Brett sighed, rolling a cigarette between his fingers as he made a silent promise to never turn his back on his best friend. To always make sure that, despite everything, Bermuda was not alone. 
 
    All he needed was to just let someone in. 
 
    As he tapped the now complete cigarette on the table, he glanced through the large glass windows that ran down the side of the alleyway. There, inside the cramped pub, Bermuda was by the bar, fumbling for cash as the barmaid passed across two more pints. 
 
    On the table before him, Brett found Bermuda's phone, the last call registered to him, begging him to join him for a pint. They compromised on Euston. 
 
    However, it was not his own number that had caught his attention, and Brett smirked as his thumbs quickly began to scatter over the screen as quickly as possible before his friend could return. 
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    Empty pint glasses began to pile up. 
 
    Slowly, the surrounding buildings began to blur, the concrete merging like one constant shade of grey. Bermuda hiccupped, the alcohol bubbling inside his stomach, sitting heavy over his lack of food. 
 
    The ashtray was overflowing, cigarette butts slipping over the edge like a melting ice cream. 
 
    The world was ending and no one believed him. 
 
    Sat staring at the fine indents that ran the length of the wooden panel he rested his arm on, he envisaged the end. The darkness seeping in over the edges as he tried wildly to wave a torch above his daughter. 
 
    Chloe. 
 
    His Chloe. 
 
    'Hey, dipshit. Lighter.' 
 
    He snapped out of it, lifting his head and catching the glazed eyes of his heavily drunken best friend. Sat next to Brett was a pretty blond lady, late twenties, with a large grin that flashed pearl-like teeth. Without answering, Bermuda scrambled his fingers over the table before him, somehow gripping the lighter and obliging his friend. 
 
    Trying his best to look composed, Brett lit his cigarette before continuing his conversation. 
 
    'So, Elena, what do you do?' 
 
    'It's Elaine, and I'm a nurse.' Her accent was thick and deep. 
 
    'You're a Scots person?' Bermuda asked, trying his best not to sound accusing. 
 
    'I am Scottish, yes.' She flashed her smile again. 'However, I have to go, so are you giving me your phone or not?' 
 
    Brett smiled, handing his phone but then playfully pulling it back. She scowled. 
 
    'Babe. It won't work.' 
 
    'Oh really? Why's that?' She was playing along, slowly getting to her feet, revealing a lovely black top and skinny jeans which Bermuda followed all the way to her boots. 
 
    Brett had pulled. 
 
    Successfully as well. 
 
    'Well let's face it, darlin. I'm a musician. You're Scottish,' Brett offered, as she snatched the phone and typed what he hoped was her real number. Handing it back and giving him a playful slap on the side of the face, Elaine and her friend, who Bermuda hadn't met, disappeared up the alleyway and into the darkness of the London night. 
 
    The darkness. 
 
    Those black eyes. 
 
    The end of the world that was fast approaching. 
 
    'Hey.' 
 
    He looked up, shocked at the mesmerising beauty before him. 
 
    'Sophie?' 
 
    Drunkenly, Bermuda stood up, straightening his T-shirt and trying his best not to fall over. She smiled, appreciating he wasn't completely in control of his movements. 
 
    'What are you doing here?' he asked, holding the glass-covered table for balance. 
 
    'You texted me, telling me you had something important to tell me?' 
 
    Bermuda scowled in confusion. 
 
    'No I didn't.' 
 
    'Err, yes you did. You said it was about the case and to come here quickly.' 
 
    As the mystery wafted around them like the thick clouds of smoke he had blown into the night sky, he couldn't help but notice how beautiful she was. The flickering bulbs that lit the beer garden cast a small shadow that revealed her strong cheekbones, her dark hair tied back in a bun. Her thin summer jacket hung over her stunning physique. 
 
    'You look amazing.' 
 
    Bermuda cursed his drunken honesty, failing to realise the effort she had made and the subsequent blushing his compliment had garnered. She didn't know why, but she wanted him to notice her. To look at her as more than just the shouting and crying friend of the recently missing. 
 
    She wasn't a hundred per cent sure, but she knew there was something about this man that she found attractive. 
 
    'Thank you,' she gushed, looking away. 
 
    Awkward silence. 
 
    'So did you invite me here to tell me I look amazing?' 
 
    Bermuda shrugged, trying hard to stand straight and appear sober. 
 
    'I don't know. I didn't message you.' 
 
    'Then who did?' Sophie demanded, a small frown creasing her immaculate eyebrows. 
 
    'Guilty.' 
 
    Both of them turned as Brett stood up, both hands raised as he surrendered. In one hand he held his glass, which he quickly emptied with a satisfying 'ahhh'. Bermuda scowled at his friend as he slid his arms into his jacket and stepped from the bench with wobbling legs. 
 
    Sophie stood to the side, a look of disappointment etched across her gorgeous face. 
 
    'What the fuck?' Bermuda muttered through gritted teeth, leaning in close for Brett's ears only. 
 
    'You're welcome'. Brett patted him firmly on the shoulder before turning to Sophie. 'Seriously, you are more beautiful than he said.' 
 
    Turning back to Bermuda, he threw him a wink before strutting confidently to the end of the walkway and trudging towards the train station. Out of sight, it was just Bermuda and Sophie stood in the empty beer garden. The spring night was warm, the lights illuminating their evening together. 
 
    'Sorry,' Bermuda eventually offered. 
 
    'Never mind, eh?' Sophie said, smiling as she stepped into the bench. 'Mine's a white wine.' 
 
    As he happily headed for the bar, Bermuda allowed himself something he hadn't for a while. 
 
    A genuine smile.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ash flicked onto the wooden bench, missing the recently changed ashtray by a few centimetres. Within seconds a light breeze swung by, capturing it and dancing away to the unknown. The alleyway had slowly retreated to silence; patrons had either embarked on the rest of their evenings or ventured into the small pub, steeped in an old-fashioned charm. 
 
    Sophie watched Bermuda as he stared into the shadows at the end of the alleyway, the metal gate leading to a local business's carpark, shrouded in darkness. She saw nothing of interest—a few shadows flickering across the iron bars. 
 
    Bermuda saw them. The two Others slowly scuttling across the floor, as if a few frames were missing from their movements. Juttering and glitching, they rummaged through the bins. Any human would merely mistake the commotion for a rat or the wind. 
 
    Bermuda could see. 
 
    'So you really believe all this?' 
 
    Sophie's delicate voice retrieved him from his self-deprecation and he looked up at her, his eyes gleaming with appreciation. His hand grasped the glass of Diet Coke he had ordered on a quest for sobriety. 
 
    'I don't believe it. I know it.' 
 
    'It's a pretty big idea,' she said sceptically, her pristine nails clutching her wine glass as she took a sip. Bermuda pushed another cloud of smoke into the air, and then politely wafted it away from his companion. 
 
    'Forget I said anything.' 
 
    'No, I want to know what you think.' 
 
    'Look, you don't have to humour me. You think this is the first time I have told someone exactly what is going on and they have looked at me like I just told them Hitler was actually a woman?'  
 
    She chuckled.  
 
    'I don't need you to pity me or anything.' 
 
    'I'm not.' 
 
    Bermuda shrugged, stubbing out his cigarette and glancing back to the alleyway. The two Others were now locked in a struggle, both ripping at each other with vicious, talon-bearing hands. 
 
    'The world declared me crazy a long time ago. Now you can either believe me or not, I don't care. But your friend is missing, and right now I'm the best chance you've got of getting her back.' 
 
    Bermuda took a swig of his drink, his eyes fixed on Sophie has she let the words sink in. Small tears began to grow in the corners of her beautiful eyes, one droplet escaping and gliding down her cheek. 
 
    'How did it come to this?' She spoke, her words meant for no one. Bermuda extended his arm, a gentle hand holding her shoulder. 
 
    'The world is so different to what everyone believes.' 
 
    'What happened?' she asked, her eyes reaching for him with hope. 
 
    'Somewhere along the course of history, we discovered their world. Or they discovered ours. To keep...' 
 
    'No. Not that.'  
 
    Bermuda looked puzzled.  
 
    'What happened to you?' 
 
    Bermuda was, for the first time in a long time, speechless. A man who prided himself on having an answer for everything immediately knew that this one escaped him. Where did it all begin to crumble for him? At what point did he finally discover the truth? 
 
    He forced a smile before taking a sip. 
 
    'How did you and Jess become friends?' he asked, changing the subject. 
 
    'Oh we met at the modelling agency.' It worked. 
 
    'You're a model?' he asked, sizing her up with an exaggerated glare. 'Yeah, I can see it.' 
 
    'Oh shut up.' She blushed. 
 
    'But you guys are close?' Bermuda offered, embarrassed as he lit another cigarette. 
 
    'Oh, she is like a sister. When I came to London, well, my family were not impressed. My dad wasn't exactly thrilled that I finished my degree and decided to become a model.' 
 
    'I can imagine,' Bermuda agreed. A twinge of pain rocked his broken and beaten chest—a pain calling for his daughter. 
 
    'Anyway, she really helped. I mean, London is a big city and I kind of don't know anyone here.' 
 
    'It's easy to get lost amongst a lot of people.' 
 
    'Tell me about it.' Sophie finished the last of her wine. 'She was in the same boat I was and we kind of found each other. Clung to each other. I just don't know what I would do if I lost her.' 
 
    Bermuda gave Sophie a moment to collect herself. 
 
    'The world can be a lonely place when you feel like the only person in it.' 
 
    She nodded, wiping away tears as they tried to break loose. He rattled the ice cubes in his glass before finishing his Coke. She took a deep breath. 
 
    'What about you?' she asked, trying to stay positive. 
 
    'What about me?' 
 
    'Tell me about yourself.' 
 
    'I'm an arsehole.' 
 
    Sophie laughed loudly, her cackle surprising the both of them as it echoed through the alleyway. Bermuda shrugged sheepishly. 
 
    'Nothing to tell you, really. Dad was a drunk and an arsehole. He left when I was about three. Apparently I was too much of a responsibility.' 
 
    'Oh, Franklyn.' She reached out and grabbed his hand. Bermuda, again, shrugged. 
 
    'Ah well, what you gonna do? I heard he died when I was about eleven. Drink and drugs. A real role model, you know? Since then, Mum sits in her little flat drinking the days away and I fight monsters from a world nobody believes in whilst this one points and laughs.' 
 
    Bermuda took a breath, his disdain for the hand life had dealt him quickly rushing to the fore. Sophie sat back, sizing Bermuda up with a pitying eye. 
 
    'I don't think I'm laughing anymore,' she finally offered. 
 
    'I'm not trying to bullshit you. Know that.' 
 
    'I do.' 
 
    'This other world, it exists. The things that go on behind the curtain, you would never comprehend. But what I do know is that your friend was taken by something that doesn't have a happy-ever-after for us.' 
 
    'What do you mean?' Sophie retreated a little, her eyes watering with fear. 
 
    'I have looked him dead in his eyes and have seen nothing but hatred. For humans. For this world. It's just a matter of time.' 
 
    Bermuda slid his last cigarette from the packet, tapping it on the table before popping it between his lips. A click of a lighter later and smoke surrounded the two of them. 
 
    In the darkness, one Other stood proudly over the corpse of the other. 
 
    Sophie was pale. 
 
    'Time for what?' she asked, her voice laced with terror as Bermuda took another long drag. 
 
    'Till the end of the world.' 
 
    Sophie shuddered, her belief growing with her fear. Bermuda leant forward, a smoky mist surrounding him. 
 
    'Everything you think you know, forget. Every time you feel something watching you or whenever you see a shadow skip and wonder if something is there—there is. You won't see it, but trust me, it's there. And right now, I have no idea how to find the piece of shit who has your friend or what he has done to her.' 
 
    They sat in silence, allowing the cigarette to slowly complete its journey to ash and smoke. Eventually, Sophie broke the silence. 
 
    'Will you bring her back?' Her words cracked with sadness. Bermuda slowly dabbed the cigarette into the ashtray. He looked at her with as much hope as he could muster. 
 
    'I'm gonna try.' 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Argyle awoke in his chambers, the lights flickering on at the mere stirring of his body. He slowly sat up, his chiselled, muscular body aching from the attack on that glorious ship a few nights back. The bruising had faded, yet his brown skin would have concealed any notion of injury. 
 
    He stepped from his bed, only wearing the loose-fitting trousers that were provided by the BTCO. Shirtless, he approached the mirror, daring his torso to heal completely. 
 
    Like the rest of his kind. 
 
    The reflection never lied. Before him stood a warrior, his broad chest slashed with scars that should have healed. Rips in the skin that were now a part of his identity, a permanent tapestry of war. 
 
    He scanned his arms, the veins popping against bulging biceps. They too wore scars, criss-crossing his skin like Bermuda's artwork. 
 
    He drew a finger across one, feeling the coarseness of the tissue, remembering the valiant battle in his home world. The demon that confronted him that fell at the end of his sword. 
 
    His grey eyes took in the reflection one more time, allowing him to make peace with what he was. His world had turned their back on him a long time ago. 
 
    This world had taken him in. 
 
    He would protect it. 
 
    He would protect his partner. 
 
    He walked across the spacious room, his footsteps silent despite his large frame. Along the cabinet, his sword rested on its display unit, the mighty blade that had saved Bermuda's life so many times. With lightning speed he clutched the handle, spinning the blade around his torso before lunging it forward. 
 
    Whatever was coming. 
 
    Whoever Barnaby was. 
 
    Argyle would be ready. 
 
    As he sliced the air, his mind wandered to his partner. The abject sadness that resided within him, the need to self-destruct. A twinge flickered through his body, his pity for his partner shuddering through him. 
 
    Bermuda had already had his world turn its back on him. 
 
    They were both outcasts. 
 
    As the blade cut through the room with deadly precision, Argyle made a solemn vow. 
 
    They would stop Barnaby. 
 
    He would keep Bermuda safe. 
 
    Swirling the blade between his hands with a display of extreme dexterity, Argyle knew that he needed his partner. 
 
    They needed each other. 
 
    As two beings that could walk in both worlds, go beyond limits that no other creatures could, they only had each other. 
 
    Argyle drew his blade up, the light gleaming off it, and he swung it towards the wall, determined to never lose his partner. 
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    'Well, this has been fun. Awkward, but fun.' Bermuda smiled as he stood, patting his coat to ensure he had enough nicotine and Tic Tacs for his journey home. 
 
    'Where do you live?' 
 
    'Not in London.' Bermuda smiled, almost boasting. 
 
    'How come?' she asked as she stood, sliding her coat over her toned figure. Bermuda struggled not to look. 
 
    'Well, I am just not trendy enough to wear loafers with no socks, grow a huge beard, and sit around drinking strawberry beer out of jam jars.' 
 
    Sophie laughed, her rapturous happiness echoing out of the alleyway. 
 
    'That is so unfair and inaccurate,' she playfully protested. 
 
    'You live in Peckham, so you can fuck off.' Bermuda chuckled, tensing his solid chest for the punch Sophie teasingly threw at him. 'I live in Bushey. It's not too bad. Twenty minutes from Euston.' 
 
    They walked in silence for a few moments, circling a small park amongst the towering London buildings before making their way towards Euston Road, the giant concrete line that sliced through London. As they strolled towards Euston Station, Sophie linked Bermuda's arm. 
 
    For the first time in a while, Bermuda felt attached to the world. 
 
    She retracted it quickly as he lit a cigarette as they stopped at the crossing. 
 
    'You do know smoking is bad for you?' Obviously rhetorical. 
 
    'I know. But then there are an awful lot of things that are bad for you as well. Eating too much chocolate. Drinking too much alcohol. Listening to ABBA.' 
 
    Sophie chuckled as Bermuda politely blew his smoke away from her. The cool evening sprinkled them with a slight breeze as they obliged the green man and crossed the road. 
 
    'But smoking is medically proven to be bad for you.' 
 
    'Sorry, but the 'medical professionals' had me certified as insane and locked in a white room for three months. I would rather take my chances.' 
 
    Sophie stopped for a second, letting the information sink in and registering the bitterness in Bermuda's voice. He marched on, past the few shops and eateries that adorned Euston Station. He weaved through the wooden benches, his mind and heart wrenching back to a few days earlier, when his ex-wife spoke of their daughter. 
 
    His Chloe. 
 
    Shaking it away, he glanced up at the screen above the entrance to the station; rows of destinations were listed with their departure times. He had ten minutes before his train. 
 
    'Well, I guess this is where I leave you.' He offered her a warm smile. 
 
    'Is it really true?' 
 
    Her voice was sincere, a look of fear across her beautiful face. Bermuda took a step towards her, the breeze reappearing to blow his hair carelessly across his forehead. 
 
    'Is what true?' 
 
    'Everything. The other worlds. The reason Jess has gone missing. Everything you said. Is it true?' 
 
    'Absolutely.' He had never meant a word more in his life. 
 
    Sophie anxiously bit her lip, her eyes scouring from the entrance to the station and then back to Bermuda. He took a final puff on his cigarette, flicking the remainder towards the wall. 
 
    'Show me.' 
 
    'It doesn't work like that.' 
 
    'Then make me believe.' 
 
    They stared at each other, time ticking between them as he sized her up, his eyes searching for any shred of doubt. 
 
    There was none. 
 
    All he saw was the most beautiful woman he had ever laid eyes on and her desperation to be reunited with her friend. He cursed the world for dragging her into the murky space that existed between the two worlds. 
 
    The place where he resided. 
 
    'Are you sure?' Bermuda asked, taking a small step towards her. 'Once you see it, you won't go back.' 
 
    'I'm sure. I need to find my friend. Besides, if what you have said is true, then next to you is the safest place to be.' 
 
    She smiled at him, her eyeliner smudged by the few tears that accompanied the thought of her missing friend. Turning on the spot, she walked into the station, towards the platform that led to Bushey. 
 
    Bermuda sighed, following her slowly and doubting her last statement.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lightning struck outside the window, a clap of thunder soon following. Rain pelted down at a ferocious rate, each drop a wet missile that collided with the planet. Inside the small flat, a five-year-old Franklyn Jones sat up in his bed, his covers pulled over his knees, his face buried behind it. 
 
    The fear came every night. 
 
    In years to come, he would use it to monitor the activity, but the curse was something he was yet to understand. 
 
    All it brought was fear. 
 
    He yearned for his father to race into the room, to tell him everything was going to be all right. However he knew his father was never there and didn't even know what the man looked like. His mum had said he 'wasn't man enough to be a dad', but Franklyn didn't understand. 
 
    Mum was probably in the kitchen, drinking that red drink she did every night, an empty bottle being added to the collection as she dealt with her loneliness. 
 
    She had given up on his nightmares. 
 
    She always told him to stop being a baby and to go back to sleep. 
 
    There was no such thing as monsters. 
 
    He slowly pulled the duvet back, sliding his head out of the end to take a quick scan of the room. As he did, he saw the creature, hunched on his chest of drawers. Its eyes shimmered in the bolts of lightning, its clawed hands scratching at the wall. It slowly turned his head, baring its large, sharp teeth. 
 
    It shrieked. 
 
    A five-year-old Bermuda screamed. 
 
    No one believed him. 
 
    When he opened his eyes, he was sat at school. Eleven years old and keen to learn, he watched as his teacher, Mr Stevens, led the class, his voice a mumble of words pertaining to a book he was holding. 
 
    He envied the other kids, the ease in which they formed friendships and the carefree way they played during the break times. 
 
    They shunned him. 
 
    He was the odd one out. 
 
    They had heard his stories. The monsters that lived in the shadows. The beasts that adorned his walls in the middle of the night, gnashing at him with sharp teeth and glaring at him with ferocious eyes. 
 
    As he sat, he looked through the window to the outside world. The wind was alive and loud, throwing the crisp autumn leaves through the air with reckless abandon. The sky was heavy and grey, the clouds prepared to break at any moment and drench the world below them. 
 
    He looked across the playground to the wall, where he usually spent his lonely lunchtimes. 
 
    There it was. 
 
    Long and jarring, it moved with irregularity. Its limbs, too long for its body, were trimmed with sharp, child-killing claws. The eleven-year-old Bermuda began to shake. 
 
    It slowly turned, almost as if it knew he was watching. 
 
    It had no facial features. 
 
    Slowly it began to move forward, as if Bermuda had accidently triggered a magnet. It progressed into a gallop, hurtling at great speed towards the school, Bermuda's window directly in its path. 
 
    It leapt. 
 
    Bermuda screamed and fell to the floor, his classmates panicked, and the sound of scraping table legs filled the room. 
 
    The beast had gone. 
 
    No one had seen it. 
 
    The class began to laugh as a urine-soaked Bermuda rose to his feet and ran from the room crying, a mixture of fear and embarrassment pouring from him. 
 
    The odd one out had become even more odd. 
 
      
 
    As he ran through the door he stepped into his university halls. A group of drunk lads were staggering down the corridor and cheered him as he walked by. He caught a glimpse of himself in the window as he turned towards his room, his twenty-year-old self shining back in all his handsome glory. 
 
    He opened the door to his room only to find his friend Brett in there, a bong in his hand, a fresh cloud of smoke circling the room. 
 
    They conversed. 
 
    About what, he couldn't decipher. 
 
    The bong was passed back and forth a few times, the evening becoming a series of photos as opposed to memories. Somewhere in the dark corners of the building, creatures walked. He had seen them a few times but had kept it quiet. 
 
    Only Brett knew what he could see, and had been the only person not to laugh it off. 
 
    He finally had a friend, and as a cloud of intoxication began to cocoon around him, he realised that he wasn't completely alone in the world after all. 
 
      
 
    He sat up, his body naked and streaming with sweat. The bedroom was grand; the bed he lay upon was surrounded by four large posts. Beyond the room was the balcony which overlooked the Pacific Ocean. 
 
    Something moved next to him. 
 
    It was Angela. 
 
    Asleep and also naked, Bermuda recalled their honeymoon. A time when they were happy. The night had been filled with passionate lovemaking, the feeling that his curse had finally released him to a normal life. 
 
    As the waves lapped at the beach, he heard their gentle echo. 
 
    He slowly nestled back into bed, his hands gliding through the sheets until he felt the soft skin of his beautiful wife. 
 
    He leant forward to kiss her. 
 
    His lips gently kissed his daughter’s head, a lame attempt to stop her from crying. The delicate child was held close to his chest and he looked at himself in the mirror. 
 
    Finally a father. 
 
    Little Chloe screamed in a mysterious agony that he couldn't decipher, but he rocked her gently as he stood in her nursery. The room was a light pink, framed with small teddy bears that danced around the skirting board. A selection of multicoloured toys lined the room, all of them bought out of love for the small creature he had created with his wife. 
 
    Angela slept in the next room, the change to parenthood hitting her hard as she tried to recharge. 
 
    Bermuda held his daughter close, never wanting her to grow another inch nor for time to tick another second. To spend eternity slowly rocking her to a quiet, comfortable sleep would have been perfect. 
 
    That was when he saw it. 
 
    Its jet-black eyes peering through the cuddly toys that were bundled in one of the corners. No bigger than a cat, but with sharp spikes that ran the length of its spine, it leapt out, hissing violently before bounding out of the nursery on its claws. 
 
    Bermuda sank into the small chair, holding his precious daughter close to his tattoo-less chest. 
 
    He wept. 
 
    They were not gone. 
 
    They clutched both of his arms, dragging him against his will as he yelled for help. His screams were in vain; he could only see Angela getting further and further away from him, the corridors of the hospital a pale cream that exuded blandness. 
 
    He couldn't recall what he yelled. 
 
    Nor could he contain the sheer panic as he knew they would throw away the key once they had locked him inside. The world had certified him as insane; the investigation was at the request of his wife. 
 
    Angela. 
 
    She had finally given up hope. She had turned her back on him, seeing him as a threat and a danger to their daughter. 
 
    All he wanted was to protect her. 
 
    For two years, they had been arguing about his needless worry, the crazy idea that he saw these beasts in the shadows and how they were never safe. The constant public humiliations of his behaviour. The endless nights she spent crying herself to sleep at the thought of her beloved husband slowly losing his grip on reality. 
 
    The courts had sentenced him to the hospital, where he would not be a threat to himself, others, and—in particular—his family. 
 
    He screamed that he wasn't crazy. 
 
    They shoved him into his padded room. 
 
    His memory made it seem cramped, as if the white, cushioned walls were slowly creeping up on him. 
 
    They locked the door as he slammed his fists against it, trying his best to smash it from its hinges. 
 
    He took a few steps back and launched himself at the wall. He stumbled out onto the wooden floor of the Tobacco Docks. Somewhere below him, Others were busy, rustling about one another as the Others’ Town market burst into life. 
 
    The walls were thin, broken brick and then suddenly he saw him. 
 
    Barnaby. 
 
    Instantly the dark eyes took hold, latching onto him and never letting go. 
 
    The jet-black eyes. 
 
    The imminent threat of the world ending became very real. He slowly stepped into the room, the walls disappearing to blackness. 
 
    He stood opposite Barnaby, with nothing but emptiness around them. His enemy seemed to grow in stature, the imposing threat that loomed over Bermuda and his world. 
 
    Within seconds he turned to a blur, zipping through the darkness and then appearing face to face with Bermuda, his dark eyes centimetres from his own. 
 
    'BERMUDA!' 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Instantly Bermuda awoke, his hand shooting up and angrily snatching the wrist that was in front of him. His eyes blinked away sleep, his sense returning as he realised himself back in reality. 
 
    Sophie stood above him, her face a mask of concern as he quickly released her hand. 
 
    'Bermuda,' she repeated. 'We are nearly at Bushey.' 
 
    Slowly Bermuda looked around, ignoring the glares from the drunken passengers. Slowly he composed himself, lifting himself off of his seat and following Sophie towards the door of the train. 
 
    'Sorry, I must have dozed.' 
 
    She smiled at him, pressing the button to open the doors as they stopped at the station. They trudged along the platform, exiting the station and passing a few pubs littered with drunken regulars. They walked in silence, the breeze dancing around them playfully as Bermuda obliterated a cigarette and topped it off with a couple of Tic Tacs. 
 
    They entered his building. 
 
    As they stood in the hallway outside of his flat, he sheepishly turned to Sophie, her perfect eyebrows raised in expectation. 
 
    'Right, not gonna lie. The place may be a bit of a tip.' 
 
    'Please. I live with a model. Do you think we do cleaning?' 
 
    'Well...yes,' Bermuda answered; smirking as she playfully shoved him. He gritted his teeth, trying his best to vanquish the flaming sensation of his broken ribs. He opened the door and even he was appalled at the smokey staleness that clung to the air. 
 
    He instantly stormed in, popping open a few windows in the kitchen and stealthily trying to hide unwashed plates in secluded cupboard space. Sophie watched with interest, slowly losing herself in his unintentional charm. 
 
    After a few moments of pottering about, he turned and faced her, an awkward smile etched across his stubbled face. 
 
    'Drink?' 
 
    'Yes, please.' 
 
    He quickly fixed her a glass of wine, cracking open a can of Doombar and uncharacteristically pouring it into a glass. 
 
    'This way.' 
 
    He led her through the hall, past the neat-yet-minimalistic front room to his office, which exploded into view at a flick of a switch. 
 
    Sophie was speechless. 
 
    It was like everything she had seen on TV. 
 
    A large map of London was hammered to the wall, photos and Post-It notes tacked onto it. The desk was covered in folders and sheets of paper; empty beer cans decorated the edges of the room. Cigarette butts had been strewn around like confetti. 
 
    Again, Bermuda opened a window before taking a swig of his drink and addressing his guest. 
 
    'This is it.' He walked towards the desk. 'Ground zero.' 
 
    'What is this?' she asked, her eyes glued to the board. 
 
    'It's a whole wall of 'I don't have a fucking clue',' Bermuda said, defeat straining through his words. 
 
    'Are all these people missing?' 
 
    Bermuda nodded. Sophie shook her head before her eyes fell on the photo of Jess. It was the one she had provided to the police several days ago.  Her friend burst from the page, her vibrant smile betraying the danger of the situation. 
 
    A tear rolled down Sophie's cheek. 
 
    'Can you find her?' 
 
    Bermuda rested a hand on her shoulder, knowing any sort of comfort would do. 
 
    'I'm doing my best,' he reassured her. 'I know who has her. I just need to find him.' 
 
    Sophie sniffed, gratefully accepting the tissue that Bermuda handed her from the chaotic desk. The wind infiltrated through the open window, sheets of paper shuffled. 
 
    'What are you going to do when you find him?' 
 
    She turned to Bermuda, her beautiful face inches from his. Her sharp cheekbones wore black streaks, like tear-induced war paint. 
 
    'I'm going to get Jess, then I'm gonna kick his arse.' Bermuda coaxed a smile from her. 'I owe him.' 
 
    'Yeah?' Jess sniffed away her final tear. 'You promise?' 
 
    Bermuda looked her dead in the eye. 'I promise.' 
 
    She stepped forward and wrapped her arms around him, instantly retracting as he groaned in pain. She bounced back, worried. 
 
    'What?' she said, panicked. 
 
    'Nothing.' Bermuda struggled towards the door. 'Fuck.' 
 
    He stumbled forward, his shoulder colliding with wall of his hallway, a memory worth framing swinging and dropping to the floor. 
 
    Sophie hurried after him, helping him to a vertical base when she recoiled. 
 
    'You're bleeding?' she said, her eyes wide with fear. 
 
    'It's nothing,' Bermuda lied, reaching for the bathroom door and stumbling over the threshold. The door slammed against the wall, echoing against the white tiles. Sophie stayed in the doorway, afraid to encroach on his privacy. 
 
    Afraid to leave him in pain. 
 
    With a few grunts of pain, Bermuda eased himself out of his T-shirt, the white garment heavy with a crimson stain. He dropped it to the floor, staring ahead at the mirror. 
 
    He winced with agony. 
 
    Sophie took a breath. She had noticed his physique a few times, aware that he obviously took care of himself. But she was impressed with the muscular shape of his back, the muscles sharp and well defined. 
 
    The tattoos were incredible. 
 
    His entire upper body was covered in ink, a tapestry of letters and symbols. Hours of work, pain, and countless sittings. 
 
    His entire body was a work of art. 
 
    She couldn't take her eyes from it, and was realising she didn't want to. 
 
    'You want proof that the Otherside exists?' Bermuda's question pulled her from her thoughts, reminding her of the blood-stained T-shirt that carpeted the floor. Slowly Bermuda turned around, his chiselled body spoilt by the three large gashes that ran across his chest. 
 
    Sophie stared, dumbstruck. Blood trickled down his stomach, sliding across the words that were supposed to protect him. The wounds above were a testament to a job failed. 
 
    Under his right arm, a foul bruising was beginning to dominate, his cracked ribs shaking around like a box of his beloved Tic Tacs. 
 
    He was a mess. 
 
    The walking wounded. 
 
    Slowly Sophie stepped into the bathroom, silently running the flannel under the tap before approaching him. With genuine care, the first he had experienced in a while, she dabbed at the slashes that shook her to the core. 
 
    'Who did this?' she finally asked. 
 
    'You mean what.' 
 
    She gently dabbed, the flannel shifting from a light blue to red instantly. Bermuda grimaced, sucking air in through his teeth and clenching his fists. After a few more dabs, Sophie wrung the flannel over the sink, a faded red rain falling down into the porcelain bowl. 
 
    'You need to be careful.' 
 
    'This is careful.' 
 
    She scowled at him, not reciprocating the smile he flashed. He gently lowered himself onto the edge of the bath, gently lifting a cigarette from his pocket. Holding a now-ruined towel to his wounds, he blew smoke into the air. 
 
    'You really shouldn't smoke,' Sophie warned him, waving the smoke away from her. 
 
    'This is my flat,' Bermuda stated. 'Besides, there is another world trying to end ours and I'm in a shitload of pain. I think I'm allowed.' 
 
    Sophie snatched it from his fingers, taking a long draw before exhaling the smoke with a cough. He chuckled, retrieving his cigarette. 
 
    'Where am I going to sleep?' Sophie asked, her presumption catching Bermuda off guard. 
 
    'Erm, you can take my bed.' Bermuda pointed to the room across from the bathroom. 'I'll take the couch.' 
 
    She smiled her thanks before slowly walking towards his room. Bermuda struggled to his feet, eager to ensure the room wasn't too messy. His ribs ached, his chest roared with agony. Yet he found himself smiling. 
 
    That faded as soon as he entered the bedroom. 
 
    'What the hell are you doing?' 
 
    His angered words caused Sophie to spin in fear. The drawer by his bed was open. 
 
    In her hand was a photo. 
 
    'I'm sorry,' she murmured. 'The drawer was open...' 
 
    Bermuda stormed around the bed and snatched the precious picture from her hand, sliding it back in the envelope and slamming the drawer shut with a furious kick.  He slowly calmed, his breathing deep and purposeful. Sophie waited a few moments. 
 
    'Who is she?' 
 
    'They can't know about her.' Bermuda shook his head, walking slowly towards the window. The streetlight opposite cut through the curtain, basking his toned body in a golden glow. He glanced the scowl on his face in the reflection. 
 
    'Who can't?' 
 
    'Have you not been listening to me?' Bermuda turned, his eyes watering.  
 
    Sophie slowly walked towards him, mortified by his emotional state.  
 
    'They are everywhere, and they have ripped my world apart and ruined my life for as long as I can remember. I won't let them ruin hers.' 
 
    'Who is the girl?' 
 
    Bermuda wiped away a tear, which twinkled under the invasive light. 
 
    'Chloe. My daughter.' 
 
    Sophie slowly reached out a hand, sliding her palm across his rounded shoulder, squeezing gently as a measure of comfort. 
 
    'She is beautiful.' 
 
    Bermuda nodded, trying to smile but finding himself battling more tears. He craved his daughter, to feel her arms around him as he hugged her. 
 
    To hear her refer to him as 'Daddy'. 
 
    To just be part of her life. 
 
    After a few moments of silence and a small barrage of tears, Bermuda let out a deep sigh, shaking his head. Sophie gently rubbed his shoulder, her heart beating faster for the broken man before her. Finally, the silence that rested between them was pierced. 
 
    'I'm sorry.' 
 
    'What for?' she whispered, taking a small step closer. 
 
    'I exist between two worlds, yet I don't feel I belong to either one of them.' Bermuda shook his head. 'It's a lonely place to be.' 
 
    Very gently, Sophie reached out her hand, sliding it against the stubble that framed Bermuda's jaw. She turned his face, tearstains twinkling on his cheeks. She looked into his bloodshot eyes, the connection between the two of them almost complete. 
 
    'You are not alone.' 
 
    They leant in, their lips locking as they slowly began to kiss. Their tongues wrapped around each other, slithering like snakes as he slowly ran his hand up her spine. She ran her fingers through his hair before sliding her hands down the contours of his muscular back. 
 
    They fell onto the bed, still locked in their passionate embrace as they allowed the world to be enveloped in darkness around them. 
 
    Bermuda forgot what world he was a part of. 
 
    He didn't care. 
 
    As Sophie held onto him, pushing her lips against his harder and harder, he felt something beyond attraction. 
 
    He felt his loneliness evaporate. 
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    The world had succumbed to the night sky once again, the streets empty and tranquil. A light breeze sent litter scurrying along the curbs, weaving in and out of the wheels of parked cars. 
 
    The entire street slept. 
 
    Even if they were wide awake, they wouldn't have seen him. His long, powerful frame. The tatty suit that clung to it. 
 
    The large top hat that adorned the scraggy, white hair. 
 
    The jet-black eyes. 
 
    Barnaby sneered at the buildings as he strode past, his disdain for the human race even begrudging them sleep. He slowly ventured down the street, waiting until he could feel it. 
 
    The call of the Otherside. 
 
    He glared into the shadows that slid off of the building, and the family of Others taking refuge in the darkness shuddered with fear. He flashed them a jagged, brutal smile that caused them to shield their eyes. 
 
    Pathetic. 
 
    Just like the humans. 
 
    He approached the door to the building, slowly walking through the barrier as if it was a hologram. He was not yet complete with this world. His convergence would soon be at an end. 
 
    This world would be his. 
 
    Everything would change. 
 
    He lightly whistled as he climbed the stairs, his steps measured and slow. After passing through a few more doors he had arrived, his dark eyes taking in the humble surroundings. 
 
    Soon it would all be dust. 
 
    He had only one more doorway to create. 
 
    One more life to merge. 
 
    This one, it had to count. It had to render Bermuda helpless. He wanted to ensure that his adversary, the man who was foolish and arrogant enough to claim that his species was dominant, would suffer. 
 
    He would not only fail. 
 
    He would break. 
 
    As he slowly wandered through the hallway, he stopped as he approached the bed. 
 
    The couple that lay across it were asleep, their arms wrapped around each other, ensuring their proximity would be felt throughout their slumber. 
 
    They were half clothed, suggesting to Barnaby that they did not make love, yet found themselves lost in the throes of passion still. 
 
    He watched as Bermuda and Sophie slept soundly, their bodies moving together as they breathed gently. 
 
    His eyes burned into Sophie, taking in what he saw. 
 
    Not a person. 
 
    But a reason for Bermuda to care.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bermuda awoke early, his dreams of watching his daughter ripped into pieces by the world that hated him apparently quelled by the presence of Sophie. She lay peacefully, dark hair cascading carelessly across her face. Her breathing was soft. Peaceful. 
 
    He smiled. 
 
    Watching her sleep, he was glad that they hadn't had sex the night before. He had lost count of the number of mornings where he ushered a girl out of the house, the memories of the night messy. Their name forgotten. 
 
    Not Sophie. 
 
    She was special. 
 
    They had kissed passionately, falling into each other's arms on the bed. The pain that shot through his body vanished at the mere touch of her lips, an antidote in the form of a kiss. Before they undressed each other, they realised what the moment meant. 
 
    They had found someone. 
 
    Brought together by a tragedy. 
 
    They had lain together all night, sharing the odd gentle kiss when one said something the other one appreciated. Eventually they were lost to slumber, Bermuda protectively coiling his arms around her tight body. 
 
    He slowly slid his arm out from under her, pausing in fear as she murmured before failing to wake. Calmly she returned to the pillow, comfortably asleep as Bermuda eased himself off of the bed. His ribs ached, the pain unbearable as he necked two painkillers he retrieved from his cabinet. He looked at himself in the bathroom mirror, slowly shaking his head. 
 
    The swelling around his eye was starting to ease, the bruising fading, leaving his skin a faint brown, as if it had been dabbed by a tea bag. 
 
    The large cut was healing well, the stitches holding. 
 
    Across his chest, the three scratches looked fresh and radiated in agony. He slowly dabbed at them with a wet flannel, remembering the tender moment he shared with the woman who slept in the next room. 
 
    He was a mess. 
 
    Cursing the reflection, he crept from the bathroom towards the kitchen, his body craving caffeine and nicotine in equal measure. 
 
    As the coffee machine slowly drizzled the final droplets into his mug, Bermuda reached for his cigarettes. 
 
    'JESUS!' He startled. 
 
    Argyle stood in the doorway, his colossal frame filling the entire walkway. Bermuda put a hand on his heart, feeling it furiously rattle against his broken rib cage. 
 
    'Apologies.' Argyle spoke calmly. 'I did not mean to startle you.' 
 
    'I'm gonna put a bell on you,' Bermuda joked, lighting a cigarette. 
 
    'That would merely compromise my armour.' 
 
    'Yeah, well, it will reduce the risk of my impending heart attack.' 
 
    Bermuda sipped his piping coffee. 
 
    'Coffee?' he jokingly asked an unimpressed Argyle, who entered the kitchen. 
 
    'Yes please.' They both turned as Sophie appeared in the doorway, holding the frame with both hands and gently swaying. She had tried to neaten her hair, but her face was adorably sleepy. Bermuda flashed her a smile, ignoring the sceptical look on Argyle's face. She slowly entered the kitchen, walking past Argyle and completely unaware of his commanding presence. She slid her hands around Bermuda's waist as he prepared another mug, the coffee machine humming back to life. Resting her head against his back, she felt safe. 
 
    He smiled to himself. 
 
    Argyle coughed loudly, knowing full well she couldn't hear him. Instantly Bermuda slowly broke from the embrace before sheepishly getting the milk. 
 
    'Everything okay?' Sophie asked, her words laced with caution. 
 
    'Yeah, I'm fine.' Bermuda smiled. 'Did you sleep well?' 
 
    'For the first time since.' She smiled, smiling with appreciation as he handed her the coffee. 'Thanks.' 
 
    They stood in silence for a moment, Bermuda opening the window to allow the stale fog of smoke to slowly filter. He glanced at Argyle; the shake of the head told him that his partner didn't approve. 
 
    'So what's the next move?' Sophie asked, innocently moving to the counter, causing Argyle to carefully slide around her. 
 
    'I'm going to find this guy and bring your friend back. Pretty much.' 
 
    'Actually, you have a conduct meeting in front of the Committee,' Argyle interjected. 
 
    'What?' Bermuda angrily responded. 
 
    'What?' Sophie, confused at the random outburst. 
 
    'Sorry.' Bermuda frantically thought of an explanation. 'I thought you said something.' 
 
    'Are you sure you are okay?' 
 
    Bermuda slowly approached her, aware that Argyle was casting an eye over his every move. He didn't care. He could feel himself falling and he didn't want to hit the ground yet. 
 
    'I'm great.' 
 
    He kissed her gently, her lips curling upwards into a grateful smile. 
 
    'See. This world isn't all bad, is it?' She swung gently on her heels, her arms wrapped around his neck. 
 
    'It's not this world I'm worried about.' 
 
    He gently released her grip before heading back towards the bathroom. The shower burst to life and Sophie checked her phone whilst finishing her coffee. Sat at the messy kitchen table, she had no idea of the hulking warrior that stood next to her. 
 
    After about fifteen minutes, Bermuda strode back into the kitchen. His tie-less shirt was open at the collar, the grey suit well fitted. His wet hair was combed back, neatly parting at the side. 
 
    Sophie smiled. 'You look very nice.' 
 
    'Thanks. I feel like a muppet.' 
 
    She stood, straightening the lapels of his blazer. He winced slightly, his broken torso sending a painful reminder. 
 
    'Help yourself to towels, coffee, food if there is any.' 
 
    She reached up and kissed him mid-sentence. They stood for a few moments, gently swaying as their lips locked. Argyle rolled his eyes. 
 
    'I have to go.' Bermuda smiled. 
 
    'Just be careful.' 
 
    Bermuda opened the door to his flat, allowing Argyle to squeeze through, his gigantic sword clanging against the wall. He turned back, smiling one more time at the woman before him. 
 
    'Careful is my middle name.' He slowly closed the door, but then pushed his head back through. 'Actually, it's Michael.' 
 
    'Go!' Sophie playfully pushed his head out of the door, closing it firmly. Bermuda stood on the spot, smiling. After a few moments, he turned only to find an unimpressed Argyle waiting, arms folded and head shaking. 
 
    'What?' 
 
    Bermuda protested the entire walk to the train station. 
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    The meeting went as expected. Ottoway, true to his word, was not in attendance. Apparently, his support was not something Bermuda ever got to witness. The Committee were, as always, tightly wound, like coiled springs ready to burst forward. 
 
    The sneering senior chair, Montgomery Black, was his usual sanctimonious self, his large nose flopping from a dreary face that had been working alongside the Otherside for over half a century. 
 
    Mopped with a dusty grey comb-over, he constantly looked at Bermuda over his spectacles, as if disciplining a naughty school child. 
 
    The other three members took their turns, sniping at Bermuda with well-placed misconduct charges and cheap shots at his character defects. When Marion Wiggins, a field agent for thirty years before she retired to a life of BTCO bureaucracy, questioned why he felt it appropriate to punch a fellow agent in the face, she wasn't best pleased with Bermuda's response of 'because he's an arsehole.' 
 
    Bermuda put his case forward when given the chance. The constant provocation of Hugo for the past three years. The jealousy of his French victim, who himself was a fine agent, was bordering on obsessive, and Bermuda felt that Hugo initiated the confrontation knowing full well Bermuda had recently been attacked. 
 
    When the Committee questioned Argyle's performance Bermuda took a stand, refusing to allow his partner's reputation or commitment be questioned. 
 
    'We wouldn't be the first,' Wiggins retorted, much to Bermuda's agitated confusion. 
 
    After all of the deliberation, Bermuda was sent out of the room for the final judgement to be decided. He slowly lowered himself onto the wooden bench opposite the grand double doors to the Committee's chambers, sighing heavily. His ribs ached and he longed to be back beside Sophie. 
 
    'Not exactly the group you would invite to a party, huh?' 
 
    Bermuda offered a smile as Ottoway lowered his slightly large frame onto the bench, his three-piece suit immaculate, as always. 
 
    'I don't know. I'm pretty sure Wiggins fancies me.' 
 
    The two men chuckled and then sat for a moment in silence. After what seemed like an eternity, Ottoway spoke. 
 
    'Do you want to know why they are coming down so hard on you? 
 
    'Because I don't play nice with others?' 
 
    'No. Look, you and I both know Hugo can be a pain in the backside. But you can't just punch people because you don't like them.' 
 
    Bermuda rattled a few Tic Tacs around before popping them into his mouth. 
 
    'I don't know, seems like a pretty good reason to me.' 
 
    He offered the mints to his superior, who politely waved them away. 
 
    'They come down hard on you so they can come down hard on me.' 
 
    Bermuda turned, his eyebrows raised in confusion. 
 
    'I don't follow.' 
 
    'You have spent the last three years working for the BTCO, Jones. Sometimes even with distinction. However, do not think we do not realise you hate what your life has become. You see your gifts as the bane of your life.' 
 
    'What life?' Bermuda spoke, his voice rising in volume and anger. 'Whatever is wrong with me, whatever part of my DNA decided to fuck up, it has ruined every part of my life. So don't try and dress it up as a gift.' 
 
    'You are more than an agent, Jones.' 
 
    'I'm a pain in the arse.' 
 
    'No, you are the balance.' 
 
    Bermuda turned once more. Embarrassed, Ottoway straightened his tie, coughing slightly and trying to break the tension. 
 
    'What the hell do you mean?' Bermuda's question was laced with venom.  
 
    Ottoway slowly rose to his feet. 'Do you think this job is easy? Do you believe the Otherside is happy with living in our shadows? Slowly, the truce is snapping under the weight of expectation and realisation. They outnumber us three to one. There are more cases of Others with latch stones in the past two years than there had been in the previous twenty. 
 
    'The Committee wants to bend over, let more of them in. However, I have opposed them at every turn. You want to know why?' 
 
    Bermuda looked up, shrugging his shoulders and craving a cigarette. 
 
    'Because this is OUR world, Jones. We are the thin line that divides our world from theirs, and believe me, that line is getting thinner by the day.' 
 
    'So wait—they are pissed at me because of you?' 
 
    'No. They are pissed at me because I brought you in. You are the one that can walk in both worlds. That is power that has never been seen before, and while it sits on our side, the balance is maintained.' 
 
    Bermuda nodded slowly, his eyes widening as realisation grabbed him. 
 
    'Wait. Walk in both worlds. That's what Barnaby said. It's why he wants to Converge.' 
 
    'Eliminate the balance and the scales tip.' Ottoway stared at Bermuda, his eyes pleading for him to understand. 
 
    'What do you need?' Bermuda asked, pushing himself from the bench and approaching his boss. A new respect hung between them, threatening their usual repertoire. 
 
    'I need you to go in there and say sorry, agree to the punishment, find Argyle, and then do what it is that you do best.' 
 
    'Drink and look good doing it?' Bermuda broke the seriousness, hoping to lower the tension. Ottoway smiled politely. 
 
    'Finding people.' He patted Bermuda on the back firmly before pulling out his pocket watch. He nodded his appreciation to his agent before slowly walking down the corridor. Bermuda took a few moments, allowing the speech from Ottoway to resonate in his mind a little longer. Just before his boss was rounding the corner, he spoke up. 
 
    'What if I can't stop him?'  
 
    Ottoway turned at the question.  
 
    'What if I fail?' 
 
    Ottoway snapped shut his pocket watch. 'Then the balance shifts to the point that it can't shift back.' 
 
    The words echoed through the empty corridor, surrounding Bermuda like an angry swarm. Ottoway disappeared, his backing of Bermuda coming as a welcome shock. 
 
    His hatred for his curse had caused him to despise a world that knew no different. The families and relationships that passed him by in the streets, oblivious to the reality of the world and taking themselves for granted. 
 
    All the things he longed for and craved that existed in the world hung on him being him. 
 
    Being an agent of BTCO. 
 
    Being Bermuda Jones. 
 
    Suddenly the large lock unlatched with a clang and the massive door slowly opened. The secretary, sat in the corner of the Committee chambers, that had spent the afternoon scribing, poked her thick-matted-hair-covered head through the gap. 
 
    'Mr Jones, please come back in.' 
 
    The door sounded like thunder as it slammed behind him. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hugo LaPone grew up in Paris, France in a life of luxury. His parents, Yohan and Amelia, were both highly acclaimed doctors, working in Paris General Hospital and forging careers as two of the best medical professionals in the country. 
 
    A charmed life as an only child, Hugo believed for many years that his visions were just imagination, his need for companionship manifesting in all of its childish exuberance. Slowly, throughout his teenage years, he began to understand the severity of his visions. 
 
    We were not alone in the world, yet he was alone in seeing it. 
 
    As he approached his late twenties, Hugo began to communicate with the Otherside, as an Other took up residence in the alleyway behind his bachelor pad. Ever the ladies’ man, Hugo never settled down into married life. 
 
    His handsomeness only outweighed by his arrogance. 
 
    As his friendship began to grow with the Other, so did his interest. The next few years were filled with research and solitude, with Hugo working like a man possessed to prove that he was not crazy. 
 
    That another world existed. 
 
    But eventually, he kicked one beehive too many and was brutally savaged by an 'Alpha', a large Other with a penchant for violence. Just before he could land the killer blow, the Alpha was tackled by a thin reptilian Other who would recruit Hugo to the BTCO. 
 
    Marco. 
 
    Eight years later, they were the standout agents in their sector. With the BTCO performing with minimal staff and under the radar, their sectors were vast and few. Hugo could be assigned a case anywhere in Europe, having been sent to investigate disturbances in small village in Hungary to having Marco battle an Other outside the Coliseum in Rome. 
 
    Eight years, he was the one held in the highest regard. 
 
    Then Bermuda was recruited. 
 
    Never one to admit jealousy, Hugo took an instant dislike to the man. He was quick-witted and handsome, an immediate threat to what Hugo had prided himself on. He was confident without being cocky and genuinely seemed to despise his gift. 
 
    Yet for some reason he was bestowed with what Hugo had always dreamt of. 
 
    The ability to walk in both worlds. 
 
    When the rumours began to circle, that a man had been to the Otherside and returned, Hugo refused to believe it. When that man, Franklyn Jones, was promoted instantly to an agent, he almost knocked Ottoway's door down in protest. 
 
    The man was untrained, and more importantly, unprepared for what to expect—yet Ottoway kept saying it was being overlooked due to the benefit. 
 
    The man was a ticking time bomb, and about as subtle as one, to boot. 
 
    Whilst Bermuda slowly began to forge a reputation as a man who gets results yet completely ignores the rules, Hugo began being ignored, only being handed the cases that either involved hours of travel or mind-numbing paperwork. Soon, all of the back slaps seemed to head Bermuda's way. 
 
    All because he could interact. 
 
    Hugo spent hours praying and wishing for the ability. For it to be stripped of such a reluctant host and given to an agent worthy of such power. All he wanted was to be seen as what he truly was. 
 
    Better than Bermuda. 
 
    Now that chance had come. Whilst he stood for the returning Committee members, Hugo glanced to his right. Bermuda also stood, surprisingly scrubbing up well in his suit. If only he had made such an effort to be a decent agent, he wouldn't be here. 
 
    The Committee had seen the evidence, heard the eye witnesses, and were forced to do the right thing. The plasters strapped across Hugo's obliterated nose held the bones in place. Both of his eyes wore a dark shade of purple. 
 
    There were no excuses and no Ottoway to protect him. 
 
    As the Committee took their seats and asked the two agents to be seated, Hugo could barely contain his excitement. 
 
    Bermuda would be gone. 
 
    'Mr Jones, please stand.' Montgomery Black spoke, not looking up from his papers.  
 
    Bermuda begrudgingly obliged.  
 
    'The Committee has reached a final decision in regards to your punishment, regarding the breach of conduct. In light of your assault on Agent LaPone, you are hereby sentenced to suspension, pending further investigation.' 
 
    'But sir...' Bermuda tried to speak. 
 
    'DO NOT INTERUPT ME!' His words were oozing venom. 'This has taken into account your recent careless defacing of public property and the cost of damages to London landmarks. You are hereby instructed to issue a formal apology to Agent LaPone and then hand over your badge and any weaponry the BTCO has been foolish enough to bestow upon you.' 
 
    Hugo smirked, fist pumping privately as he watched his nemesis ostracized by those who knew best. The Committee waited and Bermuda took a few moments. Slowly, he pushed his chair back and looked at them all. 
 
    'Ladies and gentlemen, may I say a few words?' 
 
    A few quiet murmurs. 
 
    'You have the floor.' Wiggins waved him to the space between their elevated desk and the tables that the two agents sat at. Bermuda slowly walked before them, looking them all in the eye. 
 
    'Look at me,' Bermuda urged. 'Take a good look.' 
 
    The Committee members mumbled in confusion, theirs drawn to the battered state of Bermuda's face. His eye, still slightly swollen, was framed by bruising and a thick scar. 
 
    'I didn't ask to be an agent. In fact, I never asked for any of this. All I ever wanted was to see the world the way everyone else does. To be able to work a nine-to-five and go home to a house full of love and happiness. To be able to at least hold my daughter and tell her I love her. But I can't. 
 
    'I can't because this world isn't the only world out there. We all know this, but we can't share it. We manage it. We keep an eye on it so the people who have the lives we crave get to have them. Their perfect world surrounded by a more dangerous one they don't know exists.' 
 
    'Get to the point, Jones.' Black spoke, agitated at the gall of the young man before him. 
 
    'You need me.' 
 
    Bermuda stared at the members before him, feeling the words of Ottoway resonating within him. 
 
    'Excuse me?' Black responded, veins straining against his temples with rage. 
 
    'You need me. It's okay, because I'm starting to realise that I need you, too. I need a purpose. This curse, or whatever the hell it is, has ruined my life, but I won't let it be for nothing.' 
 
    'You're saying it is your destiny?' Wiggins chipped in, Bermuda sensing that she was slightly warming to him. 
 
    'No.' 
 
    'Then what?' Black demanded, his thick grey eyebrows scrunched into a frown. 
 
    'Right now, Barnaby is out there, and he's stealing people. He's bringing this convergence to its end. He's already stronger than me, and when his connection with our world is complete, then we are screwed. I don't know when or where that will be, but right now I'm the best chance you got.' 
 
    An awkward silence sat in the room as Bermuda looked around the room. 
 
    'Now I am an arsehole, I know that. But there are still a few things left in this world worth fighting for. So let me for fight them. Let me find Barnaby and try and stop him. If I do, I will walk back in here, give you my badge, and take whatever punishment you want.' 
 
    'And if you don't stop him?' a cynical Black asked, his arms folded in disappointment at the sense Bermuda's words relayed. 
 
    'Then it doesn't really matter, does it?' Bermuda shrugged. 'We will all be erased.' 
 
    A look of panic was shared by the senior members. Bermuda stepped forward, experiencing a feeling of acceptance for the first time. 
 
    'Let me be the balance.' 
 
    The Committee members huddled together, their scattered whispers inaudible to Bermuda or his adversary. Hugo angrily watched on in disbelief. 
 
    Black cleared his throat. 'Very well.' 
 
    'Thank you. All of you.' 
 
    Bermuda turned to leave as Hugo slammed his fists angrily on the table. 
 
    'What the hell?' His French accent more prominent with rage. 'This is an outrage.' 
 
    'Oh, and on the grounds of apologising to my fellow agent, Hugo,' Bermuda interrupted, looking his sneering colleague up and down. 'I'd rather have intimate first-hand knowledge of Osama Bin Laden's ball-bag.' 
 
    Wiggins sniggered as Black just shook his head. 
 
    'Dismissed.' 
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    Hugo slammed through the doors, marching angrily down the corridor and turning the air a shade of French blue. Before the doors could rock back on their hinges, Bermuda emerged, a look of determination on his face which quickly turned to surprise. 
 
    'I assume it didn't go Hugo's way?' Vincent mused, a wry smile across his ancient face. 
 
    'He'll be fine.' Bermuda shook a couple of mints into his hand. 'He just needs to be less of a dick.' 
 
    'Quite.' 
 
    'What can I do for you, Vincent?' 
 
    'I've been looking for you.' 
 
    'You and everyone else, it seems,' Bermuda joked, crunching the Tic Tacs between his teeth. 
 
    'I have been doing some research in regards to your condition.' 
 
    Bermuda reached out, grabbing Vincent by the arm and leading him to a quiet nook just off of the main corridor. Vincent, taken slightly aback by Bermuda's ability to manhandle him, shook him off. 
 
    'Let's not broadcast that, eh?' 
 
    'Unhand me.' 
 
    'Sorry.' Bermuda held his hands up in apology, looking around to ensure they were alone. 'What have you found?' 
 
    'Well, it would seem that Barnaby's actions with regards to his convergence had caused an anomaly in the existence with your world and that of my own.' 
 
    'Meaning?' 
 
    'Meaning his plan to merge with this world is nearly at fruition. Hence why he was able to hurl you through that wall.' 
 
    'No, he had a latch stone. I saw it hanging around his neck.' Bermuda responded, shaking his head in disagreement. 
 
    'Well, it would seem that would soon be rendered useless. With the results of my tests, I would conclude he need only steal one more person for a convergence before his dream becomes reality.' 
 
    'And our reality becomes a nightmare.' 
 
    'Exactly.' Vincent's grey skin looked even paler. 'He needs to be stopped.' 
 
    Bermuda nodded, patting the senior Neither on the shoulder before turning to head towards the exit and sweet release of a cigarette. 
 
    'The convergence will reach out to you too,' Vincent called out, causing Bermuda to stop in his tracks.  
 
    He turned, eyebrow raised and a flurry of questions racing through his mind. He strode back across the corridor, footsteps echoing. 
 
    'What the hell does that mean?' Bermuda asked, trying hard to mask the fear in his voice. 
 
    'Like you said, the Otherside is trying to claim you. Pull you back.'  
 
    Bermuda reluctantly agreed.  
 
    'Well with the anomalies disrupting the link between the worlds, that pull could be considerably stronger.' 
 
    'So basically, anything Otherside is a no-no?' 
 
    'That is correct.' 
 
    Bermuda drew a sharp breath through gritted teeth, weighing up the new information. 
 
    'I guess I'll just have to take my chances.' He reached out to pat Vincent on the shoulder before stopping a few inches away and then retracting. He flashed the Neither a grin before marching towards the elevator to return him above ground and back to the real world. 
 
    As the doors opened, Vincent spoke. 
 
    'What are you going to do?' 
 
    Bermuda looked up at him, for once truly accepting the size of the task and the responsibility that rested with him. 
 
    He thought of kissing Sophie one more time. 
 
    He imagined being able to hold his daughter once again. 
 
    The doors began to slide shut. 
 
    'I'm going to save the world.' 
 
    They closed, the elevator whizzing back towards civilization as Vincent stared at the steel doors before him. 
 
    'Good luck,' he quietly said to himself, hoping beyond hope that Bermuda would be good on his word. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Bermuda stepped out onto the street, he took a deep breath. The air always felt fresher having been in the HQ, as if he were slowly being suffocated below. He looked around at the tourists all lining up to visit the Shard, peering up and wondering if Ottoway was on the viewing platform, casting a watchful eye over the Capitol. 
 
    The fresh air soon turned to cancerous smoke as Bermuda lit a cigarette, slowly strolling across the bright white concrete that led to London Bridge Station. Decked out in his suit and his hair slicked back, he could have passed for a London office worker, rushing through the rat race to be at his desk on time. 
 
    But he wasn't. 
 
    He was an agent of the BTCO. 
 
    He was humanity’s best hope of survival. 
 
    Part of him wanted the world to turn and thank him, pat him on the back and thank him for his sacrifice. The thought of being believed was one Bermuda had experienced every single day of his life. 
 
    But now he didn't want to be believed. 
 
    He wanted the world to continue its naivety, to continue with its life without knowing it could come crashing to an end in the next few hours. 
 
    If the world was going to end tomorrow, would you want know? 
 
    Bermuda distracted himself, pulling his phone from his suit jacket and flicking it open. He clicked the keypad a number of times before sending Sophie the following text. 
 
    'Didn't get fired. Shock. :) x' 
 
    He could feel his face blushing; the idea of actually having someone to text was strange. Not only that, this person seemed to believe him. 
 
    Even stranger, she seemed to like him. 
 
    As he took the final puff and checked there were no litter police in the vicinity, his phone rumbled and he was powerless to stop the smile etching itself across his face. 
 
    'Nice one. Who do you work for? Ghostbusters? X' 
 
    Bermuda chuckled, losing signal as he ventured across the concourse of London Bridge towards the trains. As he boarded, he recalled the sense of purpose he felt in that chamber, facing the power of the BTCO and finally realising what was expected of him. 
 
    The world didn't know it, but they were relying on him now. Everyone he cared about. 
 
    If he wanted to see Sophie again. 
 
    The idea of holding his Chloe one more time? 
 
    He had to find Barnaby and stop him. 
 
    He rode the train to Peckham Rye, following the same path before that led to Bellenden Road, the place where he was first introduced to this case. Walking past the cosy coffee shops and unique shops where London's trendiest flocked, he made his way to the alley where Jess went missing. 
 
    He wanted to race through, up the stairs of Garland House, and wrap his arms around Sophie again. But what would be the point if the world was to end? Hands on hips, he stood in the shadows of the alleyway, the spring breeze whipping through, clattering off the walls like a pinball. 
 
    The symbol was still there, burnt into the wall, for his eyes only. A few crisp packets slithered across the concrete and Bermuda watched for a few moments. There was nothing here. 
 
    Nothing to tell him where Barnaby could be or where he would open his next doorway. He lit a cigarette, allowing the nicotine to infiltrate his body as he pondered. 
 
    He had already headed back to the station before he took his next puff. 
 
      
 
    The queue to the Cutty Sark was not as long as he had expected, especially as the police had shut the giant ship down for a few moments. Overlooking the Thames, Bermuda took his time, even experiencing a little tourism as he read the informative plaques that adorned the displays. 
 
    The vessel itself was a colossal demonstration of the human imagination and hard graft. Large, thick beams ran through the centre of the ship, keeping the upper deck supported. Bermuda slowly walked up the stairs, chuckling to himself at the cordon around the hole in the deck. A couple of labourers measured up the breakage, not knowing it was he who had caused it. 
 
    Somehow, explaining to them that he had been launched like a lawn dart through it didn't seem like the best idea. He slowly made his way back down to the corner where Josh Cooper went missing, seeing the area for the first time in the daylight. Without the terrifying threat of the giant Other snapping at his heels, he took his time to survey the entire area. 
 
    Nothing of any use. 
 
    Just the twelve-sided burn in the wood, the key that unlocked the path to the Otherside. 
 
    Bermuda could only imagine their experience, being forced through a portal to a world that only he could survive in. A world he ran from as soon as he could. 
 
    Where were the bodies? 
 
    Thanking the staff who spent their time on the ship, Bermuda exited, making his way back down Greenwich High Street and to the station, the DLR train making its pre-programmed stop just as he reached the platform. 
 
    He boarded the driverless train and made his way back towards the centre of London. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    After a few changes, Bermuda walked out of the Underground Station of Regent's Park. Following the concrete path that cut through the beautiful surroundings, he eventually found the spot where Alfie Evans went missing. He approached the tree trunk, this time prepared for a sudden appearance of Barnaby. 
 
    Those piercing black eyes. 
 
    He didn't show. 
 
    Bermuda slowly checked the surrounding area, but there would be no clues. 
 
    He knew that. 
 
    The symbol was indented in the wood, as fresh as it was on his previous visit. It called to him. Begging him to touch it. With a disappointed sigh, Bermuda headed back towards the station, puffing on a cigarette and hoping beyond hope for some inspiration. 
 
      
 
    It didn't arrive in the Westfield's toilet in Shepherd’s Bush. 
 
    Standing with his hands on his hips, he stared at the cubicle wall, cursing the same symbol he had seen everywhere else. 
 
    The Gate-Maker. 
 
    Resigned to defeat, Bermuda slowly exited the gents’, making his way back out into the shopping centre. Thousands of people wandered the centre, all with their own shopping agendas and lack of patience. Humanity at its finest, unaware of the impending extinction it faced. 
 
    There were no leads. 
 
    Nothing to tell Bermuda where to go. 
 
    Dejected, he walked to the bannister that surrounded the second floor, draping his arms over it and dropping his head. He was tired. His torso screamed in agony, the broken ribs rattling against his organs. 
 
    'I assume you will be staying.' 
 
    Bermuda smiled at the sound of Argyle's voice. 
 
    'They haven't got rid of me just yet, Big Guy.' 
 
    'I am pleased. For what it is worth, I believe you are the best chance we have of finding Barnaby.' 
 
    'Yeah?' Bermuda pushed himself back up, overshadowed by the imposing frame of his partner. 'Why's that?' 
 
    'Because it is what you do. You find people.'  
 
    Bermuda scoffed.  
 
    'I know not of the reasoning for it, but that is why they call you Bermuda, is it not?' 
 
    He was right. Bermuda knew he was. He ran a frustrated hand through his hair, undoing the fine work of earlier. 
 
    'I'm out of ideas, man. I've been to every location we have for just one smidgen of a clue.' 
 
    'There is nothing. I know, I also have rechecked.' 
 
    'We have a day—a day and a half, tops.' Bermuda shook his head in disbelief. 'We got nothing.' 
 
    'I revisited Others’ Town. No signs there, although word is a few Others have joined Barnaby's quest. A few fanatics.' 
 
    'Wonderful.' Bermuda sighed. 
 
    'Apparently they see it as a wise move to join him before he eviscerates this world.' 
 
    'Not a bad idea.' 
 
    Bermuda slowly turned, his feet leading him towards the exit. He could get the train back to Bushey, crack a Doombar and message Sophie. See if she wanted to spend the end of the world with him. 
 
    They could hold each other as the world evaporated. 
 
    'Bermuda.' 
 
    He stopped, turning to face his partner with a look of pure dejection. 
 
    'Yeah?' 
 
    'This is my world, too. It's worth fighting for.' 
 
    'I know.' Bermuda offered a hopeful smile before turning back towards the exit. 'I know.' 
 
    Argyle watched his partner leave through the masses of consumers, assured that he wouldn't give up. Bermuda was a lot of things, but he wasn't a quitter. He was stubborn and refused to be beaten. 
 
    He needed Bermuda to realise this. 
 
    He needed Bermuda to be Bermuda. 
 
    For the next hour or so, Argyle stood and watched as humanity circled around him, trading their obsession for money for their obsession with clothes. 
 
    Humanity was none the wiser. 
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    Sophie had finished her coffee before returning to Bermuda's bedroom. She found a spare towel and took a shower, allowing the warm water to cascade over her body. She chuckled as she thought about him. 
 
    The man had been certified as insane. He was covered neck to waist in tattoos, many of them the scribblings of a madman. He spoke of other worlds and disappearing people. Of monsters in the shadows and of warriors fighting against them. 
 
    He believed her best friend had been taken by a sinister man in a top hat, harvested for her life source and stolen to another world. 
 
    Yet lying in bed with him, with his strong arms wrapped around her, she had never felt safer. 
 
    As she washed the water through her delicate hair, she could feel her reservations about having a boyfriend being washed away. The thought of spending more time with Bermuda made her excited, the prospect of kissing him again—even making love to him—drew a large smile across her face. 
 
    She dried off and redressed, taking the time to make Bermuda's bed properly and then organise the dishes around his sink a little neater. She wasn't quite ready to do his washing just yet. 
 
    As she was on the train back to Euston, her heart fluttered as she received a text from him, a message of positivity that he wasn't to lose his job. She fired one back, a nerdy joke about his job before losing herself in her headphones. 
 
    Her music filtered out the crowds at Euston Station and at London Bridge, and before she knew it she was walking through Peckham High Street, weaving in and out of the busy foot traffic and overflowing bins. 
 
    Her errands consisted of paying a cheque in at the bank and doing a quick food shop, and as she meandered around the supermarket she could feel herself feeling better. 
 
    As if, even though he sounded completely crazy, Bermuda had returned a measure of calm to her. For the first time since Jess had gone missing, she felt like she would see her again. 
 
    She would go home, catch up on any correspondence, and demand her agent book her some more jobs. 
 
    Life could be good again. 
 
    As she paid for her shopping, an uneasy feeling that a set of eyes had latched onto her caused her to scan the shop. 
 
    There was no one there. 
 
    No one was watching her.  
 
    Not that she could see. 
 
    She made her way home, responding to emails and having a lengthy call with her agent about the prospect of returning to work soon. Things were starting to feel like normal. 
 
    Why did she have such faith in Bermuda? 
 
    She knew why. It was because, despite every single warning sign that she should stay away from him, there was one quality that shone through. 
 
    He was genuine. 
 
    He cared, and she had seen the battle scars that dominated his body that proved it. 
 
    As she filed a few emails away, she quickly sat up from the sofa, her eyes peering into every corner of the room. Knowing full well that hearing stories of another world was exacerbating her paranoia, she couldn't help but feel there was something watching her. 
 
    She turned on the lamp, revealing nothing but a large curtain in the corner of the room. 
 
    She didn't see him. How could she? 
 
    As her evening progressed, she watched the news and then did her thirty-minute ab workout. After cleaning up, she made herself a light dinner before once again snuggling on the sofa, selecting the next episode of her favourite show and praising the world for on-demand TV. 
 
    He watched her the entire time. 
 
    Her every move was noted, the graceful way in which she lifted herself from the sofa. The smoothness of her skin, such a rich and healthy colour. The contours of her well-toned muscles. 
 
    Yes, she would be perfect. 
 
    The running water clattered the dishes in the sink and Sophie hummed, testing the temperature of the water as she gazed out of the window. 
 
    London was lit up, a beautiful explosion of different shades of lightbulb. Twinkling bursts of yellow in the distance. 
 
    Smiling at the beauty, she slowly pulled the curtain across, blocking the outside world from her kitchen. Picking up the sponge, she slowly began to scrub the pan. 
 
    Tap. Tap. 
 
    She stepped back. Her kitchen was on the third floor, a good twenty feet from the ground. But it sounded like someone had drummed their fingers on the window. 
 
    She waited for a moment, leaning slightly closer to the window with every breath. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    'Come on. Don't be silly now,' she said out loud, scorning herself for allowing her paranoia to exploit her fear. She continued to scrub, the sauce from her delicious dinner now proving to be quite the adversary. 
 
    Tap. Tap. 
 
    She shrieked in fear. The sponge and dish clattered to the bottom of the sink and she stepped back, water dripping from her hands to the patterned tiles below. Sophie stared at the window with fear, nervously running a wet hand through her dark, silky hair. 
 
    She fondled into the pocket of her jeans for her phone, the device slipping due to the soap and crashing on the floor. 
 
    'Fuck,' she muttered, grabbing a tea towel and drying both her digits and the phone. Crouched down below the sink, she dialled the number. 
 
    Ring. Ring. 
 
    She nervously looked around, too scared to stand back up. It all seemed so silly. Surely he would just laugh at her. 
 
    Ring. Ring. 
 
    She wrestled back control of her breathing, scolding herself for being reduced to cowering on the floor and acting the damsel in distress. 
 
    'Hello. You’re through to Bermuda Jones. I can't come to phone right now, so leave a message and there is a slim chance I may listen.' 
 
    She waited for the beep, slowly pushing herself back onto her feet. 
 
    'Hey. It's Soph. Sorry—I just got a little panicked is all. I guess when you hear all those stories and whatnot, you think anything and everything is after you.' She giggled sheepishly. 'Anyways, I just heard a rattle against my window and went into some blind panic. I'm okay. Honest.' 
 
    She pulled back the curtain that covered the kitchen window. 
 
    That was when he launched through. 
 
    Smashing the glass with minimal fuss, his long, thin, grey fingers clutched around her throat, stifling her screams as her phone crashed to the floor. Her eyes widened with fear as he smiled, showing rows of sharp, jagged teeth. 
 
    He towered over her, his broad shoulders filling out the tatty suit, his jet-black eyes staring through her, knowing he now had the perfect bait. 
 
    She tried to scream, yet Sophie found herself unconscious in seconds, falling limp in the arms of her captor. 
 
    Barnaby. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sitting behind the wheel of his Porsche, Hugo gently squeezed the bridge of his nose. The bones sloshed, still broken and shattered, and he yelled angrily, his eyes watering with pain. 
 
    'Fuck you, Bermuda!' he muttered to himself, concerned that his good looks were forever tainted. He dabbed the tears from his eyes, the faint purple bruising around them only adding to his anger. 
 
    How could they not remove him from duty? 
 
    The man was a walking liability. He lacked respect for the Otherside, for 'the Knack', and for the BTCO. He struck a fellow agent, yet they didn't punish him? He still gets to be the saviour. 
 
    'Your time will come,' Marco said, his voice inflected with a slight lisp, only adding to his reptilian presence. 
 
    'My time is now. It has been since the day we were partnered.' Hugo sneered, his battered face contorting painfully. 'It is that rat, Bermuda, who stands in our way.' 
 
    They sat in silence, Hugo taking in the unfamiliar surroundings. The streets were narrow, lined by quaint shops, independent businesses that also acted as staples of the local community. Used to living in his penthouse in South London, surrounded by chain restaurants, he shuddered at how some lived. 
 
    It made him question Bermuda even more. 
 
    Why would he live in Bushey? 
 
    The High Street had very little beyond a couple of pubs and a few newsagents. A large church, surrounded by immaculate grounds, was lodged right in the middle. 
 
    'Do you believe this will work?' Marco asked, trying to return Hugo's focus to the car. 
 
    'I don't know. He said he needed to find this Barnaby character in the next day or so, otherwise we are finished.' 
 
    'And you plan to hijack it?' 
 
    'I plan to take what is mine. I should be the one they hinge the organisation on. I should be the one who saves the world. Not him. He is nothing but an arrogant alcoholic arsehole. No, this should be mine. And I am going to take what belongs to me.' 
 
    Hugo looked up at the building further down the road. The stolen file that sat in his lap indicated that inside should be Bermuda. 
 
    After his speech to the Committee, Hugo ascertained that Bermuda was close. So any movement would be followed, and then Hugo would sweep in. 
 
    Hugo would catch this Barnaby. 
 
    Then Bermuda would be gone. 
 
    'So what do we do?' Marco asked, his scaly body slightly twisted in the seat, like a coiled snake ready to strike. 
 
    Hugo caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror, the shattered remains of his nose, wrapped in plasters that divided the thick, heavy bruises around his eyes. The damage done by his nemesis. 
 
    His hatred for Bermuda was growing by the second. 
 
    'We wait.' 
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    A cloud of white smoke gently wafted towards the ceiling of Bermuda's flat, hitting the whiteness before exploding to nothing. Lying on the sofa, Bermuda lifted the cigarette to his mouth again, drawing in the toxic fumes before pushing them out again. 
 
    What was he missing? 
 
    Sure enough, he had been banging his head against the wall of his office for hours, staring at the map of London that hung on his notice board. Random pins stuck photos and names to their last known locations, none of the scattergun approach even formulating a pattern. 
 
    None of the stolen were linked to the other. 
 
    None of the locations special or familiar. 
 
    Barnaby was bringing the end of the world at random. 
 
    The only thing Bermuda was sure of was he was nearly done. The strength the Other mustered to send him through that wall was unnerving. Eleven people already, and with the two-day grace period almost up, Bermuda was staring at the ceiling, trying to make peace with his failure. 
 
    On his chest lay the photo of Chloe. His cherished possession. 
 
    She would be asleep by now. Tucked up in her bed, probably surrounded by her dolls and her teddy bears. He wondered if she had a favourite, one that she wouldn't put down or give up, even when newer ones arrived. 
 
    Angela and Ian would say goodnight, the adoring parents that he wished he could have been. 
 
    She wouldn't know. The world would just end and she would know no different. 
 
    No one would. 
 
    Except him. 
 
    He could almost feel the darkness washing over the world, a tidal wave of destruction that would rip it apart without it realising. 
 
    Ring. Ring. 
 
    Bermuda startled, sitting up and dropping ash all over his chest. He scraped it off, tutting as he rescued the photo, carefully placing it on the side table. 
 
    It was Sophie. 
 
    His head dropped. Just his luck, considering what had happened throughout his life, that he would finally meet a girl he was actually crazy about a few hours before the world would be destroyed. 
 
    He couldn't bring himself to answer it, letting it ring out until it hit his voice mail. Hopefully she would leave a message; the sound of her voice would be comforting right now. 
 
    Easing himself off the sofa, Bermuda clutched his shattered side, the ribs aching as the strains of the battle began to take their toll. He could still barely see out of his eye, the swelling reducing but not vacating. With calm, measured steps, he ventured into the kitchen, retrieving a Doombar and cracking it open. 
 
    His office was a mess. 
 
    His desk was a battlefield, with beer cans and sheets of paper battling for supremacy. An ashtray overflowed, with dead cigarettes littering the edge of the desk and surrounding carpet. The wall itself was beginning to look like a scene from a detective show, with photos and string connecting them. All of it adding up to absolutely nothing. 
 
    Bermuda dropped down onto his desk chair, his momentum knocking a few sheets of paper to the floor. 
 
    'For fuck’s sake,' he muttered, ignoring the mess and fishing another cigarette from his pocket. He sparked it into life and then caught a glimpse of himself in the window. 
 
    He looked haggard and beaten. 
 
    He raised his can. 
 
    'To the end of the world.' He toasted to himself, slowly shaking his head as he finished off the ale. 
 
    Ring. Ring. 
 
    Bermuda's phone vibrated against his thigh again, Sophie obviously eager to speak to him. Maybe he should just answer, invite her over, and accept the apocalypse in the arms of the most beautiful woman he had met. 
 
    He slid the phone from his pocket. 
 
    It was his sister, Charlotte. 
 
    He silently cursed, realising he forgot to return her call from the other night. With a heavy sigh, he clicked accept. 
 
    'Wow, I didn't expect you to answer.' Charlotte's voice held genuine surprise. 
 
    'Sorry, Charles. I'm kinda busy,' he lied, slowly pushing himself out of his chair and back to the kitchen for another can. 
 
    'Off saving the world?' 
 
    'Something like that.' He thought he should tell her, the end of existence that he was too simple to stop. 
 
    'Well, how are you? It's been a while.' 
 
    Bermuda caught another glimpse of his reflection, the battered mess that compiled his face gleaming off the window. 
 
    'I'm okay. Had a rough week or so with work. Got attacked by a wild beast on the Cutty Sark.' 
 
    'THAT WAS YOU?' Charlotte exclaimed, then chuckled. 'I saw it on the news. They bumped up the terror threat because of you.' 
 
    'To be fair, that's not the worst thing I have ever done.' 
 
    It was nice to hear his sister laugh. Along with Brett, she was the only other person not to give up on him. He cracked open a can and slowly walked to his living room, the stale odour of smoke in the air. 
 
    'How's George?' he asked, wishing for a day when he could meet his nephew. 
 
    'He's good. Big. Keeps telling me he wants pizza.' They chuckled. 'Even when he is in the bath. He wants pizza.' 
 
    'Such a strange child.' 
 
    'Yeah. Mum came by the other day.' 
 
    'Yeah?' Bermuda couldn't hide his disappointment. 
 
    'She is doing well. She's sixty days clean now, Frankie. She is really trying.' 
 
    Bermuda gritted his teeth, swallowing any words that would ruin the call. All he remembered was her drinking—incoherent babbling about a father who was a waste of space and angry tears of how the world let her down. 
 
    The yelling and shouting. 
 
    The beatings. 
 
    'There are no such thing as monsters,' she used to scream as a terrified Bermuda hid from her. 
 
    'She asked about you.' 
 
    'I'm glad she is well.' 
 
    Charlotte knew that was the end of that conversation and she hesitated. Bermuda could sense the dread. 
 
    'Angela called me.'  
 
    He swung a fist at the wall, his head dropping in sadness.  
 
    'She said she saw you last week.' 
 
    'Yeah, she did.' 
 
    'She was worried.'  
 
    Bermuda remained silent.  
 
    'For God’s sake, Frankie, do you ever want to see your daughter again?' 
 
    'Of course I do,' Bermuda snapped. 'All I have done, every year I have stayed away, I did for their safety. Do you think it doesn't kill me, knowing someone else is raising my baby girl? Getting to tuck her in at night. Drive her to ballet. It kills me every morning when I wake up and every night before I go to sleep.' 
 
    'Then change it. Be a part of her life,' Charlotte pleaded, her voice cracking with sadness. 
 
    'I can't. As long as I exist in that world, I cannot exist in this one.' 
 
    Bermuda rubbed his eyes with his fingers, begging himself not to cry. If the world only had a few more hours left, he didn't want to spend it haunted by the family he had to leave. 
 
    The life he never got to have. 
 
    'That girl needs her father.' 
 
    'She needs me to stay away from her.' 
 
    'You're missing the point!' Charlotte angrily growled. 'God, you can be such an arsehole at times!' 
 
    Bermuda lifted his head. A look of realisation spread across his swollen, battle-hardened face. 
 
    'What did you just say?' 
 
    'I said you can be an arsehole at times.' 
 
    'I know that. No, before?' 
 
    Bermuda slowly turned, looking towards his office. 
 
    'I said you are missing the point.' 
 
    'I gotta go.' 
 
    Bermuda hung up and dropped the phone, his eyes fixated on his office. Ignoring the pain that roared from his broken body, he shuffled quickly through the door and into the office. He frantically searched for a marker pen, sending random sheets and a number of beer cans hurtling to the ground. 
 
    Snatching a black marker pen he stormed the notice board, slamming it against the large map of London, and began to draw. With each line, his shoulders slumped. 
 
    He stared open-mouthed as he drew the final line. 
 
    He dropped the marker pen and stepped back, his eyes wide and pushing a tear down a face that was open-mouthed. He slowly shook his head. 
 
    He was so focused on the twelve sides. 
 
    He ignored the points of connection. 
 
    Twelve points. 
 
    In front of him, the map now showed him everything he needed to know. Following the crude sketch of the Gate-Maker symbol, he had systematically connected all of the eleven locations where Barnaby had stolen his selected. 
 
    It was never the people. 
 
    Running his hands through his hair in disbelief, he slowly approached the board, pushing through the agony as he bent down to collect the marker. 
 
    He connected the final two lines. 
 
    The final convergence. 
 
    Big Ben. 
 
    That was where Barnaby would do it. The final place. 
 
    'Gotcha,' Bermuda allowed himself, tapping the landmark with his finger before heading to his bedroom. With great care he eased off his T-shirt, swapping it for a fresh one. Jeans and shoes followed, along with the long black jacket. 
 
    He pushed his hair to the side and then collected his badge and car keys from the unit. Carefully, he opened the locked box on his dresser, the resting place of his trusty tomahawk. 
 
    Phone? 
 
    Remembering, he quickly raced to the front room, retrieving it from the un-hoovered carpet. He noticed he had a voicemail. As he marched to the door he played it, lifting it to his ear. 
 
    'Hey. It's Soph. Sorry, I just got a little panicked is all. I guess when you hear all those stories and whatnot, you think anything and everything is after you.' 
 
    He chuckled, closing the front door behind him and locking it. 
 
    'Anyways, I just heard a rattle against my window and went into some blind panic. I'm okay. Honest.' 
 
    Suddenly, the shattering of glass could be heard, causing Bermuda to stop, his eyes widening with fear. Sophie screamed before being instantly silenced, the slow crunch of boot on glass. 
 
    Bermuda's face scrunched into a determined snarl. 
 
    He could hear the phone being lifted, someone holding it as his message came to a terrifying close. 
 
    The voice of Barnaby. 
 
    'Keep up, Bermuda.' 
 
    Bermuda raced to his car. 
 
    'Keep up.'


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    The black Honda Civic roared down the dual carriageway, weaving in amongst the traffic. Behind the wheel, Bermuda flicked through his phone, keeping one eye on the road ahead. The spring evening had taken a turn for the worst, a shower of rain falling down and covering his windscreen in wet freckles. 
 
    Bermuda lifted the phone to his ear, shifting gear with the other hand before gripping the wheel again, the car bursting around the car in front. 
 
    'Come on. Come on.' 
 
    His mind was racing. 
 
    Barnaby had Sophie. The one thing he had strived to do ever since he had joined the BTCO was to keep those he cared about safe. For three years, he hadn't seen his daughter. 
 
    Now, within a week of meeting him, Sophie was about to be stolen, pushed through to the Otherside, and bound for an eternity of emptiness. 
 
    Well done, Bermuda.  
 
    Finally, the call connected. 
 
    'Hello and welcome to Denderman Co. Please state your four-digit code to proceed.' 
 
    Bermuda rolled his eyes. 
 
    'This is Agent Jones. I have located Barnaby.' 
 
    'Please state your four-digit code to proceed.' The voice was friendly and female. 
 
    'For fuck’s sake, lady. I don't have the code. Just tell Ottoway that I know where Barnaby is. I'm heading to Big Ben and I need you to send Argyle.' 
 
    'I'm sorry. Please stated your—‘ 
 
    'Just tell Argyle to meet me at Big Ben. Get him to do whatever it is he does to get there.' He hung up the phone, throwing it into the passenger seat. 'For fuck’s sake.' 
 
    Bermuda pushed his foot down, the engine of his car straining as it whipped through the wet night, heading as fast as it could towards London. 
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    Hugo was half asleep in his car when Marco nudged him, directing his gaze towards the building. Wiping the sleep from his eyes, Hugo peered out, watching as Bermuda shuffled as fast as he could towards his car, the phone pressed against his ear. 
 
    A sense of urgency hung in the air. 
 
    He dropped into the driver’s seat, the lights bursting and revealing the rain. The engine erupted, and within seconds, Bermuda spun a turn in the road and shot off. 
 
    'Here we go.' Hugo smirked, his Porsche waking from its slumber at the turn of a key, and within moments he was following Bermuda, eager to see where they were heading. 
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    Rain had started to fall over London, the drops crashing against the side of the grand clock tower that thrusted up towards the grey clouds. The clock face was an explosion of light and time; the iconic face of the Big Ben clock was fast approaching midnight. 
 
    Around the tower, the immaculate grounds were separated from the public by large cast-iron gates. Over ten feet tall and immovable, the thick black gate kept the public a safe distance from the pristine and hallowed grounds that surrounded the magnificent structure. 
 
    A stone’s throw away was the House of Parliament, a building usually swarming with smart-suited politicians, each one with a false smile and a hidden agenda. A cage for the snakes of the country. 
 
    The striking architecture that engulfed the city was lit up, stunningly painting the skyline with their majesty. The rain splashed against it, covering the glorious buildings with a shimmer. 
 
    Barnaby gazed out through the magnificent face of the clock, stood behind the symbol of time that rang true throughout this world. His black eyes gazed over the city before him, his revulsion of the human race resurfacing as he spied a few of them walking through the pristine area. 
 
    Soon they would bow to him. 
 
    Soon they would be erased. 
 
    A new order would soon reign true, all under his watchful eye. The disease known as humanity would be vaccinated, the world passed to those who truly deserve it. 
 
    With a flash of his jagged teeth he smiled, his gaze from the hundred-and-fifty-six-year-old building transfixed below. 
 
    Behind him, Sophie lay motionless on the ground. Her unconsciousness had lasted since her abduction; she would feel no pain as she was passed through. 
 
    She would become his. 
 
    The only pain would be for Bermuda when he witnessed her being stripped from this world. 
 
    Over three hundred feet below, a couple of pathetic Others were waiting, the preparation for Bermuda's arrival almost complete. The useless creatures had strapped all but one of his stolen to the wall. Ten of them hung from their wrists, unmoving and unaware. 
 
    Empty vessels. 
 
    In the middle, Barnaby had selected the one that had caused Bermuda to play. The one that meant something to his beloved Sophie. 
 
    Jessica Lambert. 
 
    She would be paraded before him and then slaughtered. 
 
    It was just a matter of waiting. 
 
    Time was slowly becoming a commodity that Bermuda was running out of. 
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    Bermuda eventually brought his car to screeching stop on the side of the street, the inevitable parking ticket not worth worrying about. Launching himself out of it and into the rain, he quickly shuffled down Westminster Bridge, the large tower of Big Ben cutting through the night sky. 
 
    The Thames crashed below him, the rain and wind picking up and causing waves to lap against the embankment, the chill of London whipping through on the wind. 
 
    Bermuda continued on, his eyes scanning the area, looking for any clue that he was correct. That Barnaby was there. As he got closer, he tried to peer beyond the thick metal fence that surrounded the magnificent clock tower, but darkness scuppered him. 
 
    After a few minutes, he arrived at the grounds, his ribs aching as he tried his best to peer through. 
 
    The darkness gave way to a blurred view, a few lights illuminating small sections of neatly cut grass and thick stone wall. 
 
    Nothing of any substance. 
 
    'We need a closer look.' 
 
    Bermuda had never been more grateful to hear Argyle's voice. He turned, nodding his appreciation. 
 
    'If I am right, then this is it,' Bermuda said wearily. 'We have to stop him, no matter what.' 
 
    'My duty is to protect you and the people of this world. You have my sword and my word.' 
 
    Bermuda patted him on the arm before looking for a way through the fence. A group of girls walked past, giggling as he smiled at them, pretending he was nothing more than an eager tourist. Once they rounded the corner towards the House of Parliament, Bermuda moved towards the gate. 
 
    Padlocked. 
 
    With a forceful shove, Bermuda leant into the gate but it barely budged, 
 
    Maybe he was wrong?  
 
    He gazed up at the bright yellow face of Big Ben, the bright light covering the rain in a vast glow, revealing it to the world. There was no way of knowing for sure. 
 
    The screech of twisted metal broke the silence, cutting through his ears like nails down a chalkboard. Turning in confusion, Bermuda shook his head in disbelief. 
 
    'Let's go,' Argyle firmly said, stepping through the twisted bars, which he had bent to the side. The sheer strength of his partner was baffling to Bermuda at times. Thick iron bars, twisted and pushed like they were made of putty. 
 
    'How strong are you?' Bermuda asked, lightening the situation as they walked onto the wet grass that surrounded Big Ben, taking measured steps through the darkness towards the giant wooden doors that led inside. 
 
    As they walked a few feet, Argyle stopped, protectively putting an arm across Bermuda, his head tilted, listening for clues in the downpour. 
 
    'What is it?' Bermuda asked, a hand instinctively reaching towards his tomahawk. 
 
    Suddenly, a blur leapt from the darkness, its small clawed feet pushing against Argyle before launching back into the shadow. 
 
    Off balance, Argyle stumbled back. Bermuda turned but was instantly knocked off his feet, a slithery spine colliding with his broken ribs and sending him crashing across the grass. 
 
    Argyle flicked back onto his feet with extreme agility, his legs bent and ready for action as the dark blur raced around the shadows that framed them. 
 
    'Are you okay?’ he called, scanning the edges of the darkness as Bermuda slowly pushed himself to his knees. 
 
    'I've been better.' He pushed himself to his feet. 'What was that?' 
 
    Before Argyle could respond, he launched, hauling Bermuda to the ground as the slithery shadow leapt forward again, missing them by a matter of inches. The rain pelted down on them as they hit the ground, mud smearing up Bermuda's jacket. 
 
    Argyle instantly leapt to his feet, his hand reaching and clasping the handle of his sword, the blade wet and casting a glow in the moonlight. 
 
    His eyes frantically searched the darkness. 
 
    It zipped by. 
 
    He could almost see it. 
 
    Bermuda slowly got to his feet, cautiously standing behind Argyle, his own search for their attacker as successful as Argyle's. He heard the footsteps scuttling, the clang of the metal fence as it lurched from the barricade. 
 
    What was it? 
 
    Bermuda, keen to get inside before the gap in the fence became public knowledge, took a few steps towards the door. 
 
    The mystery attacker launched itself from the shadows, its sharp-talon-covered hands looming for Bermuda's throat. 
 
    Argyle leapt across and snatched it out of the air, wrestling its slippery body as it tried to escape. Within seconds, the mighty warrior's strength dominated, and the beast became still and dormant. Bermuda turned back, hurrying over to his partner as they wrenched the beast into the glow of the street light. 
 
    Marco. 
 
    Perplexed, Bermuda approached the Neither; the creature was on their side. 
 
    'Marco? What the hell?' Bermuda asked, the Neither struggling in vain against Argyle's firm grasp around his neck. 
 
    'Fools. Both of you,' Marco sneered, his lisp dominating his speech. His skin, dark and scaly, glistened in the wetness of the night. 
 
    'Why are you here?' Argyle demanded. 
 
    No answer. He squeezed his mighty fist around his neck again. 
 
    'WHY?!' 
 
    Instantly it clicked and Bermuda looked up, his eyes wide with anger as Hugo raced towards the doors of Big Ben, about a hundred yards ahead of them. 
 
    He had been followed. 
 
    This was Hugo's revenge. He had Marco distract them so he could apprehend Barnaby, the only reason Bermuda had been kept on by the BTCO. 
 
    Then he would be gone. 
 
    He had no idea of the danger on the other side of the door. 
 
    Bermuda screamed for him to stop, even trying to run through the pain as Hugo raced towards the door. They fell on deaf ears. 
 
    But before Hugo reached the massive wooden doors they flew open, wind whistling through and revealing a figure of sheer terror. 
 
      
 
    Barnaby had watched them; their little fracas on the lawn of Big Ben was as pathetic as he would have imagined. Bermuda and his treacherous pet, Argyle, fighting an unknown assailant whilst the clock struck midnight. With the day anew, Barnaby was ready for the final stage of his convergence. Sophie lay prone, ready to be harvested and then eradicated like the rest of her pathetic race. 
 
    Bermuda would have a front-row seat. 
 
    With his power growing, he lowered himself down through the centre of the staircase, the winding spiral of three hundred and thirty-four steps. Gravity was slowly becoming a power weaker than his own. 
 
    He marched through the entrance of the tower, his newfound lackeys cowering at his presence. 
 
    His stolen adorned the walls like trophies, all lifeless and loose. 
 
    In the centre, the blond woman from the alleyway was ready for her death. 
 
    Bermuda would see how helpless he was when she choked. When the final breath left her before his very eyes. 
 
    It was time to welcome them in. 
 
    With a wave of his hand, the two doors ripped open, revealing the wind and wetness of the night. It whistled through, the water splashing against his grey skin, his white hair hurled frantically in every direction. 
 
    The man before him was no Bermuda. 
 
    Instantly, he snatched the human being by the neck, lifting him from his feet and holding him in the air. 
 
    The man was handsome, his face disguised by what appeared to be a broken nose and bruises around his eyes. 
 
    His accent was strange. Not like Bermuda's. 
 
    There was fear in his eyes. 
 
    He was useless. 
 
    'Please, monsieur,' the man started to plead. 
 
    Barnaby clicked his jaw a few times, his jet-black, pearl-like eyes alive with murder. 
 
    He flashed his jagged teeth and Hugo thought his final thoughts. 
 
    With a flick of the wrist, Barnaby snapped Hugo's neck, dropping his lifeless body to the ground in the doorway of one of London's most famous landmarks. 
 
    Racing through the rain, Bermuda screamed in anger at the death of his comrade, something that brought joy to Barnaby as he walked back into the structure, leaving the door wide open. 
 
    He was inviting Bermuda and Argyle in for the final moments of the human race. 
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    Bermuda dropped to his knees, reaching out for Hugo. He grabbed him by the scruff of his jacket, shaking the body and willing it back to life. 
 
    'Come on, you bastard. Don't fucking die.' 
 
    He knew the words were useless. Bruising and swelling had already surfaced across the snapped neck, the spinal cord severed from the brain. 
 
    Hugo was dead. 
 
    Rain crashed down around them, slapping against the concrete as Bermuda gritted his teeth with fury. The man may have been as antagonistic as they come, but he was a good agent. 
 
    He didn't deserve to die. 
 
    Argyle and Marco slowly approached, their rain-soaked scuffle ending when they heard Bermuda's cry of anguish. With a sense of dread they approached, Marco slithering next to Bermuda, his pained eyes staring at his dead partner. 
 
    'I'm sorry, Marco,' Bermuda muttered. 
 
    Marco just stared at the body. The man he had spent the last eight years with lay motionless. Slowly, Marco hissed his bitter words. 
 
    'All he wanted was your recognition.' 
 
    'I know. I never asked for this,' Bermuda said, gently patting the Neither on the back as he got to his feet. Marco hung his head, the rain crashing against the scales that covered his body. 
 
    'Don't let it be in vain.' 
 
    Bermuda nodded and turned towards the large doors, the wind hurtling through as the clock tower welcomed them. Argyle gently rested a hand on Marco's back, urging him to return to the BTCO and request help, to ensure Hugo's body would be properly taken care of. 
 
    Marco took a few more moments, saying a silent goodbye to his fallen partner before slithering off into the shadows as Argyle suggested. With powerful, purposeful strides, Argyle approached the tower, joining Bermuda. 
 
    'Let's do this.' 
 
    Argyle's voice echoed with bass, the warrior ready for battle. With a vengeful scowl painted across his face, Bermuda lead the way, the two of them crossing the threshold and into the famous tower. 
 
    The doors slammed shut behind them.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Their footsteps rebounded off the high concrete walls, encasing each step with its own echo. The walls were lined with a thin wooden skirting that ran around the entire room like a bow around a neatly wrapped present. 
 
    The floor itself was wet and slippery, the rain that managed to infiltrate only adding to the cold dereliction of the mighty tower. 
 
    Bermuda looked around. The bare walls were unnerving, and the most famous clock in the world was surprisingly hollow on the inside. 
 
    Argyle walked with calm, measured steps, one hand reaching high behind his neck, his fingers dancing a few inches from the handle of his blade. 
 
    Ready for anything. 
 
    Towards the far wall was a thick wooden door with a small window that revealed only darkness. 
 
    Splashed across the frame in white letters, was 'Clock Tower'. 
 
    'Here we go,' Bermuda said, more to himself than to Argyle. 
 
    Creaking on large hinges, the door slowly opened, revealing a wooden floor that disappeared a few feet further into darkness. The crunching of mechanised cogs was extremely loud, drowning out any second thoughts that could have possibly infiltrated Bermuda's mind. 
 
    There were none. 
 
    Barnaby had Sophie. 
 
    He had just killed Hugo and was going to end the human race. 
 
    Bermuda needed to stop him. 
 
    Nudging slowly ahead of Argyle, Bermuda cautiously stepped into the darkness, his hand under his coat, ready to draw his weapon at any moment. Pain slipped away from him, the numbness of his ribs abandoning him, replaced by a steely determination to save the world. 
 
    Beyond the cranking of the clock's mechanics turning, Bermuda heard a shuffling, the sound of beastly claws dragging across the wood. 
 
    Something was in the room with them. 
 
    Argyle clearly heard it too, his hand clasping the handle of his mighty blade, his body ready for action. His voice full of menace. 
 
    'Show yourself or face death.' 
 
    Bermuda was impressed, fearing for any creature that defied his partner. 
 
    The lights suddenly burst into life, the large room they were in bathed in a sharp glow. Large, rusty cogs slowly circled each other, the mechanised motor shifting in different directions as the clockwork tower continued its job as being a large timepiece. 
 
    There was no sign on Barnaby. 
 
    It was what framed the wall that caused Bermuda the most distress. 
 
    With their hands wrapped in thin, coarse rope, ten humans hung from the wall, their arms outstretched, their eyes lifeless. Vincent had mentioned there was still hope for them, that they were not dead. 
 
    Just lost. Their bodies empty and void of life that could be returned to them. Bermuda knew how, but retrieving the latch stone from Barnaby was another job entirely. Proudly displayed, ten of the stolen draped around them, a punishing layer of proof of just how powerful Barnaby had become. 
 
    'Bermuda.' 
 
    Argyle hauled Bermuda's attention away from the prizes that lined the wall, his eyes widening in shock. 
 
    It was Jessica. 
 
    Recognising her from the photo, she again stood lifeless, her feet precariously planted on a small, shaking wooden stall. Around her neck, a noose, ready to catch, tighten and remove her from existence. 
 
    Argyle slowly approached, sword ready as three Others—thin and gaunt with sharp, pointy features—surrounded the human, ready to end her. 
 
    Argyle took one more step. 
 
    They kicked the stool. 
 
    Jessica dropped, the cable wrapped around her neck caught tight, instantly cutting off her air supply. She began to choke. Argyle reached for his blade, but was set upon instantly by two of the Others, their speed jolting and confusing, their movements hard to gauge as they dodged his wild, swinging arms. 
 
    Bermuda ran towards her, grabbing her legs and lifting her upwards, causing the rope to slack and return air to her body. The redness of her face began to fade, Bermuda trying his best to keep her alive. 
 
    A blade plunged into his shoulder. 
 
    Roaring with agony he stumbled forward, releasing Jessica, who dropped and swung again. Her timer began again as Bermuda fell to his knees, the ripping of his flesh only outdone by the searing pain of being connected to the Otherside. 
 
    The Other circled him as he reached for the blade, slowly pulling the sharp, otherworldly blade out of his shoulder, the link trying hard to reconnect and force its way back in again. 
 
    Just as he was about to remove it, the Other slashed his face with a clawed hand, blood splattering across the wooden slats. 
 
    Argyle struggled on the floor, the two Others holding him down by his mighty arms, using their weight to hold him in place. With slow, synchronised movements, they began to drag him across the jagged wooden boards. Arching his head back, he saw the destination as the mechanical cogs twisted and turned merely a few feet away. 
 
    Somewhere in the tower, Barnaby was ready to steal Sophie from the world. 
 
    The ten stolen hung from the wall, unaware of what was going on. 
 
    Swinging from the ceiling, Jess's final breaths were leaving her body. 
 
    Bermuda slowly pushed himself up to all fours, only to receive a vicious kick to his shattered ribs, taking him off the ground and slamming into the concrete wall. His breath shot out of his body, the impact cracking a few more ribs. 
 
    Jess slowly began to fade, the final breath imminent. 
 
    A ferocious cough and Bermuda spat blood onto the wood, his hand once again reaching for the blade that was adamantly lodged into his shoulder. 
 
    The Other slowly approached, baring its teeth as it sized him up. 
 
    Bermuda yanked at the blade, his roar of anguish bouncing off the walls like a rubber ball. 
 
    The Other leapt. 
 
    He pulled the blade from his shoulder, blood flicking against the pale concrete. 
 
    The Other collided with him, sending them both rolling across the floor. After a few moments of silence, Bermuda pushed the Other to the side, the blade sticking in its neck, its dark blood spurting like a fountain. 
 
    It died quickly and painfully. 
 
    Bermuda slowly stumbled to his feet, dropping again to one knee as the Otherside clawed at his wound, its link trying its hardest to converge with him. 
 
    Jess's final breath left her body. 
 
    Bermuda spun his body to face her, his fingers clasping the handle of his tomahawk. Using all of his strength, he launched it upwards, the blade slicing through the cable and dropping Jess to the floor. The remaining cable was slowly swallowed by the mechanics that it swung from. 
 
    With blood oozing from his shoulder, a few more broken ribs, and pain shooting from the cuts across his face, Bermuda quickly checked her, exhaling in relief as he found a pulse. 
 
    Argyle struggled, trying his best to draw himself away as the cogs slammed together a metre away from his head. Soon he would become part of the rotary system that powered Big Ben, a grisly demise. 
 
    The two Others held him down, one of them sneering at him as they dragged him to his death. 
 
    It suddenly howled in agony. 
 
    Bermuda stepped back; the blade that had sliced the neck of his attacker now pierced the foot of Argyle's, pinning it to the floor. It temporarily let go of Argyle, which was all he needed. 
 
    With a free hand, he caught the pain-stricken Other with a ferocious right that sent it straight to the floor. Panicked, the other attacker tried to flee, only for Argyle to catch its ankle, dragging it to the floor. 
 
    A few punches later and it too was unconscious. 
 
    A beaten and battered Bermuda helped Argyle to his feet. 
 
    'Thank you,' Argyle offered, concerned for Bermuda. 
 
    'Don't mention it.' Bermuda scurried towards the door to the stairwell. 'I have to stop Barnaby.' 
 
    Just as he approached the door, it burst open, knocking him onto his back. Spinning around, his eyes widened with horror as the goliath muscled in. It was a Gorgoma, a feral Other similar to the one they found in the Cutty Sark. 
 
    As big and as menacing, this one was more proportionate to a human, its arms not as long but still topped with razor-sharp claws. Its eyes, black and furious, locked onto Bermuda, who slowly crawled back. 
 
    Argyle stepped forward, his hand on his sword. 
 
    'Go,' he commanded, drawing his blade. 'I have this under control.' 
 
    Not needing a second invitation, Bermuda slunk to the side of the room, following the display of lifeless humans until he came back to the door. 
 
    He slowly and silently slipped through, looking up at the spiralling stairs that disappeared into darkness. His heart sank at the task ahead. 
 
    He slowly began his ascent. 
 
    Argyle walked slowly into the middle of the chamber, the cogs slamming together every few seconds. Three Others lay dead or indisposed on the floor. 
 
    Eleven human bodies were motionless. 
 
    Before him, the Gorgoma circled, brandishing its claws as it prepared for battle. 
 
    Argyle swung his sword into position before charging forward, meeting the giant beast head on. It swung its hefty arm forward, four blades slicing through the air. Argyle slid under, ducking the swipe before slicing it across its spine, the skin between its sharp, numerous spikes splitting. 
 
    It roared, disconnecting its pelvis and spinning unnaturally to face Argyle again. It swung right then left; each time Argyle blocked it with his sword. It pushed against the resistance, backing Argyle towards the wall before launching a beastly foot into his chest, shaking his armour and sending Argyle flying into the wall. 
 
    The concrete dented, cracking on impact. 
 
    The giant beast growled, dragging its claws across the floor as it stalked Argyle. Slowly pushing himself to his feet, Argyle touched fingers to his temple, recoiling in anger at the appearance of blood. With his sword still in his hand, he drew it to his side, approaching the beast, the two of them making eye contact as they circled the room. 
 
    Death was the only way to finish this battle. 
 
    They both silently agreed before charging once more. 
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    A hundred steps high and Bermuda held his side, collapsing against the dusty concrete wall beside him. The steps were endless, each one mocking him for his life as a smoker. 
 
    Each step he took sapped more energy. Each foot hitting the concrete sent a wave of pain lapping over his shattered rib cage. 
 
    The pressure to quit was overbearing, mocking him with the idea he could save the world. 
 
    Somewhere below him, Argyle was risking his life to battle that monster, willing to die to save the world. 
 
    Somewhere above was the creature that wanted to destroy it. 
 
    Barnaby had Sophie. 
 
    He was ready to complete his convergence. 
 
    With a grunt of anguish, Bermuda pushed himself off of the wall and began to climb the dusty steps, ignoring every pain that rattled through his body. 
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    Argyle flew through the air, colliding with the harsh concrete between two lifeless humans. Slamming into the concrete, he dropped to the floor, his spine another throw closer to breaking point. 
 
    Blood trickled from his eyebrow, and another large gash across his neck also trickled as the pool of dark blood gathered around him. The floor shook as the Gorgoma approached, its large, merciless hands grabbing the back of his armour and dragging him across the jagged wooden floor. 
 
    His collection of splinters was astounding. 
 
    Somewhere in the room was his sword. The behemoth that clutched him and smashed it from his hand before subjecting Argyle to a ferocious mauling with his sharp, razor-like claws, was now dragging him effortlessly across the floor. Argyle mused on his fate. 
 
    Would he die here? 
 
    Instantly, he refused. Shunting the idea from his mind, he used his remaining strength to roll backwards, pushing his leg free from the mighty grip of the beast. Expertly rolling away, he launched onto both feet, his eyes alive with anticipation. 
 
    The Gorgoma roared, its mighty voice shaking the walls around them. 
 
    It bounded towards Argyle, the room shaking, and the mechanical cogs behind it were drowned out. As it approached, Argyle ran towards the beast, ready to meet it head on. Inches before they collided, Argyle shot the Retriever into the throat of the beast, the alien metal piercing its neck and latching to the bone. 
 
    It was locked in. 
 
    Argyle leapt over the beast, landing on both feet before leaping over the cogs, the jagged metal plates that systematically turned to keep the clock working. 
 
    He began to pull. 
 
    With blood gushing from its neck wound, the Gorgoma tried to fight, pulling back against the unbreakable cable that hung from his wound. Argyle began to reel it in, shifting his entire body weight to haul in the beast. 
 
    Slowly it began to move. 
 
    Roaring and frantically flailing its mighty claws, it tried to resist. 
 
    Argyle, blood pouring from his wounds, refused to budge, yelling loudly as he pushed himself through the pain barrier. 
 
    Very slowly, the arm of the Gorgoma became lodged in the cogs, the metal slowly turning and crushing its bones to paste. The shriek of agony was one tainted with an acceptance of fate. 
 
    Once the arm disappeared, so did the shoulder, closely followed by the skull. 
 
    After a few harsh minutes, Argyle recalled the Retriever, the blood trickling from the gauntlet that clung to his wrist. With slow, heavy steps, he collected his sword before venturing towards the staircase. 
 
    The ten humans hung from the wall, oblivious to the battle they just witnessed. 
 
    Two others lay prone. One lay dead. 
 
    Jessica was motionless, grasping to life on the thinnest straw. 
 
    The cogs of Big Ben continued to turn, caked in the blood of the Otherside as it gushed from metal slabs. 
 
    Argyle pushed open the door and tackled the first step, hoping beyond hope that he wasn't too late. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sweat poured down Bermuda's spine as he clambered up stair three hundred. Peering over the banister, he imagined how it would feel to soar down to the ground below. 
 
    He had to push on. 
 
    With his hand pressed against the wall for support, he continued, each step more laborious than the last, each one pushing his body to breaking point. Blood slid from the cuts across his face, merging with the sweat that dripped from his chin. 
 
    He had lost count of how many ribs had been destroyed. 
 
    Step by step he finally clambered over the final step, a small concrete landing awaited him. As he shuffled towards the wooden door before him, he made an empty promise to quit smoking. 
 
    With more strength than he cared to muster, he pushed open the door. The brightness of the clock face almost blinded him, the magnificent timepiece illuminating all four walls. Each one was dissected by two thick hands, showing the time to be 12:15. The face itself was a myriad of glass panels, curved and slotted together to create the most recognisable clock in the world. 
 
    In the centre of the room, hanging from a sturdy clasp attached to the roof, was Big Ben itself. The giant chrome bell hung dormant; the power and volume it could generate was not something Bermuda was keen on testing. 
 
    Underneath the bell, the floor was barricaded off, a wooden bannister that surrounded a large square gap that led to a three-hundred-foot drop to the floor below. 
 
    That was when he saw her. 
 
    Sophie. 
 
    Lying motionless on the floor, he raced towards her, ignoring the pain that latched to him like a straitjacket. 
 
    He took a few steps through the door when a hard fist caught him in the side of the head, sending him sprawling across the floorboards. His brain shook, rocked by the impact. 
 
    Barnaby stepped into view, his measured steps echoing this high off the ground. 
 
    'Welcome, Bermuda.' 
 
    Bermuda pushed himself up, shaking the dizziness and checking his jaw wasn't broken. 
 
    'Let her go,' he demanded, struggling to his feet. Barnaby smirked. 
 
    'Now, now. She is the final piece. The last drop. Look at her, Bermuda. Look at how beautiful she is. Tell me, what would you do to save her?' 
 
    Bermuda managed to stand, wobbling slightly and slowly circling. Barnaby kept his back to him, approaching Sophie with calculating steps. 
 
    Rain crashed against the four faces of the tower. 
 
    'I'd kill you.'  
 
    Barnaby turned, raising an eyebrow.  
 
    Bermuda shrugged. 'You asked.' 
 
    'Quite.' Barnaby stopped as he arrived, his feet a mere few centimetres from her motionless head. Her hair cascaded freely across the wood. 'She is so peaceful. So blissfully unaware of how insignificant within her own race. Yet to me, she is everything.' 
 
    Bermuda took a few more steps, his feet bleeding from the mammoth staircase. He looked down at Sophie, cursing himself for including her in a war she never knew existed. 
 
    She was here because of him. 
 
    'If you need to take someone, take me,' Bermuda offered, surprised by his sincerity. 'This is a fight that she is not a part of.' 
 
    Barnaby began to chuckle, his laughter like broken glass shattering. It made the hairs on Bermuda's neck leap upwards. 
 
    'Oh, Bermuda. That is good.' He chuckled more, slowly turning. 'However, this is all about her. And you!' 
 
    Suddenly, a burst of speed and a black-and-grey blur exploded towards Bermuda. Unable to move quick enough, Barnaby caught Bermuda with another firm right, the punch sending Bermuda sprawling to the ground. He spat, a puddle of blood circling one of his teeth. 
 
    Barnaby moved quickly, another burst of acceleration that Bermuda could barely detect. 
 
    He was thoroughly overpowered. 
 
    Barnaby took one more gaze at the peaceful Sophie, cracking his neck and pushing his tongue around his cheeks. She was too perfect. 
 
    The pain it would cause Bermuda was too much. 
 
    Without a regard for where his adversary was, Barnaby stepped forward, his menacing frame a silhouette in the bright lights of the clock face. A large, top-hat-wearing shadow. He reached a thin, grey hand into his blazer, beyond the latch stone that held his connection. 
 
    He withdrew the Gate-Maker. 
 
    Jagged, crude, and with twelve sides, he held it in his hands, summoning the power to once again combine the worlds. 
 
    Create an illegal opening. 
 
    A doorway. 
 
    Bermuda slowly sat up, blood dripping from his lips. Suddenly, a burst of light flew from the glass as Barnaby placed the device against it. The whole room shook; Bermuda reached a hand to cover his eyes as the room was bathed in a tremendous glow. The floor trembled beneath him and slowly, in the face of the clock, a doorway forged. 
 
    Burnt into the gigantic, round glass, an archway crudely burnt its way into existence, the portal between worlds a dusty purple colour. 
 
    The Otherside. 
 
    It called to him. 
 
    'Can't you see, Bermuda? I will be the dawning of a new era. A second chance for this world.' Barnaby gazed into the doorway, his black eyes reflecting the purple energy as it danced before him. 'I will be the god that your race has feared.' 
 
    He slowly turned, the jet-black eyes latching onto Bermuda like two hooks. 
 
    'I will be your extinction.' 
 
    With a sudden surge of power, Barnaby turned and threw his arm out, his hand open and palm facing Sophie, as if urging her to move. Sure enough, with the pull of the portal and the increase in power, Sophie slowly began to lift, a force more powerful than gravity hoisting her off the wood. Bermuda began to panic, watching as she lifted completely off the floor, suspended in the air like a marionette. 
 
    'For God's sake, let her go,' Bermuda pleaded, struggling to his feet, the air in the room alive, a gale-force wind trapped within the four walls. With forceful steps he pushed against the onslaught, his eyes watering as the wind force rose. 
 
    Sophie hung in the air, her mind elsewhere as Barnaby stared at her. Slowly turning his head, his black, cavernous eyes met Bermuda's. 
 
    A sickening smile spread across his scarred face. 
 
    'This world belongs to me now.' 
 
    Slowly, Sophie began to move towards the doorway, an unseen force wrapping its cold grasp around her and began to reel her in. Bermuda broke through the pressure, racing towards Sophie as fast as he could, one last, valiant attempt to save her. 
 
    Barnaby whipped across the room, colliding shoulder-first into Bermuda's chest and knocking him across the floor. He rolled to a stop, precariously close to the opening that led to certain death. 
 
    His chest broken and his pain threshold decimated, Bermuda once again pushed himself up, blood dripping from his face, and instantly, Barnaby approached him. 
 
    'Resist,' Barnaby commanded. 
 
    Bermuda responded, cracking a firm fist against the crooked jaw of Earth's conqueror. It had little effect and a severe uppercut sent Bermuda hurtling across the room again, his brain almost shaken loose from its cranial confinement. 
 
    He lay for a moment, the acceptance of being beaten to death trying its best to dissuade him from getting back to his feet. 
 
    His blurred vision focused on Sophie, her slow journey to extinction playing out in front of him. 
 
    Again he clambered to his feet. Broken, bruised, and bloody, Bermuda stood a few feet from the demonic force before him. 
 
    Barnaby looked him up and down. 
 
    'There is no happy ending, Bermuda.' His words were heavy, laced with satisfaction. 'You will die here tonight. Your entire world will.' 
 
    Bermuda thought of Chloe. 
 
    His beautiful daughter, the innocence which bathed her world and the experiences she was yet to have. 
 
    'Then I'll die trying to save it.' 
 
    Bermuda launched himself forward, catching Barnaby in the centre of his stone-like face with his fist, the impact shattering a bone or two in Bermuda's hand. He stumbled forward, his hands planted against Barnaby's chest to steady himself. Furious, Barnaby struck him in the stomach with venom, the impact crushing his intestines. 
 
    Dropping to his knees, Bermuda wasn't sure how much he had left. 
 
    Barnaby circled him, like a shark smelling blood in the water. Carefully sliding a hand to the bottom of his spine, he reached a long, thin hand and clasped the handle. Unable to move through the pain, Bermuda heard the blade slide from its latch; the jagged sword would soon be his end. 
 
    He couldn't fight anymore. 
 
    He watched as Sophie drew ever nearer to a world that would destroy her. 
 
    He wished he could save her. 
 
    With both hands clutching the handle, Barnaby rested it slowly to the back of Bermuda's neck, the razor-sharp, jagged metal slicing through a few strands of hair. 
 
    He could feel the coldness of the blade. 
 
    He took one more glance at Sophie as Barnaby lifted the blade, closing his eyes and accepting his failure. 
 
    The world would end tonight. 
 
    Barnaby swung the blade down as hard as he could. 
 
    Argyle's blade caught a mere foot from Bermuda's neck, knocking it backwards and sending Barnaby off balance. Having raced up the stairs and seeing his partner about to be executed, Argyle had leapt across the room, his blade deflecting death and saving Bermuda once again. 
 
    Scowling and spitting venom, Barnaby regained his composure, snarling in Argyle's direction as they circled each other, their blades drawn. 
 
    To the death. 
 
    The silent promise to each other was made and Barnaby launched at Argyle, the blade slicing the air to the side of his head, Argyle weaving to the side before deflecting the next swing with his own sword. 
 
    The mighty clash echoed around them, the two swordsmen taking calculated swipes, both blocking and deflecting. 
 
    After a few more wild swipes, Barnaby lunged towards Argyle, who sidestepped before striking his adversary with the handle of his blade. Barnaby stumbled back, angered as blood seeped from the wound under his eye. 
 
    He dabbed at it with his treacherous fingers, the blood thick and black, like oil. 
 
    'These scars belong to you, Argyle,' he snapped, pointing to the permanent damage that stretched across his face. 
 
    Argyle silently stood, sword drawn, ready to continue the battle. Both men stepped towards each other, their swords clattering as they swung with the intent to kill. 
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    Opening his eyes to find his head still attached, Bermuda quickly backed away from the two swordsmen, their blades swinging in a whirlwind of skill and murderous intent. 
 
    Sophie was a few feet from leaving the world, and despite the agonising state of his body, Bermuda launched himself towards her, wrapping his arms around her waist and desperately trying to halt her course. 
 
    She continued to move, the pull too strong for the human spirit. 
 
    A few feet now—she was almost gone. Literally sliding through his fingers. 
 
    He couldn't stop her. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, he limped to the doorway itself, the smoky purple portal calling to him, beckoning him through with mystical fingers. 
 
    He turned his back on it, facing Sophie, whose waist was inches from him. 
 
    'This is gonna hurt,' he muttered to himself before throwing his arms out to the sides, his fingers latching onto the edges of the doorway, jagged glass cutting into this fingers. 
 
    The Otherside latched onto his back, one strike, like being whipped by fine cable wiring, slicing the skin on his back. 
 
    Sophie pushed into him, adamant on passing through the door. Bermuda dug his feet in, his fingers dripping blood as his knuckles turned white, refusing to lose. 
 
    To let the Otherside take her. 
 
    She pushed him backwards, his back tipping over the threshold, and the Otherside gratefully received it. It collided with him; he could feel it ripping the skin from his back, the ink-covered skin slowly disintegrating as the world tried to claim him. 
 
    Claim them both. 
 
    With a roar of agony he gritted his teeth, his eyes watering as the pain caused him to shake. 
 
    The first layer of skin was burning away. 
 
    Soon the rest of him. 
 
    He refused to let go. 
 
    The world could have him. But not her. 
 
    Not her. 
 
      
 
    The roar of anguish echoed through the room and Barnaby turned, his face distorting with fury as he saw Bermuda's defiance. Ducking a blow from Argyle, Barnaby caught the warrior with a firm punch to the kidney before swinging his sword wildly in the hope of decapitation. 
 
    Argyle ducked, launching forward and hooking his arm under Barnaby's, flipping him over onto his spine. Taking a few steps back, Argyle heard another cry of agony from Bermuda, his eyes frantically searching for him. 
 
    Stood in the doorway, he was refusing to let Sophie through. His world was trying its best to dismantle him: the screams of anguish were testament to that. 
 
    Bermuda needed him. 
 
    Suddenly, the blade shot through Argyle’s armour and through the left side of his chest. It pierced through the armour, blood spraying out like a wet firework. 
 
    His grey eyes opened wide, the life draining from them as Barnaby sneered behind him, his hands planted firmly around the handle. 
 
    Argyle slowly went limp, feeling the life draining from his body as he reached out a hand towards Bermuda. 
 
    He knew Bermuda could see it, the fear in his eyes evident as Barnaby slowly twisted the sword, the blade slicing through tendons that held his chest in place. 
 
    Instantly, Barnaby spun him around and then launched a vicious kick to his chest. 
 
    Argyle slid effortlessly off the blade and clattered through the wooden barrier, plummeting three hundred feet to the concrete death below. 
 
    Bermuda tried to scream, his final hopes disappearing with his partner as he fell to his death. 
 
    Argyle was gone. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    With the crooked glass edges covered in his blood, Bermuda gripped them tighter. Behind him, the Otherside was lashing at his back, fragments of his skin slowly etching away.  The connection between himself and a world that wasn't his was growing. 
 
    Pressed against him, the woman he was falling for was trying her best to get through, the unstoppable force dragging her to an undeserved end. 
 
    His refusal, her final chance. 
 
    Tears fell down Bermuda's cheek as he watched Argyle slide off of Barnaby's blade, his limp body falling through the gap and hurtling towards the earth. A warrior who had given everything, including his life, to preserve his own. 
 
    Now he was dead. 
 
    The world would soon follow. 
 
    Broken splints of wood whipped up into the air, the blast of wind from the open portal causing mayhem within the four walls, each one ablaze with the lights of the clock face. 
 
    Barnaby slowly turned, the light ricocheting off his eyes like two shiny black marbles. 
 
    They focused on Bermuda. 
 
    With slow, measured steps, Barnaby's boots slammed against the wood, each one bringing the end of the world ever closer. 
 
    Outside, the rain lashed against the clock tower, its drumming echoing like a backing track to the chaos. Barnaby grinned, his broken smile mocking Bermuda as he clung to existence. 
 
    'Your futile attempt at survival is admirable,' Barnaby mused, impressed as he slowly approached. Between them, Sophie hung in the air, still pressing her entire body weight against Bermuda, trying her best to pass through. 
 
    Barnaby slowly swung his sword, the bloodstained blade cutting the air like a knife through butter. 
 
    'Just let go, Bermuda. Just allow the inevitable to take its course. You will die a hero, a man willing to sacrifice himself. A man who tried.' 
 
    Bermuda gritted his teeth, the glass digging further into the joints of his fingers. His ribs cried for mercy, the majority of them shattered. 
 
    His face was decorated with blood, the finger-marks of another world slashed across it. 
 
    His back was merging with the world, its force trying to pull him through the doorway and merge with him completely. His skin was slowly ebbing away. 
 
    The pain was unbearable. 
 
    He would not let go. 
 
    'The pathetic animals that you call a race will know no different. They will all perish, wiped from this canvas, and a new world will be created.' Barnaby gazed towards the clock face, peering out and over the land he would soon conquer. 'So just let go.' 
 
    Bermuda groaned slightly, the grip around Sophie tightening and he felt the tendons in his shoulder strain as she lurched nearer to the portal. 
 
    He felt a sharp, burning sensation between his shoulder blades. 
 
    It would soon claim him. 
 
    'Tell me, Bermuda. Before this whole display of defiance comes to an end.' Barnaby balanced the tip of the blade against the floorboards, leaning both hands on the handle nonchalantly. 'What exactly are you fighting for?' 
 
    Bermuda took deep breaths, trying his best to manage the pain. 
 
    A finger slipped, his grip shaking, but he held still. 
 
    Blood trickled down the frame of the recently created doorway. 
 
    'You are willing to sacrifice yourself for a world that wouldn't even know that you did?' 
 
    Barnaby shook his head, failing to comprehend the fight in Bermuda. He slowly raised the blade, approaching the doorway and the obstacle delaying his convergence. His eyes twinkled with excitement, his final effort to consume the world building to a satisfactory crescendo. 
 
    'Very well.' 
 
    Barnaby swung the sword up, spinning it expertly, the jagged blade cutting through the wind that stormed through the top of the clock tower. 
 
    Outside, the rain slashed the glass, a spring storm erupting over the city of London. 
 
    Bermuda clutched the glass. 
 
    Slowly, the crude blade rested near his arm, Barnaby slowly teasing up and down his arm, the pressure of Sophie pressed against him causing his muscles to stretch and his arms to shake. 
 
    Blood trickled down the cracked glass. 
 
    His back roared, his exposed flesh slowly disintegrating. 
 
    'Where, oh where, should we make the cut?' 
 
    Barnaby spoke with a mocking swagger, his misshapen teeth contorted into a crude smile. His jet-black eyes hooked on Bermuda. 
 
    'Hmmm,' Barnaby mused, still waving his sword. 'Above or below the elbow, that is the question.' 
 
    Bermuda gritted his teeth, refusing to look at the sharp instrument that would soon remove his limb and resign the human race to a premature end. 
 
    As he shook through fear, he recalled the entire case. The disappearance of Jess that brought Sophie into his life—the woman he was refusing to lose to the world that had ruined his own. 
 
    The attacks. The pain. 
 
    Hugo dead. 
 
    Argyle gone. 
 
    Sophie next. 
 
    Furious, he arched his back, expelling his anger with one long roar of anguish. The motionless body of Sophie hung before him, pressing against him and begging his will to break. 
 
    Wishing for him to let her pass through. 
 
    Let her be stolen. 
 
    Barnaby rested the blade on Bermuda's arm, a decision close to fruition. 
 
    'Above or below the elbow?' He offered, knowing it was a loaded question. Bermuda refused to answer. 
 
    Defiant to the end. 
 
    Spinning the sword above his head, Barnaby tightened his grip. Bermuda gritted his teeth, bracing himself. 
 
    'Hey Barnaby.' Bermuda's words were straining against his pain threshold. 'I have a question.' 
 
    Barnaby hesitated, loosening the sword slightly as his marble-like eyes flickered with curiosity. Holding the sides of the doorway, Bermuda readjusted himself. 
 
    The strain reaching its limit. 
 
    'Go on,' Barnaby humoured. 
 
    'What do you do when something finally loses its power?' 
 
    The question hit Barnaby with a slap of confusion. Bermuda had just relayed his own question back to him, the dots refusing to connect. Bermuda loosened the fingers of his right hand, all of them coated in a thick scarlet. 
 
    A chain dropped, hanging from his bloody digits. 
 
    It was Barnaby's latch stone. 
 
    Every essence he had stolen trapped inside. 
 
    Frantically, Barnaby reached inside his blazer, his elongated fingers searching in vain. Bermuda had taken it when Barnaby had toyed with him. 
 
    Barnaby roared with anger, his voice ripping through the wildness of the room, his fury engulfing everything in a venomous explosion of aggression. 
 
    He lifted the sword as Bermuda dropped the stone to the floor. 
 
    Bermuda raised a boot and stamped down. 
 
    The latch stone shattered. 
 
    A sword pierced through Barnaby's spine, shooting out of the centre of his chest. His eyes quickly went vacant, his own blade falling from lifeless hands as he slowly went limp. 
 
    Dark, navy blood oozed from his mouth and dripped down the blade to the handle. 
 
    A handle that was firmly in the hand of Argyle. 
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    Plummeting towards his death, Argyle thought of what the world would become. The vulgarity of Barnaby's imagination, the tyranny with which he would rule. 
 
    He had escaped that himself when he left the Otherside, the BTCO a saving grace in a world that accepted him as much as it could. 
 
    In Bermuda he had found more than just a partner and someone to dedicate his life to protecting. 
 
    He had found a friend. 
 
    A friend who was fighting to save the world on his own and protect a family he never got to see. 
 
    He would not die. 
 
    Not in this tower. 
 
    A hundred feet from the floor he slowly turned, the pain of a severed pectoral muscle burning through his armour. Facing back up, he shot out his right arm, the Retriever flying back up through the tower he had fallen. 
 
    It shot into the Big Ben bell, piercing the famous metal and latching on. 
 
    Twenty feet from death, Argyle started retrieving, his shoulder wrenched from its socket as he started to climb. The room lined with lifeless humans and carpeted with fallen Others disappeared as he shot back up to the battle. 
 
    To finish the fight. 
 
    He had slowly scrambled through the hole, silently and slowly recalling his hook as he saw Barnaby approach Bermuda, his dear friend nearing the end of his battle. 
 
    Gritting his teeth and willing himself silent, Argyle wrenched his shoulder back into place, tendons snapping correctly into place. 
 
    The left side of his chest hung from his body, disconnected and aching. 
 
    He reached down, collecting his sword as he approached Barnaby, who lifted the sword, ready to amputate his partner. 
 
    He saw the gleaming of the stone. 
 
    Slowly approaching, he waited for Bermuda to break it, the power of Barnaby slipping away as the humanity left him, his convergence reversing and rendering him nothing more than what he was. 
 
    An Other. 
 
    Not a god. Not a second coming. 
 
    Just an Other. 
 
    Argyle felt a measure of victory as he plunged his sword through Barnaby's spine, his flesh ripping easily and the battle coming to an end. 
 
    He looked at Bermuda; the strain on his face told him the fight was over. 
 
    He reached an arm into Barnaby's blazer, rummaging around as he flopped lifeless on the end of his blade. He removed The Gate-Maker, the crude key that unlocked all of this mayhem. 
 
    Bermuda released his grip, his sliced hands wrapping around Sophie as he pushed away from the doorway, the Otherside severing its connection as he ripped his back free. 
 
    Blood splattered down to the floor. 
 
    Instantly, Argyle tossed Barnaby's body through the portal, back to the world he had run from. Holding the Gate-Maker, he retrieved the lock from his pocket, the two instantly attracting to each other like magnets. With a mind of its own, the lock latched onto it, the mechanisms clipping to each other and solidifying. 
 
    It followed Barnaby through the portal. 
 
    Instantly it closed and Sophie dropped to the ground, Bermuda catching her and collapsing next to her, his back causing his eyes to water. The rawness of his wounds felt like he was being slowly roasted alive. 
 
    Suddenly, with an earth-shaking crash, the panel the doorway it had replaced shattered, blowing a massive hole in the clock face of Big Ben. 
 
    Joining the rain on its plunge to Earth, the shards of glass twinkled in the night sky like fireflies, scattering the grounds of Westminster below. The wind swirled around the inside of the tower, splashing both Argyle and Bermuda with rain. 
 
    Bermuda sat up and faced it, allowing the water to collide with his face. 
 
    It was over. 
 
    He looked up at his partner, appreciating what they had been through. Argyle’s face was dripping blood from the wound above his eye, his chest was splattered with blood, and his shoulder was beginning to swell. 
 
    Bermuda's face was slashed, claw marks that drew red lines from ear to ear. His back was bleeding, a layer of skin removed, and the feeling that someone was holding a blowtorch to his spine. 
 
    His hands were dripping with blood; the slashes across his palms were deep and painful. 
 
    Sophie lay motionless beside him—the hope that the rain splashing her face would soon bring her back to consciousness. 
 
    Looking out over the city, Argyle and Bermuda shared the silence. The world would never know what had happened. How close it had come to being wiped clean. 
 
    All that remained was humanity and another London landmark with significant damage. 
 
    Argyle looked at Bermuda, finally smiling before speaking. 
 
    'I bet you ten pounds that Ottoway blames you for the glass.' 
 
    Bermuda chuckled, nodding his agreement. 
 
    It didn't matter. 
 
    Stories will be concocted as to what happened, the reasons behind the hole in the clock. They would lie to the world, keep it safe and secure in its own naivety. The world would never thank Argyle or Bermuda for what they had done. 
 
    It didn't matter, Bermuda told himself. There was only one thing that did: 
 
    It was over. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rain clattered against Sophie's face as she began to stir, the coldness of the wind slithering around her like an anaconda. Her vision was blurry, her blinking doing little to alleviate the sensation of not being quite there. 
 
    She felt heavy, as if she only recently suffered at the hands of gravity. 
 
    She was floating. Her dream felt so real, as if she was being transported to a new world. 
 
    A new sense of freedom. 
 
    Now she was on a cold floor, her head resting against something soft, her face wet and cold as the rain whistled through. 
 
    Where was she? 
 
    Bermuda had been sitting for fifteen minutes at the top of Big Ben, looking out through the hole that had been ripped through the famous face of the clock. Sophie had been lying in his arms, her head rested against his thigh as he quietly contemplated the severity of what had happened. 
 
    The sense of relief that the world was still intact. 
 
    She now stirred, moving gently and battling the confusion of time spent in the void between worlds. She would return to him, he knew that much. It was just safer for her to arrive there herself. 
 
    He would sit for as long as it took, a cigarette burning in his hand that dropped lazily to his side. 
 
    Sure enough, after a few minutes of bewilderment, she spoke. 
 
    'Bermuda?' 
 
    He smiled down at her, his face recently wiped clear of blood but the cuts remaining fresh and prominent. 
 
    'Hey.' He flashed a grin, lifting the cigarette and exhaling deeply. 'Welcome back.' 
 
    Suddenly a penny dropped, her eyes widening with terror as she sat up, drawing her knees in and hastily looking from corner to corner. 
 
    'It's okay.' Bermuda reassured her. 
 
    'He's here. The top hat,' she murmured, shaking slightly. 'Those black eyes.' 
 
    'Hey!' Bermuda's sternness got her attention. 'It's over.' 
 
    She hopefully looked into his eyes, confirming she was worth the fight. All the pain he had gone through, the shattered ribs, the slashed face and chest, the sliced-up hands. 
 
    All of it worth it. 
 
    Her face shimmered in the moonlight, the water sending a wet gleam dancing across her cheekbones. Her dark eyes were slowly relaxing and she leant forward, wrapping her arms around Bermuda's neck and hugging him powerfully. 
 
    He winced, accepting the pain. 
 
    They were finally safe. 
 
    Time stopped as they embraced, and Bermuda allowed his tiredness to wash over him as he held her, his eyes heavy as he slowly rocked to the timing of her breathing. She pushed her cheek against his, slowly withdrawing so their lips brushed and she kissed him. 
 
    Only gently and for a few seconds. 
 
    It was a thank you. 
 
    The gratitude for not giving up on her. For going to the ends of the earth to keep her. 
 
    'Guess what?' he asked her, her eyebrows raising with intrigue. 'I found her.' 
 
    It took a second, then Sophie stood up instantly. 'What? Where?' 
 
    Bermuda struggled to his feet, the evening's battle taking its toll as she steadied him. 'Downstairs. Argyle is with her and the others.' 
 
    Sophie raced towards the door; the number of steps between her and her friend was irrelevant. She descended as fast as she could, each step taking her closer to safety, to a feeling of normality. 
 
    Her world had been turned upside down, literally. She had learnt truths about her world that she should never have had to, exposed to the Otherside and the very real danger that rested on the edges of her existence. 
 
    Now she would be able to return to normal. 
 
    Step by step. 
 
    She burst through the door, her eyes scanning the room at the people who were seated on the floor, their worlds altered as they tried to grasp the time they had lost. 
 
    They had all been stolen against their knowledge. 
 
    Each one had a vacancy in their eyes, as if they had experienced a dream and thought it real. As if they had seen something move in the shadow but know there was nothing there. 
 
    She saw them all. A young boy who was crying gently, afraid of the people around him and the strange realisation that he wasn't at home. The last thing he remembered was counting to ten against a tree. 
 
    An overweight American was reassuring everyone that they would be okay, that he was going to call the cops. The last thing he remembered was reading something about a boat. 
 
    A young man puffed on a cigarette, wondering how he went from looking at engagement rings to being trapped in a huge tower, waking up and finding himself tied to the concrete wall. 
 
    That was when she saw her, the girl who remembered only being on a bus, then walking towards her home. 
 
    Jess. 
 
    Sophie ran towards her friend, the two of them throwing their arms around each other and holding as tightly as possible. 
 
    She was back. 
 
    Bermuda had found her. 
 
    They both began to cry, their happiness eking out through tears as the rest of the Stolen returned to the world, the wailing of police sirens reassuring them all that they would be okay. 
 
    No one saw Argyle, the battered warrior, as he returned from the stairwell, helping his friend and partner Bermuda down the last couple of steps. He had previously been detaching them from the shackles that held them to the wall, gently placing them on the floor for them to adjust to reality in their own time. 
 
    The police raced in, radioing through with excitement that eleven reportedly missing people had been held captive against their will. 
 
    They arrested Bermuda, despite Sophie's protests. He reassured her to let it happen, that it would be fine. 
 
    Reluctantly she relented, watching angrily as he was roughly helped out of the tower, a gathering crowd watching as he was plonked into a police car. 
 
    The rain was flashing blue in the night sky. 
 
    Bermuda rested his head against the window and begged for sleep, happy that the world was safe. 
 
    It was over. 
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    Slowly but surely, each of the Stolen was tended to, the police taking statements and arranging safe transportation for them, a few ambulances joining the parade of emergency vehicles to administer safety checks. 
 
    There were no injuries. 
 
    No signs of any injury. 
 
    As the Stolen were placed into the panda cars and taken home, Bermuda was awoken by his car door opening and him falling face-first onto the gravel, his hands bound between his back. 
 
    'Fucking hell,' he bellowed as the young police officer helped him up, apologizing as he uncuffed him. 
 
    'Your language is truly atrocious at times.' 
 
    Ottoway stood before him, his rotund body wrapped in a waterproof jacket, an umbrella cascading overhead. 
 
    Bermuda was soaked through. 
 
    'Hello, sir.' 
 
    'Bermuda.' He turned to the hulking warrior beside him. 'Argyle.' 
 
    'Sir.' 
 
    Argyle joined Bermuda, who slowly sat on the hood of the police car, the blue lights bursting every few seconds, lighting the raindrops up like fireworks. 
 
    'I have been told your wounds will heal.' Ottoway's words were matter-of-fact. Bermuda shrugged, patting his jacket for his cigarettes. 
 
    'That's no skin off my back,' he quipped, the red rawness of his back having been bandaged by the medical staff as he awaited his trip to the station. The skin was gone, as was the entire back of his jacket. 
 
    'Well, let's review, shall we?' Ottoway demanded, waving away the plume of smoke that was shot his way. 
 
    'You owe me a new coat,' Bermuda pointed out. 'And a new rib cage.' 
 
    'You were under direct orders to maintain a level of calm, to ensure that we acted with complete secrecy and discretion and would reduce any evidence of the Otherside, including any damage to public buildings.' 
 
    'I know.' Bermuda's words danced through the smoke. 
 
    'You ignored your orders, desecrating one of the most famous buildings in the world, causing untold damage to it at a cost we dare not speculate. At the same time, you endangered yourself and your partner.' 
 
    Bermuda sheepishly looked at Argyle, a ten-pound debt agreed between them. 
 
    Ottoway broke into a smile. 
 
    'And you saved the world.' 
 
    Bermuda and Argyle both turned, looking at their superior with surprise, the rain trickling off the edge of his umbrella. Behind him, police cars were loaded with people looking to be returned home. 
 
    'Sorry?' Bermuda asked, flicking his cigarette and immediately searching for Tic Tacs. 
 
    'You saved the world. Well done.' Ottoway offered a warm smile as he addressed Argyle. 'Argyle, bring him back to HQ for treatment.' 
 
    'I'm okay,' Bermuda interjected, trying and failing to stand unsupported. 
 
    'You look like hell,' Ottoway commented. 'You need rest and to recover.' 
 
    Bermuda nodded, his boss gently patting his arm with gratitude.  
 
    'Sir, about Hugo.' 
 
    Ottoway cut him off abruptly. 
 
    'What happened to Hugo was unfortunate. But Marco has explained what happened and it was not your fault at all. So don't carry it.' 
 
    With a reluctant nod of the head, Bermuda accepted Ottoway's words. Ottoway gave them both one final look before he turned and disappeared as easily as he arrived, the police ignoring his presence under strict orders. Bermuda sat for a moment, the pain trying to bear-hug him to submission. 
 
    'Bermuda?' 
 
    Her voice cut through the rain and he turned, her beauty twinkling in the raindrops. Sophie approached him as he slid off the bonnet of the car. 
 
    'Hey.' 
 
    'They are going to drive me and Jess home now. I just thought I'd come and say goodbye.' 
 
    'Goodbye?' Bermuda winced, not knowing if it was through his crushed ribs or heartbreak. 
 
    'I like you, Bermuda. I think I really like you.' She was struggling, her voice cracking and tears forming. 'But I can't fall for you. To see the world the way you do, to know what you know. It's too dangerous.' 
 
    'Don't say that,' he said, refusing to stay alone in the world. 
 
    'I can't stay with you.' 
 
    'Then I'll leave. I'll walk away from it.' 
 
    'No you won’t.' She smiled, gently pressing her palm against his bruised cheek. 'The world needs you, Bermuda.' 
 
    He closed his eyes, gently pressing his face against her hand. He knew she was right, a begrudging acceptance spreading through him. 
 
    Just another reason to detest his curse. 
 
    Finally, he had found a wonderful woman who wanted to be with him, who felt the same as he did. She was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, and when they kissed he had felt more than he ever had before. 
 
    She was perfect for him. 
 
    But she could never be with him. 
 
    A single tear rolled down his cheek before he opened his eyes. Hers were red, a few tears leaping to their death. 
 
    'Goodbye, Sophie.' 
 
    She stepped in and hugged him, carefully wrapping her arms around his broken body. 
 
    'Goodbye, Bermuda.' She shook gently in the cold.  
 
    He gently rubbed her back before releasing her, watching her walk between the police cars, the rain around her bursting with sudden shots of blue. She entered the car, her friend Jess beside her, and they slowly rolled towards the main road, the tyres crunching over the gravel. 
 
    They rounded the corner. 
 
    Sophie was gone. 
 
    Crestfallen, he slumped back against the car, the rain crashing against him as the world returned to normal. Next to him Argyle stood, arms folded and patiently waiting to follow his orders. 
 
    'Well, Argyle. At least I will always have you.' 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been five days before Bermuda eventually made his way home. 
 
    Vincent had led the medical staff in treating Bermuda, applying their advanced medical knowledge and experience to treat his back, their concoction of drugs and expertise numbing the pain and setting Bermuda on a fast road to recovery. 
 
    He slept for two whole days, safe in the knowledge that Argyle never left his side. His partner healed within a day, his chest reattaching, summoning his otherworldly ability for recuperation. 
 
    In private, Vincent had warned Bermuda that he believed his attachment to the Otherside had only worsened his link, the wound on his back healing at an inhuman pace. 
 
    Promising to keep it between the two of them, Vincent agreed to look into a way of severing the link. 
 
    A way to keep Bermuda from converging. 
 
    After four days he was up and walking around, annoying Ottoway with his continued insistence of smoking within the confines of the BTCO HQ. 
 
    The fifth day he was brought a black suit and tie and attended the procession for Hugo's funeral, standing quietly whilst a list of obituaries were read and his body was sentenced to an ashy eternity in an urn. 
 
    After a week of being cooped up several floors below ground, Bermuda, with a replacement coat, was allowed to return home.  
 
    The BTCO even paid his parking ticket. 
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    'Well, it's good that you are on the mend.' 
 
    Brett held up his pint, Bermuda gratefully accepting the cheers. They clinked their glasses together before taking a large gulp of Doombar. 
 
    'God, that tastes good,' Bermuda stated, wiping his lips. The swelling had gone from his face, as had the bruising. His back was healing well and his ribs were slowly making their way back together. 
 
    The Royal Oak was fairly empty for a Sunday afternoon. A family were discussing holidays over a Sunday lunch whilst a young couple spoke in hushed whispers over their bottle of wine. 
 
    Paul, the always-accommodating landlord, had given them a pint on the house on account of Bermuda's injuries. 
 
    Life was continuing as normal. 
 
    No one had any idea of what had happened. The credit for saving the world would never come. 
 
    Bermuda was happy to drink to no one ever needing to know. 
 
    'So, what now?' Brett asked, shiftily looking towards the door. 
 
    'What on earth are you doing?' 
 
    'I'm, err...' 
 
    'If you are looking for Argyle, he is right here.' He pointed to the empty chair next to him. Obviously, for Bermuda, he could see his hulking partner, who silently nodded. 
 
    'Is he?' Brett said excitedly. 'Can I touch him?' 
 
    Bermuda looked up, Argyle slowly shaking his head. 
 
    'I wouldn't.' 
 
    'Fair enough.' Brett shrugged, his fingers quickly rolling a cigarette. 'Smoke?' 
 
    Bermuda shook his head, happy with his five-day-old decision to quit. Reflecting upon that night in Big Ben, Argyle found it astonishing that Bermuda's biggest revelation was he struggled to race up the stairs. 
 
    They sat in silence as Brett walked to the outside, the spring sun bringing with it a blanket of warmth. 
 
    He sipped his drink and thought of Sophie, the beautiful dimple in her cheek when she smiled. The flicker of her eyelash when he said something she wouldn't comprehend. 
 
    He missed her. 
 
    He wanted to stop falling for her. 
 
    Suddenly, the door to the pub opened and Brett burst in, his face highly animated. 
 
    'Hey, BJ.'  
 
    Bermuda rolled his eyes.  
 
    'Come and give us a hand, will ya?' 
 
    'A hand with what?' 
 
    'Some woman's car has broken down.' Brett exited again, much to Bermuda's anger. He tutted loudly, taking a large swig to finish his pint before following, leaving Argyle to guard the table. 
 
    He pushed open the door, already working on his excuses. 
 
    'I'm sorry, I don't know what my friend has told you but I'm really not the right perso—' 
 
    Bermuda stopped mid-sentence. 
 
    It was Angela. 
 
    His ex-wife stood ten feet from him, her car parked on the small ring road that framed the quaint green that the Royal Oak sat on. She smiled at him. 
 
    'Hi, thanks for helping. Your friend said you would be able to have a look.' 
 
    Bermuda looked at them both in confusion.  
 
    Brett nodded towards the vehicle. 'You check the backseat, yeah? I'll check the engine.' 
 
    Suddenly it dropped and Bermuda suddenly began to shake. A lump swelled in his throat that he battled to swallow as Brett and Angela walked to the front of the car, pretending to examine the damage. 
 
    The backseat. 
 
    He took a step forward and felt his heart slamming against his chest, doing its utmost to re-shatter his ribcage. 
 
    He opened the door. 
 
    'Hello.' 
 
    Chloe's voice was angelic, her large, doughy blue eyes looking up at him and wrenching at every heartstring. He smiled, a few tears rolling down his cheek as he squatted down beside her, hidden from both worlds. 
 
    Just him and his daughter. 
 
    His Chloe. 
 
    After a few moments and failed attempts, he spoke, his voice cracking under the weight of his emotions. 
 
    'How are you?' 
 
    'I'm fine.' She spoke with such youthful exuberance, a wonderful innocence to her words. She smiled at him. 
 
    'Hey.' He pointed. 'Where have your teeth gone?' 
 
    'They fell out!' she exclaimed, the two gaps reappearing as she smiled. 
 
    Bermuda felt himself choking; the love he felt for this child was overbearing. 
 
    'Are you sad?' she asked, every word genuine. 
 
    He shook his head, wiping away tears that he knew would be endless. 
 
    'I'm actually really happy.' 
 
    'Me too.' She showed him the gaps again. 
 
    'Yeah? Why's that?' 
 
    The next sentence stopped him dead. 
 
    The words shook him—he thought his heart would burst. 
 
    'Because Mummy says that you are my daddy.' 
 
    Words escaped him. More tears burst forward as he looked at her, lost in the splendour of her beauty. 
 
    'Are you?' 
 
    He nodded. She reached out and dabbed his tears. He reached in and hugged her, feeling her delicate arms wrap around his neck, her golden locks cascading over his shoulder. 
 
    'I love you, kitten,' he whispered, nuzzling into the side of her head. 
 
    'I love you too, Daddy.' 
 
    He held her close for a few more seconds; the fear of the Otherside witnessing this moment was growing as they ticked by. Eventually he let go, straightening her jacket and checking her seatbelt. 
 
    'Now you be good for Mummy and Ian, okay?'  
 
    She nodded. 'Bye, Daddy.' 
 
    He smiled one more time before stepping away, closing the door and wiping his eyes. He exhaled powerfully, regretting his decision to quit smoking almost instantly. 
 
    The bonnet slammed shut and Angela walked towards the driver’s side of the car. She glanced over the roof at her ex-husband. 
 
    He mouthed 'thank you'. 
 
    With her lip quivering and eyes watering she nodded, hurrying into the car and pulling away, a curious five-year-old looking backwards through the back window at her father. 
 
    Bermuda cried as they slowly rounded the end of the green before disappearing back to their lives. 
 
    'I'll give you a minute,' Brett offered, walking back towards the pub. 
 
    'Thank you,' Bermuda called out after him, knowing full well what his friend had done for him. 
 
    After a few moments, Bermuda strode back into the pub, his eyes red but now tear free, the magnitude of the meeting bearing heavy on him. 
 
    Every night and every morning, he had looked at the photo of his Chloe, wishing for a world where he was more than just a myth to her. A broken fragment of memory gone before she even knew him. 
 
    Every day he would dream of seeing her again, holding her close to him and letting her know that he would never let anything hurt her. 
 
    When he stood in that doorway, refusing to let Barnaby steal Sophie and destroy the world, it was her face that kept him holding on. 
 
    His Chloe. 
 
    He approached the bar, ordering three pints of Doombar which Paul gratefully poured. He even commented on how Bermuda was smiling as if he 'had slept with a coat hanger in his mouth'. 
 
    Clasping three pint glasses in his hand with complete control, Bermuda re-joined the table, sliding one of the pints across to his grateful friend. 
 
    Argyle raised an eyebrow. 'You know I can't drink that, right?' 
 
    'Who said it was for you? 
 
    Smiling, Bermuda lifted the two glasses, clinking them together. 
 
    'Cheers.' 
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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The keys jingled playfully in her hands as she tried to navigate them into the front door. Silently cursing herself, Nicole Miller took a few deep breaths before gently slotting the key between the jagged gap. A brisk chill danced across the wind; the cold November was beginning to settle over the city of Glasgow. She stopped before turning it, leaving the lock in place as she contemplated her decision one more time. 
 
    It had been a long time since she had invited a man ‘up for coffee’. At thirty-one years old, she mentally belittled herself for having nerves when it came to sex. 
 
    It was just sex, right? 
 
    Her marriage to Duncan had ended over a year before and it had been at least a year prior to that since the last time she had felt the touch of a man. 
 
    Had felt wanted. 
 
    Behind her was a man almost too good to be true. He had been charming and attentive, a good listener encased in a muscular shell, decorated with dimples, and almost-jet-black eyes. 
 
    Her fingers flickered, the decision almost made when she realised she didn’t know much about him. His name was Kevin Parker, and he worked in a bank. That was it. The lack of knowledge began to worry her, and she felt her grip tightening, the urge to call it a night with a quick kiss on the cheek and a rushed goodbye growing in stature. 
 
    No, Nic! she told herself. It’s time to get back on the horse. 
 
    She sighed, turning the key, and the door to the modest flat opened, the streetlamp sending a warm glow slithering across the wooden floor. She dropped her keys into the bowl that sat neatly on the quaint table that took shelter under a large mirror, the flick of the light switch illuminating the minimalistic ground floor flat. 
 
    ‘This is it,’ she offered warmly, slowly taking off her jacket to reveal the dark dress that clung to her slightly chubby physique. She had hated it the moment her best friend, Leanne, had offered it to her, knowing full well she was a size too big. 
 
    ‘Black is slimming,’ Leanne had said. Catching a glimpse of herself in the mirror, Nicole decided she was going to stuff the dress down her best friend’s throat upon return. 
 
    Kevin slowly followed her in, his steps teetering on hesitant as he moved with an eloquence that Nicole found almost intimidating. He had looked out of place at the bar, his embarrassment at attending a speed-dating event matching her own. 
 
    It was what had drawn her to him: the fact that he didn’t look comfortable in his own skin. His visit to her table was unmemorable, to the point that she couldn’t recall how they had spent their five minutes of conversation. When he offered to buy her a drink at the bar, she apologised for not remembering his name. 
 
    It was Kevin. 
 
    Wasn’t it? 
 
    ‘It’s not much,’ she said, walking to the small cupboard in the hallway, relieving her feet from the torturous heels she had promised to destroy once alone. ‘But I think it’s homey enough.’ 
 
    She entered the front room and turned to her guest, a warm smile across her pretty face, her auburn hair tied back under a flowery clip. He turned, his chiselled face slowly exposing one of his own. She stopped, taking in what she could only describe as his ‘traditional’ features. He had short, brown hair, neatly brushed into a side parting. His eyebrows were thin and dark and his face was borderline perfect, sat atop a strong body that was wrapped up in a suit which was a tad on the baggy side. 
 
    He wouldn’t have looked out of place when Wall Street crashed nearly a hundred years ago. 
 
    ‘Coffee?’ she remembered, taking his nod as a sign to go and prepare a cafetiѐre, her nerves causing her to tremble as she made her way into the immaculate kitchen. It had been so long, and the thought of this handsome stranger undressing her was sending her into a slight panic. 
 
    She flicked the kettle on and dropped the coffee granules into the glass container, carefully selecting what her mother called ‘the posh coffee’. 
 
    She wanted to impress. 
 
    As the water bubbled away and a small cloud of steam began to waft throughout the room, she stared at the metallic door of the fridge. It was littered with crayon drawings, the four-year-olds she taught for a living trying to capture her in their crudely drawn pictures. She loved her job; the young kids at the local school had taken a shine to her. 
 
    As had the new year six teacher, however, she decided she needed to, as Leanne so eloquently put it, ‘get back on the horse’ before she looked for anything more substantial. 
 
    The water turned a thick brown as it collided with the coffee beans, the thick liquid rising up the glass jug as if it were being timed. She had no real plan other than to hold his attention for the duration of the drink, and then hopefully he would make the move. 
 
    Did she want him to? 
 
    Clearing her mind, she marched back into the front room, a smile on her face and a tray of piping-hot coffee in her hands. As she entered, Kevin turned from the mantelpiece that ran along the top of the fireplace with a look of intrigue as he held a photo. 
 
    ‘Is this your family?’ His words were calm, floating softly through the tension. In his hand, a photo of Nicole framed by two older, obviously proud parents. 
 
    ‘Aye.’ Her Scottish accent forced itself to the surface, causing her to chuckle with embarrassment.  
 
    Kevin didn’t notice, his dark eyes transfixed on the photo.  
 
    ‘My mum and dad are very nice.’ 
 
    He nodded. Silent. She placed the tray down and looked up at him hopefully, disappointed that his gaze hadn’t wandered in her direction. As he stood staring, a creeping unease slowly began to clutch at Nicole while she poured a coffee. 
 
    ‘Do you have any family?’ she asked, desperate to break the silence and to try to steer the evening back on course. 
 
    ‘Not anymore.’ His words were heavy as he gently replaced the photo. ‘Not for a long time.’ 
 
    He slowly walked to the sofa and sat down next to her, his movements again astounding her with how rigid he was. She offered him a mug which he accepted with a fake smile, the sadness of his previous statement hanging in the air like a morning fog. 
 
    The only sound for the next few minutes was the ticking of the clock above the fireplace and the wind clattering against the window. They sat, exchanging the odd glance that was met with a smile by Nicole. Kevin seemed nervous, unable to maintain eye contact. 
 
    He had seemed so charming at the bar, Nicole thought, chalking it up to nerves. While she was growing in confidence for the night to end romantically, she assumed he needed to be guided. That his bravado in the bar was simply an act. 
 
    Was he really charming at the bar? She tried to recall. Was she just desperate to remove the feeling of failure that she had pinned to herself, ever since she caught Duncan and his secretary in their old bed? 
 
    ‘You seem distracted,’ he stated, very forthright. He placed the cup down. ‘I should go.’ 
 
    ‘No, wait.’ Nicole shot to her feet as quickly as he did, pacing quickly to the front door of her flat to head him off. ‘What is wrong?’ 
 
    He didn’t answer, pulling his blazer over his pale yellow shirt, his face stern. 
 
    ‘I need to leave.’ He reached for the handle. ‘I’m afraid if I stay, you will only get hurt.’ 
 
    She caught his hand in her own, guiding it and him away from the door, her eyes finally grabbing the attention of his and the magnificent darkness they held. 
 
    ‘Why? Is there someone else?’ she muttered feebly, scorning herself for feeling pathetic. 
 
    ‘There is.’ His words were straight to the point. ‘She was taken from me many years ago. They said I would find her again. I just needed to search for her.’ 
 
    She gently squeezed his hands as she smiled. ‘I’m not afraid of being hurt, and I’m never going to make you compare me to the one you lost.’ She gently brushed the back of his hand against her soft, red cheek. ‘But maybe, maybe I can help you find something?’ 
 
    He stared at her, his classically handsome face emotionless. She leaned in, his scent almost as intoxicating as his pupilless eyes. Her hand slid around his waist, reaching for the chain that swung from the door. She latched it, the message very clear. She looked up at him. 
 
    ‘Give me a moment.’ 
 
    She leant up, her lips pressed against his as she pushed against him. His hands slowly grazed her shapely hips, and she felt her heart start to race. 
 
    This was actually going to happen. 
 
    She freed herself, quickly walking towards the door to the bedroom, purposely ensuring she wiggled slightly as she walked. It needed to happen now before she changed her mind. Nicole entered and quickly slid out of the tight dress, her body thanking her for freeing it from confinement. Reaching to her hair, she ruffled it up, pulling the rose-covered clip from it and hoping for a more alluring look. Quickly spraying herself with perfume, she applauded herself for having the confidence in wearing her new lacy underwear. 
 
    She imagined his strong, powerful arms wrapped around her. 
 
    The smell of his body. 
 
    The potential to feel wanted again. 
 
    She carefully lowered herself onto the bed, adjusting slightly to a more alluring position. 
 
    This was it. 
 
    It was time to get back on the horse. 
 
    ‘Come in,’ she called, oblivious to what truly waited for her on the other side of the door. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The urge to leave had been terrific. 
 
    As his eyes watched her walk towards the bedroom, he ignored her attempts to allure him with her stride. As she disappeared behind the bedroom door, he slowly bowed his head, gently shaking it. 
 
    He would never see her the same again. 
 
    That look of innocence. 
 
    His neck arched to the side, his eyes locking onto the chain of the door. He could spare her feelings, silently unlatching it and walking away, and the only pain she would feel would be rejection. 
 
    Nothing more. 
 
    Not like the others. 
 
    Not like all the others. 
 
    With a judder that betrayed his humanity, Kevin Parker slowly reached a hand towards the chain, the allure of the brisk night air that would greet him growing. He wanted his skin to bathe in the glow of the streetlights. 
 
    This one would be spared. 
 
    His fingers cut through the air, ready to clasp it, when Nicole’s voice broke his trail of thought. 
 
    ‘Come in,’ she called. 
 
    He froze on the spot. 
 
    The words cut through his body, slicing every muscle until it felt like he would collapse. Unfortunately for Nicole, they would only serve as a reminder for his true existence. His real reason for being. 
 
    His need to see ‘her’ again. 
 
    The fingers retracted from the door, the idea of a moonlight walk and Nicole’s survival slowly collapsing to nothing. His eyes closed as he took a deep breath, turning on his heel, and walking blind towards the door to her bedroom. A mere inch or so from the wooden frame, he stopped, his eyes bursting into life. 
 
    The black pupils began to break as if they were leaking into the whites of his eyes and slowly filling them. 
 
    Within seconds, both of his eyeballs were entirely jet-black. 
 
    He was Kevin Parker no more. 
 
    He was the one they had lied to. Had taken everything from. He was not part of their world anymore and could no longer understand their need to interfere. 
 
    To take her from him. 
 
    On the other side of the door, the young woman lay on the bed, trembling slightly with a cocktail of nerves and anticipation. The thin wooden panel that separated them kept her safe for a few more moments. That was all he would allow. 
 
    In one fluid motion, the sole of his foot clattered into the door, flinging it open with a large crack, the hinges powerless to retain order. As the door collided with the wall, he stepped in, confronting the terrified, half-naked woman before him. All of her trust and attraction had vanished instantly as the fear sat her upright. 
 
    She opened her mouth to scream. 
 
    His hand wrapped around her throat, catching the sound before it could escape. With his fingers tightening, he lifted her clean off the floor, her body swinging like a pendulum in a terrified grandfather clock. 
 
    She drew his gaze, and the colour drained from her face. His eyes were jet-black, as if staring into a dark void. The corners of his mouth twisted into a snarl, the gentleman replaced by a feral beast that belonged elsewhere. 
 
    Not of this world. 
 
    Kevin tilted his head as he stared at her, examining the human before him. Tears raced down her cheeks, each one leaving a small, dark trail of cheap mascara. His gaze fell, his eyes clasping onto her chest, her breasts bulging over a very helpful lace bra. 
 
    She began to cough and splutter, trying her best to force words from her mouth. ‘Please … let … me … go,’ she begged. Urine began trickling down the inside of her leg and gently rapping into a fearful puddle below. Slowly, he began to lower her, drawing her terrified face towards him. 
 
    ‘I must find her.’ His words were whispered, tinged in sadness. 
 
    ‘Who?’ she mustered, the air struggling through the grip of his powerful fingers. Her eyes begged for her release. 
 
    He looked away, his slick, side-parted hair shimmering in the lamplight. 
 
    ‘I am sorry.’ 
 
    Before she knew what was happening, Nicole found herself soaring towards her mattress, the springs absorbing the impact. His powerful arm still held her down, his fingers pressing her windpipe like a tube of toothpaste. He rose his other hand above her chest as he kneeled beside her. 
 
    She stared at him in fear, accepting her fate. 
 
    His black eyes conveyed little sympathy. 
 
    She felt the searing pain in her chest only briefly, saw a slight splash of blood before everything went black and she left the world. 
 
    She would never return.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    ‘Shit! Shit! Shit!’ 
 
    With his breathing struggling to keep up with his feet as he raced to his car, Franklin ‘Bermuda’ Jones burst through the doors to the third floor of the London car park. Dimly lit with the pitiful glow of the halogen lights, his car seemed further than he remembered. 
 
    He needed to get in and get the hell out of there. 
 
    As he raced across the concrete, he took a few moments to contemplate how he was spending his Saturday night. While most thirty-four-year-old men were either out drinking or cuddled up with the family for film night, he was racing away from a creature our world could never comprehend. 
 
    It was only because of his damned curse that he could see it. 
 
    That he could see the Otherside. 
 
    Born with a genetic condition known as ‘the Knack’, Bermuda was gifted the sight of the world that encased our own. Invisible to the naked eye, the inhabitants of the Otherside, known as Others, walked freely throughout his life, yet he was the only one who could see them meandering through the alleyways and dark corners of London. 
 
    The only one who watched their world encompass ours. 
 
    The only one who knew the truth. 
 
    Soon the scepticism had given way to concern, and he had lost everything. His wife had left him, watching with flowing tears as they took him to his padded cell. Certified as insane, it’s difficult to tell the world you’re not crazy when they have concluded you must be. A crazy person claiming sanity is moot – like an obese person saying they hardly eat a thing. 
 
    That was a long time ago. Locked away in that padded cell, cursing the world for their mistake. Losing the respect and love of a woman he would die for and destroying the bond with his beloved daughter. 
 
    His Chloe. 
 
    As he raced to his car, he thought about her blond hair dancing in the wind, the toothless grin on her six-year-old face as he pushed her on the swing. The slow rebuild of their relationship in the secrecy of carefully planned meetings. Away from the eyes that watched from the shadows. 
 
    The eyes of the Otherside. 
 
    Working for the Behind the Curtain Organisation (BTCO), the authority that managed the truce between our world and theirs, certainly came with the animosity you would expect. Being the only agent with the ability to physically interact with them painted one hell of a target on your back. 
 
    No matter how many cases he solved, how many times he restored the peace, Bermuda knew that the Otherside would come for him. Rich in brutality, it was an existence that had little time for forgiveness or change. The truce, the allowance of refuge for the ‘Others’ in our world, was based on advances in science and medicine that could change humanity. 
 
    They saved our species. 
 
    We let theirs live outside the human eye. 
 
    Now, as he raced to his car, knowing what was about to burst through the doors behind him, he wondered if burning the truce and locking the goddamn gateway was an option. 
 
    ‘Get in the bloody car!’ 
 
    Bermuda’s voice was rife with panic as he approached the driver’s door to his black Honda Civic, the dirt forming erratic patterns across the unclean bonnet. His words were meant for the figure who stood before him. The meek offering of light from the ceiling bounced off the immaculate breast plate of his armour. The dark gold that protected him ended at his broad shoulders, which sprung two powerful, muscular arms, the dark skin exposed.  
 
    He stood motionless; fear was a trait that had left him long ago. 
 
    His face, a mask of calm, housed the two grey eyes which burnt a pathway to the door with a fierce concentration. 
 
    Strapped to his back was the blade that had protected our world for years and had saved Bermuda’s life on more occasions than he cared to remember. 
 
    Around his wrist, the Retriever – a weapon forged in the other world, which sent many back from whence they came. 
 
    Bermuda called to him once more, terror gripping each word as they leapt from his mouth, his handsome face gripped with fear. ‘Argyle!’  
 
    His partner didn’t move.  
 
    ‘Let’s get the fuck out of here.’ 
 
    The floor rumbled as if the car park was experiencing its very own earthquake. Bermuda had one foot in the car, his head peeking over the roof to his partner, who had been raised as a soldier on the Otherside. Exiled in disgrace for reasons Bermuda had never asked, Argyle’s slowly lifted his hand over his shoulder. Known as a ‘Neither’, an Other who had defected to the protection of humanity, Argyle locked his eyes onto the door. 
 
    ‘Get out of here.’ 
 
    His words were emotionless, an instruction. Argyle’s eyes narrowed on the door as his hand gripped the leather-strapped handle of his blade. With a shake of his light-brown-covered head, Bermuda dropped into the driver’s seat, slammed the door, and wrenched the key. The engine roared to life, the lights bursting out and casting Argyle in a majestic silhouette: a fallen angel, ready to face the demon on the other side of the door. 
 
    With the tyres screeching like a banshee, Bermuda sped through the car park, a small trail of dust following him like a loyal puppy. The car burst through the concrete block, taking a sharp turn onto the spiral ramp that led to the freedom of the street below. 
 
    London wrapped around him at speed, his car racing down the ramp as his foot pressed the pedal to the floor, the lights of the capital whipping by in a frenzied blur. 
 
    Behind him, he could hear the doors to the third level being thrown from their hinges, the night-piercing howl of the enormous creature that Argyle had stayed to welcome. 
 
    He had never seen an Other that big. 
 
    That ferocious. 
 
     With his steering wheel locked to the left, he circled down the exit ramp before the car smashed through the security barrier, the red-and-white bar shattering and sprinkling the street like hundreds-and-thousands. Bermuda reached for the handbrake, shunting it up, and letting his car spin on the spot, eventually sliding to a halt. 
 
    A few pedestrians watched on in shock, one of them quick dialling the police to report a parking violation. 
 
    They couldn’t hear what Bermuda could. 
 
    With the window rolled down, he wished he had a cigarette on the go; the soothing, calming pollution of his lungs would have settled his nerves as he listened to the spine-chilling roar of the behemoth and the clanging of Argyle’s sword as he valiantly fought. 
 
    No cigarettes anymore. He cursed himself as he raised his electronic cigarette to his lips, the blue light on the end as he inhaled a mocking reminder of his decision to be ‘healthy’. 
 
    Another roar ripped through the air, unbeknownst to the watching few, all of them perplexed by his decision to break through the barrier and not speed away into the night. He was used to the staring, people judging him or labelling him insane. It happened all the time, but he was a long way past trying to explain. 
 
    A long road away from caring. 
 
    ‘Where the hell are my goddamn Tic Tacs?’ he muttered to himself, unlatching the glovebox to be met by an avalanche of parking tickets and empty boxes of his beloved mints. 
 
    CRASH! 
 
    Argyle’s armour was the first thing Bermuda noticed, the reflection of light bouncing off it as he hurtled through the brick wall of the third floor. Within seconds, the mighty warrior collided with Bermuda’s bonnet, denting the metal as he bounced to the ground. 
 
    His face was bloodstained, and a large gash opened across his head that was already willing itself shut, much to Bermuda’s continued bemusement. His arms, covered in thick lacerations, pushed against the ground as he pulled himself up. 
 
    Bermuda leant out of the window, looking down at his fallen comrade. ‘Need a lift?’ 
 
    The stone-cold stare through the grey eyes told Bermuda the joke, like so many, didn’t register. Argyle was the most loyal partner he could ask for. But apart from working for the BTCO, they were worlds apart. Yet combining Argyle’s human-like form and his personality, Bermuda couldn’t recall a single person who embodied humanity as his partner did. 
 
    Who fought for what they thought was right. 
 
    Dusting the debris from his body, Argyle strode purposefully to the passenger door, a mighty hand wrenching it open. The watching public pointed in amazement as Bermuda pulled away. To them, they had witnessed a self-denting, self-opening car, driven by a man who talked to the ground. 
 
    Suddenly, their attention  – as well as that of the two agents in the now banged-up Honda Civic  – was drawn to the giant explosion on the third floor of the car park that sat next to Liverpool Street Station. Brick and metal barrier burst from the wall, showering down upon the street below like a heavy rainfall. 
 
    A metal post slammed against a car parked nearby. 
 
    Two small rocks hammered against a terrified civilian’s shoulder. 
 
    Then suddenly, the earth shook. 
 
    Landing on all fours, hidden from the world, the enormous beast slowly recovered from its three-story plunge. Over fifteen feet tall, with hard, jagged bones jutting from its spine, the beast was like none other Bermuda had seen before. Its dark, grey skin was covered in scales, stretched to the limit from its powerful frame. Small spikes, the crooked bones that ruptured through its skin, burst from its joints. 
 
    Its skull was large and dome-like, the top of its head smooth like a well-sanded table. Its eyes were feral, the pupilless black balls locked on Bermuda. Its giant jaw, snapping like an alligator, revealed a fine selection of razor-sharp teeth. 
 
    Embedded in its neck, a latch stone. Forged on the Otherside, it not only granted this beast entrance to our world, it allowed for it to interact too. Three people had been reported missing, with remnants of their bodies found in and around the car park. 
 
    Mark Courtney, a father of two and wealthy property developer. Betty Mulligan, a librarian and poster woman for the ‘Crazy Cat Lady’ community. Thomas Branning, a physics student who walked through the wrong car park while drunk. 
 
    All of them were gone, dismembered and digesting slowly within the hideous behemoth before Bermuda. 
 
    With a flick of his wrist, Bermuda threw his car into reverse, arching his neck back before slamming his foot down, the Civic launching backwards as the beast slowly moved towards them. 
 
    ‘We seem to be moving away from the creature,’ Argyle stated, a slight agitation in his voice. 
 
    ‘Yeah, that’s the plan.’ 
 
    Bermuda reached the end of the road, the concrete merging onto the dual carriageway that cut through the city like an enormous vein. As he approached, he took once last glance back through his windscreen. 
 
    The giant beast roared loudly, its powerful lungs shaking the streets and rattling the cars that lined it. 
 
    It dropped again to all fours and bounded towards the car, nothing but death in its pathway as it raced towards them, like a dog chasing the postman. 
 
    ‘Hold on!’ Bermuda yelled, wrenching the steering wheel and spinning the car completely as it joined the main road, a barrage of horns bursting into the air like an orchestra warming up. Almost clipping the large truck that was hurtling behind them, Bermuda slipped the car into first before it had completed its turn and stamped down the accelerator, the car bursting forward in one fluid movement. 
 
    ‘HAHA!’ he exclaimed in excitement, his heart beating ferociously as the adrenaline kicked in. Argyle’s lack of enthusiasm quickly ended the excitement. 
 
    That, and the giant crash of the truck behind as the giant Other leapt through it, the vehicle exploding into a ball of flames as it emerged onto the dual carriageway, its massive, clawed hands slamming against the pavement as it raced towards them, sending debris hurtling against the buildings that lined the streets. 
 
    A light drizzle began to patter against Bermuda’s windscreen as he raced through London, his car careering round a corner and onto another main road, scraping the back of a black cab that was then pulverised by the chasing beast. 
 
    The bright lights of the city surrounded them like fireflies, buses and cars whipping through the nightlife that dotted the street as Bermuda veered between them, narrowly missing a group of drunken lads. As they turned and yelled abuse as the car dashed by, one of them found himself flying into the nearby wall, courtesy of an invisible monster. 
 
    A bus was sent toppling into the front window of Top Shop. Two cars were sent hurtling towards the closed exit of Tottenham Court Road Station. 
 
    Bermuda spun a left and hurtled onto the A4 towards West London, the rain now hammering down on his car. Argyle calmly sat next to him, the situation barely registering as a need to panic. Sirens wailed, as a platoon of police cars were now following the path of destruction which they would wrongly lay at Bermuda’s door. 
 
    Raindrops scattered the road before him as he weaved between the traffic, his foot pressed down and the acceleration rising. Cars whipped past and Bermuda scouted the mirrors, the large creature no longer in the rear-view. 
 
    ‘Where are we going?’ Argyle’s calm words broke Bermuda’s concentration. 
 
    ‘I don’t know, buddy. I’m kinda winging it here.’ Bermuda pulled the wheel, slipping the Honda Civic around a delivery van, and began to climb the massive concrete flyover that arched its way over Hammersmith. The magnificent bridge brought with it an incredible view, the capital lit up like a world on fire. 
 
    ‘Where is the creature?’ Argyle craned his neck, his grey eyes staring through the back window. All he could see was the flashing of lights blurred by the rain. 
 
    Bermuda slammed on the brakes. 
 
    As if Argyle’s word had provoked an introduction, the beast leapt up onto the flyover before them, its legs ripping the metal barriers clean from the edge. Through the broken concrete they could see the Hammersmith Apollo, one of London’s most iconic venues, which had emptied. A well-known comedian having decorated its walls with laughter a mere two hours before. 
 
    Bermuda stared at the vicious beast, trying his best to recall the last time he had enjoyed anything resembling a normal Saturday evening. His mind wandered to Chloe, his beautiful daughter, as he pushed her on a swing – the moments he was starting to experience. The relationship he was starting to build. 
 
    A reason to be doing this. 
 
    Behind him, the sirens wailed through the air, the rain bursting with flashes of blue. 
 
    The beast waited, goading them to make their move. It snorted through its flared nostrils, its razor-sharp claws screeching across the concrete. The rain battered against its solid scalp. 
 
    Bermuda revved his engine. 
 
    ‘Hey Argyle. You have your Retriever, right?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ Argyle patted the metal clasp around his wrist. The Retriever, born of a metal from his own world, was safely secured within, its endless chain coiled and the hook that had caught many an Other lay with it. ‘I am required to carry it at all times.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, well when I say fire … you fire that thing.’ 
 
    ‘Do you have a plan?’ Argyle asked, Bermuda letting down the electric window beside him. The cold and rain collided with his armour. 
 
    ‘I have an idea. I wouldn’t call it a plan.’ Bermuda turned to his partner. ‘You’re gonna want to put your seat belt on!’ 
 
    Bermuda flashed him a grin before turning back to the road ahead. The beast had leant forward, ready to spring at any moment. Bermuda took a deep breath and then hammered his foot on the pedal. 
 
    The car burst forward, ripping across the flyover towards the giant beast, the rain hurtling down upon them. Police cars chased, their lights adding to the night sky intermittent bursts of blue illuminating the bridge. Argyle leant slightly out the window, the Retriever ready and primed. The rain slapped him in the face like a cold, wet palm. 
 
    Twenty feet. 
 
    Fifteen feet. 
 
    The Other rose up on its back legs, its broad, muscular chest exposed as it let out a roar, a hard, guttural noise that shook the city of London. 
 
    Ten feet. 
 
    ‘NOW, ARGYLE!’ 
 
    Argyle lifted his arm and released. The hook shot forward, pulling the chain with it as it flew through the night sky and embedded into the meaty neck of the Other, that roared with agony. The hook burst into four as it pierced the skin, hooking round and latching in place. With its arm flailing in agony, the beast swung wildly, its other clawed hand ripping the skin of its neck as it tried to free itself. 
 
    Argyle pulled himself back into the car and Bermuda turned the wheel a full lock to the left. 
 
    Through the gap in the barrier. 
 
    He felt his stomach rise up as the car hurtled off the side of the Hammersmith flyover, the world suddenly feeling like it was in slow motion. Bermuda could feel the ground quickly race up to meet them, and just before it did, everything went black. 
 
    The car hit the hard concrete, rolling on impact, with large chunks of metal and shattered glass spraying across the empty pavement. The airbags burst, catching the two travellers as they rattled around like two lone coins in a piggy bank. 
 
    The chain of the Retriever tightened, snapping sharply and wrenching the monstrous Other over the edge. With its neck broken, it flopped off of the flyover, its back legs crashing through the roof and side wall of the Hammersmith Apollo, the legendary bricks scattering across the floor like a careless child’s building blocks. 
 
    The rain continued to batter the crash scene, pedestrians gasping in shock at the damage. Slowly, very slowly, Bermuda began to stir, a thick stream of blood pouring from a gash across his head. 
 
    His nose and eyebrow were also streaming blood. His ribs, broken six months previously after he was thrown through a wall, were cracked and swinging loosely. 
 
    He could tell his wrist was broken as were the two fingers pointing in the wrong direction. 
 
    ‘Are you okay?’ 
 
    Argyle’s voice covered him like a blanket, safe in the knowledge that his friend was okay. He nodded, wincing in pain at the slightest movement. Argyle patted him gently on the arm with a blood-covered hand. His lacerations would heal at an unworldly rate. Kicking open what was left of the door, the mighty warrior stepped out into the rain, the water washing the blood from his dark skin. His right arm hung loosely, swinging gently from the last few tendons that hadn’t been ripped from their socket. 
 
    It would heal. 
 
    He always healed. 
 
    Calm, measured steps took him to the fallen Other, his heart feeling a twinge of sympathy for the death of his own kind. He may not have been as feral or as monstrous as the slain beast, but they were of the same world. 
 
    They were brothers in Otherkind. 
 
    Slowly murmuring a banishment, Argyle reached forward and wrapped his fingers around the latch stone, the vessel that was keeping the dead within its physical form. 
 
    He yanked it from the skin, watching as the Other slowly disintegrated, its life force trailing like a thin plume of smoke into the relic that Argyle held in his hand. He would be deposited back to the Otherside at HQ, for a proper burial. 
 
    Argyle bowed his head; the death of another Other hung heavily from his mighty shoulder like a pendant. The rain clattered around him, his blood trickling across the concrete where the slain beast had lain. 
 
    It was gone. 
 
    ‘Don’t move!’ 
 
    ‘Sir, we have him!’ 
 
    ‘Keep your hands where we can see ’em!’ 
 
    Bermuda winced in pain; the shouting of the police officers that surrounded his car only heightened the throbbing headache. He could feel the whiplash strapped to his neck, the stiffness keeping his head locked in one place. 
 
    The world around him was bright and blue, the lights of the police cars flickering like a faulty Christmas tree light. He had once again saved the city, his body was broken, and no one would believe him. 
 
    Just another day. 
 
    Two officers slowly approached the shattered window beside him, their steps careful and measured. One of them held his torch up, the light annoyingly intruding on Bermuda’s vision. With blood splattered across his usually handsome face, Bermuda slowly turned. He had caused a city-wide car chase, untold damage to a number of vehicles and buildings, and had ripped a hole in one of London’s oldest theatres. 
 
    With his impending arrest moments away, he treated the police to his best, bloodied smile. 
 
    ‘What’s the matter, officers? Was I speeding?’


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bermuda’s footsteps crunched across the ash, remnants of burnt leaves that now carpeted the street. To either side of him, buildings flickered, alive with the flames that ripped through them.  
 
    Every night it was the same; he was beginning to anticipate the next part of his dream before it happened, turning a split second before his name was called. 
 
    Everyone he knew was just out of reach, all of them reduced to ash and spirited away in the wind. Their final look was of failure as he watched them die. 
 
    An ear-splitting roar echoed in the distance. The giant beast responsible for the destruction of the world was rampaging beyond the smoke. The sky was black. 
 
    The only light was that of the fire that burst through every window on the street. The lampposts that stood like pillars rumbled to ash as he passed them. 
 
    His ex-wife Angela waited for him. A mere few feet from the woman he had sacrificed everything for, he knew she would crumble as he touched her. He felt his arm reach forward, he watched her reduce to ash. 
 
    He knew what was next and willed himself to wake up. Straining to close his eyes, he wrestled his sub-conscious, trying his best to race back to reality and awake in whatever place he had fallen asleep. 
 
    ‘Daddy.’ 
 
    Her voice returned him to the apocalyptic street, the world ablaze as the ash danced through the air, twisting with the flaming embers of destruction. He was still there, moments away from watching the Otherside take what was most precious to him. 
 
    With tears streaming from his eyes, he turned to face his daughter. Her nightdress was stained with soot and her face was rife with fear. Her eyes, raw from crying, searched her father for any strains of hope. 
 
    Suddenly the shadows began to circle, thin, crooked fingers reaching out and wrapping themselves around her limbs. 
 
    Bermuda raced towards her, the street stretching as he failed to make up the ground. Each step echoed, drowning out the destruction of the world. All he cared about was his daughter, the need to protect her. As he bounded towards her, she caught his eye one last time, a realisation of the end. 
 
    ‘Help me!’ 
 
    He leapt, screaming for her as the hands ripped her body in several directions. 
 
    Bermuda jolted awake, instantly groaning in agony as his body reminded him of his injuries. Above him, a bright light burst through, blinding him slightly as it buzzed from its artificial beam in the ceiling. 
 
    ‘Wakey, wakey.’ 
 
    The Scottish twang made him wince further, the voice of a disapproving senior. Pushing himself up slowly, he felt the whiplash tighten around his neck like a dog lead, pulling him back to the bed. With a deep breath he pushed himself upwards, battling the stiffness of his spine and the sling that his arm rested in. 
 
    His ribs clattered freely, the bones shaking like a box of his favourite mints. Broken. Again. 
 
    He was at the BTCO headquarters, a secret underground facility that sat thirty feet below the Shard, one of the premium London tourist spots. The building itself, eighty-nine floors of manmade glass and wonderment, stood just outside London Bridge Station. The sharp, glittering building was glistening in the early winter cold. 
 
    Thirty feet below, Bermuda was slowly adjusting himself, his legs swinging gently over the side of the bed. Every movement sent pain rocketing towards his brain. His eyes slowly began to adjust to the glare of the fluorescent tubes that hung from the ceiling, the fuzzy outlines of the three people in the room gradually beginning to find their shape. One of them stood forward, the definition of his face matching the sarcasm of his voice, and Bermuda knew he would have been happier being greeted by a kick in the bollocks. 
 
    The Scottish voice belonged to Montgomery Black, head of the Committee, the board of senior officers and agents that oversaw the BTCO. Bermuda had lost count of the times he had felt the wrath of the old man and judging by the sneer that clung to his wrinkled, be-spectacled face, another encounter wasn’t far away. 
 
    ‘What does the BTCO stand for?’ Black locked his hands together at the base of his spine, slowly turning away from Bermuda with a straight back and a disregard for pleasantries. 
 
    ‘I’m okay, by the way.’ Bermuda flashed a glance to one of the other figures. ‘Aren’t I?’ 
 
    Taking a few steps forward was Vincent, the most senior Neither working for the BTCO. His greyish skin clung tightly to his bones, his eyes a dark black, his nose thin and pointed. Like Argyle, Vincent had defected to our world, dedicating over half a century to building a workable truce between the Earth and the Otherside. Respected on both sides of the divide, Vincent was an archive of knowledge and expertise, working very closely with the other man in the room. 
 
    Lord Felix Ottoway III. The director of the BTCO. 
 
    Rapidly approaching his eighty-second birthday, he watched Bermuda with the kindness in his eyes he always had. He’d spent over sixty years in the agency, the clock ticking as the cancer continued to grip to his lungs, daring him to take his final breath. 
 
    Vincent’s voice was barely a whisper. 
 
    ‘You have suffered a broken collarbone, broken fingers, and a broken wrist. You have a severe bout of whiplash and your ribs have been – how shall I put it? – re-shattered.’  
 
    Bermuda winced as he pressed a finger into his side, only to be greeted by a searing pain.  
 
    ‘Other than that, no lasting damage.’ 
 
    Bermuda nodded before turning to Black, who still wouldn’t look at him. 
 
    ‘See? I’m fine. Almost died in the line of duty, but thanks for checking.’ 
 
    ‘What does the BTCO stand for?’ Black’s deep voice echoed through the basic room, reverberating off the empty walls.  
 
    On a small, white table to the side, Bermuda’s possessions lay messily, his clothes balled up on the floor below. Blood had dripped from the gash above his eyebrows onto the BTCO-issued white T-shirt. His toned arms hung from the sleeves, covered in the scrawling ink of the tattoos that covered his whole upper body. Incantations to symbols, all of which had been in a hope of warding off the onslaught of the Otherside. As he shifted uncomfortably, the pain bouncing around his body like a pinball machine, he couldn’t help but think they weren’t working. 
 
    ‘Behind The Curtain Organisation,’ Bermuda droned, bored with the question already.  
 
    Black snapped round to face him. ‘Don’t be facetious.’ 
 
    ‘You asked.’ Bermuda rolled his eyes. He slowly patted his thighs, realising he wasn’t wearing his jeans, and immediately grateful they had left his boxer shorts on. 
 
    ‘But what does the organisation stand for?’ Black’s voice seemed incapable of compassion.  
 
    Bermuda spotted his electric cigarette lying sloppily amongst his possessions on the side. He sighed. ‘Two worlds. One peace.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. We are here to maintain the harmony that exists between our worlds. A truce that has stood the test of centuries, two worlds working towards a common goal. A peaceful existence.’ 
 
    ‘With all due respect, that giant hell-dog tried to rip me to pieces and didn’t seem to give a damn about what it had to do to get to me. So, you can cram that peaceful existence up your arse.’ 
 
    ‘Jones!’ Ottoway’s voice snapped like an outraged headmaster’s.  
 
    Black’s eyes narrowed with fury at the disrespectful agent who slowly pushed himself to his feet. Managing a few wobbles, he slowly made his way across the room, the pain riding his spinal cord like a rollercoaster. Lifting his electric cigarette to his mouth, he took a puff, exhaling loudly as the cherry-flavoured smoke clouded around the room. 
 
    ‘What on earth are you smoking?’ Vincent coughed, his long-fingered hand balled in a fist. 
 
    ‘This?’ Bermuda waved his e-cig lazily. ‘It’s my electric cigarette.’ 
 
    ‘Electric? You humans will smoke anything.’ 
 
    Before an amused Bermuda could respond, Ottoway cut back in. His wrinkled face was calm, betrayed by the sternness of his voice. 
 
    ‘We appreciate you apprehending the feral Other last night. However, there is a chain of command that has provided the backbone of this organisation for years – long before either one of us was even a twinkle in our father’s eye.’  
 
    Bermuda rolled his eyes, angered by the reminder of his deadbeat father.  
 
    ‘Let us not forget our manners. In other words—’ 
 
    ‘In other words, watch your mouth,’ Black cut in, his eyes burning a hole through Bermuda, who was slowly easing himself into his jeans. ‘I am growing tired of your complete disregard to your duty.’ 
 
    Wincing through the pain barrier as he slowly buttoned his jeans, Bermuda turned to the antagonistic senior. 
 
    ‘Please enlighten me.’ He took a drag on his e-cig, an impressive cloud of smoke carrying his words. ‘Did I not just stop that thing? Where is Argyle? He can vouch for—’ 
 
    ‘Argyle is resting,’ Vincent cut in, his words curt and to the point. 
 
    ‘Well anyways, this world should be thanking me. Not sending in Chuckles over here to yell at me while my head is ringing.’ 
 
    ‘The world isn’t ready for the truth.’ Black spoke, not looking at Bermuda nor acknowledging the insult. ‘This world lives in a blissful naivety that we maintain through our diligent work and our honour of the truce. The Otherside has been responsible for some of the greatest scientific breakthroughs mankind has laid claim to. With their help, Vincent is close to synthesising a cancer suppression.’  
 
    Ottoway shifted uncomfortably as Black continued.  
 
    ‘The world needs us to keep the gate open and I WILL NOT allow your incessant disregard to threaten the progression of humanity.’ 
 
    Bermuda sighed as he took a seat on the edge of the bed again, his own shirt resting in his hands. Pain slowly slithered around his body like a serpent. 
 
    ‘I was doing my damn job,’ Bermuda muttered, slowly peeling off the bloodstained white T-shirt, revealing his toned, ink-covered body. Perfectly scribed words scrawled across his abs, the only blemish the three large scars that ran along his chest, a memento from a behemoth Other who introduced him to the roof of the Cutty Sark six months prior.  
 
    Black continued, his rage drawing forth a large vein on his forehead and heavier twang to his Scottish accent. ‘Your job is to be covert. Not destroy half the city. There is video footage of cars flying through buses already on the Internet.’ Black shook his head. ‘For Christ’s sake, you destroyed half of the Apollo!’ 
 
    ‘Technically, I didn’t. The giant killing machine … that destroyed the building.’ 
 
    ‘The Cutty Sark? Do you remember blowing two holes in that ship?’ 
 
    ‘Again, that was more a “they hit me through the ship” kind of thing.’ Bermuda pulled his Tic Tacs out of his jeans pocket, popping a couple into his mouth. His mind shot back to that horrifying night on the famous ship, the giant monster that slammed him through the roof, scarring his chest and almost devouring him. At that moment, he remembered just how grateful he was to have Argyle, the one person who realised just what saving the world really took. 
 
    ‘You blew out one side of Big Ben!’ Black, heavily animated, had begun to pace.  
 
    Vincent approached Bermuda with a sling, carefully helping him into position to reset his collar bone. 
 
    ‘While saving the world,’ Bermuda retorted, looking at the two senior figures before him. ‘You’re welcome, by the way.’ 
 
    ‘At what cost?’ Black’s words hit Bermuda like a sucker punch.  
 
    The cost had been huge, and Bermuda cursed himself for the daily blame game he played with himself. Hugo LaPone, as handsome as he was irritating, was the envious agent who had lost his life that night. When the Otherside’s worst terrorist, Barnaby, was merely minutes away from ending the world, Hugo had met his demise. Not a day went by that Bermuda didn’t blame himself, trying to absolve his guilt in pint after pint of Doom Bar.   
 
    Black’s compassion was as empty as those pint glasses. ‘Then there was the Hamley’s incident.’ 
 
    ‘Hamley’s?’ Ottoway questioned, a thick grey eyebrow raised at the mention of the famous toy store. 
 
    ‘An Other threw him through the front window of the store after he drunkenly challenged it to a fistfight.’ Black sneered, and both senior figures and the ancient Other turned and looked at Bermuda, a cloud of cherry fumes surrounding him. 
 
    ‘Okay, that one was my bad.’ 
 
    Ottoway shook his head, turning on his heel and slowly walking through the door, disappointment following him like a tail. Bermuda cursed himself, surprised at how genuine his anger was to have let down the one person who believed in him.  
 
    Black stepped back into his eye line, his eyes glaring behind his glasses. ‘You are nothing more than a liability. Ottoway, he believes you are important. That is why he assigned you Argyle and why he has destroyed his own reputation to keep you in the field.’  
 
    Bermuda looked up, his eyebrows raised with surprise.  
 
    ‘You claimed you could be the balance, Bermuda. Yet you can’t even keep yourself in line.’ 
 
    ‘That’s enough.’ Vincent spoke up, gliding from the corner of the room, his long, grey fingers interlocked in front of him, the black gown he always wore giving him the grandeur of a wizard.  
 
    Black’s face contorted into a snarl. ‘I will tell you when it’s enough.’ 
 
    ‘He is my patient, and he needs to rest.’ Vincent flashed a reassuring look at Bermuda. ‘Besides, you need him ready to leave by tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘Wait. Leave?’ Bermuda shot glances at both men as a sinister smile slowly took control of Black’s face. 
 
    ‘Yes. We have a new case for you.’ 
 
    Bermuda took a long, hard puff on his e-cig, the liquid bubbling loudly before an avalanche of thick white smoke snaked from his mouth. ‘Fan-fucking-tastic.’ 
 
    ‘Aye. Vincent will fill you in. But wrap up warm – Glasgow gets quite chilly this time of year.’ Black said with a wry smile. The reaction was as expected. 
 
    ‘Glasgow? What the fuck?’ 
 
    Bermuda spun round, searching Vincent’s face for any signs of help. There were none – just the cold, recognisable stare of something not of this world. 
 
    ‘There has been a report of a murder. A young woman, found on her bed with a hole in her chest. Her heart has been removed and is missing. Once you have rested, I will take you to the Oracles to extract what I can.’ 
 
    Bermuda shook his head in anger, a trip to the information hub of the BTCO doing little to appease him. Black, taking a sickening pleasure in Bermuda’s angst, stepped forward.  
 
    Bermuda angrily addressed him. ‘Wait, what happened to the agent covering Scotland? Johnson or Jensen, whatever his name is.’ 
 
    ‘He is on vacation,’ Black stated, his words cutting and unsympathetic. 
 
    ‘Wait, since when the hell did we start getting vacation?’ 
 
    ‘When you stop destroying London landmarks. Besides, they specifically asked for you,’ Black retorted, enjoying his victory over the troublesome agent. ‘Give my regards to the motherland.’ 
 
    ‘Give my regards to your wife.’ Bermuda winked back, staring directly into the eyes of his adversary. Black was a powerful man and Bermuda knew drawing his ire was a mistake. But considering how badly his curse had destroyed key parts of his life, he wasn’t going to let an old man with outdated ideals belittle him for using it to save people. He was starting to accept it, slowly embracing the life he was forced to lead. 
 
    Black chuckled to himself before turning and making his exit.  
 
    Bermuda called out one last time. ‘What time is my flight?’ 
 
    Black stopped, turning his head slightly, his wrinkles doubling as he smiled, his thick Scottish accent escaping through his rotten false teeth. ‘You can get the train.’ 
 
    The door slammed, shaking the room and encouraging Bermuda’s headache to worsen. Bermuda flashed a glance towards Vincent before catching a glimpse of his battered and bruised face.  
 
    ‘Terrific.’ He sighed, wondering how life was going to take an even bigger shit in his cereal.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    Argyle sat in his designated room within the BTCO headquarters, the blank white walls surrounding him. Above him, a halogen bulb hummed gently, basking his minimal possessions in its manmade glow. His bed was well-made, the white sheet and pillow untouched and evident of a sleepless night. 
 
    To the left, a small white desk was dominated by a metal stand on which his mighty blade rested – the same blade that had killed Barnaby, saving the world on that rain-soaked evening atop Big Ben. 
 
    The same sword that had saved Bermuda’s life countless times. 
 
    He stood, his powerful body motionless as he stared at his armour hanging from its designated hooks on the wall. The lacerations across his dark skin had closed, his alien genetics healing him within hours. The arm which had been wrenched from its socket, now rested comfortably over the other as he crossed them. 
 
    The Retriever lay beside the sword, ready to be launched at a moment’s notice. 
 
    All Argyle could think of was his partner. Was he okay? Their plummet from the bridge had been a momentous one, the car crushing like a Coke can on impact. He had heard him breathing and even heard a trademark quip to the officers that surrounded the car. 
 
    But now he was alone, trapped in a room with superiors that wanted him gone. Mr Black had made his feelings for Bermuda clear and it was only the honourable Ottoway who kept him at arm’s length. 
 
    Soon Ottoway would be gone, his health declining by the day. Then, Bermuda would need more than Argyle’s sword to protect him. 
 
    He shook his head; letting Bermuda be ostracised by Black as a power play was not going to happen. Bermuda had given something to Argyle that no creature, on this side or the other, ever had. 
 
    Friendship. 
 
    Bermuda had not only welcomed Argyle into his life, he saw him as the only positive of the gift he was slowly starting to accept. And despite his constant attempts at humour – which were never funny, Argyle found endearing – Bermuda was the most honourable of all the humans Argyle had met. He had walked two worlds, and no other inhabitant possessed the strength or integrity of Bermuda. 
 
    Even if he didn’t know it himself. 
 
    He slowly opened his grey, pupilless eyes, and they latched onto the shimmering blade before him. With a powerful hand, he snatched it from its resting place, slicing it through the air as he began another bout of training. 
 
    With every cut of the air before him, Argyle hoped that his partner would be okay. 
 
      
 
    Bermuda shuffled uncomfortably down the corridor, his footsteps irregular as he struggled to keep up with Vincent, the regal Neither gliding before him. His movements were so smooth, Bermuda questioned whether he had feet under the long, dark gown he wore. The glow of the lights cut through his brain like a razorblade, the effects of colliding with his steering wheel hitting him with a painful reminder. 
 
    His arm was locked in place, the sling tight enough to keep his shattered wrist and collarbone in place. Blood stained his white T-shirt, wrapped around a body that rattled with every step, the ribs celebrating their independence from the rest of his skeleton. 
 
    They would heal. 
 
    He always healed. 
 
    They passed a few faceless men in suits, people Bermuda had never spoken to nor wanted to, as they rounded a corner, marching passed a few cells which housed illegal Others ready to be transferred back to their world. The procedures and paperwork were not something Bermuda concerned himself with, letting those with more sense sit behind the desks. 
 
    They turned another corner and a few women in white coats stopped and stared, analysing the injuries that Bermuda wore on his body like medals. The entire organisation knew who he was, the famous Bermuda Jones. 
 
    The one who could walk in both worlds. 
 
    While he knew their admiration would make his flirting easier, the searing pain that encased his body demanded more attention than a potential romance. Also, her face jumped back into his mind, reminding him of a different pain that exploded in his chest. 
 
    Sophie Summers. 
 
    The most beautiful woman to have ever crossed Bermuda’s path, she was so close to falling for him as he had for her. Maybe she had. However, she came face to face with the most dangerous force the Otherside had ever created and was a Bermuda’s-width away from being lost to their world. Brought together by her friend’s disappearance six months ago, she had deemed Bermuda’s life too dangerous. 
 
    Another wonderful plus of having the ‘Knack’. 
 
    He had checked up on her from time to time, his ‘detective’ skills going no further than the occasional search on Google or quick online stalk of her Facebook profile. Her career was going from strength to strength, her dazzling looks propelling her modelling career to a high street fashion brand. Every time he saw her dark eyes, the playful tilt on the edge of her smile, his heart broke slightly. 
 
    This world would never allow it. 
 
    Neither would the Otherside. 
 
    Walking two worlds had never been lonelier. A large scraping of metal shook Bermuda from his self-pity. The huge iron doors to the Archive slowly opened, the light from within spilling out like an overstuffed wardrobe. As Vincent stood awaiting his entrance, Bermuda admired the intricate markings across the iron, the patterns all meaning something in a language he would never comprehend. Sometimes he marvelled at how his life had turned out. 
 
    A lot of the time he cursed it. But being able to see his daughter again was starting to change that. 
 
    It was giving him a reason. 
 
    The Archive was the link to the Otherside, a vast library that documented the rich tapestry of the truce. Every agreement, every significant event was locked away in there somewhere; the rows of leather-bound books overwhelmed Bermuda. Within each one were thousands of pages with words written in criss-cross patterns that not even the cleverest codebreaker could decipher. 
 
    The Otherside was a mystery. 
 
    Even after the hundreds of years, our world had only scratched the surface of theirs, an untapped potential that maintained the truce. The advances and changes that humanity could gain from this world outweighed the danger of letting their kind across  – at least in the eyes of the higher-ups, the patronising suits who sat safely behind their desks while Bermuda took a nosedive off the Hammersmith flyover. 
 
    ‘This way.’ 
 
    Vincent’s voice was rich, full of calm as he led the way through the rows of desks, a select few occupied by those with Level One clearance. Bermuda was pretty sure he was Level Not in a Million Years clearance; however, with Vincent by his side, the sneering glances dissipated quickly. 
 
    As Bermuda’s footsteps echoed off the high, arched walls, he wondered where within the books was Barnaby. Just thinking of the name drew a shiver down his spine as if the creature himself had run a finger down it. Barnaby had come within moments of ending the world, his desire and drive to vanquish humanity as terrifying as the jet-black eyes that had adorned his scarred face. 
 
    Bermuda had stopped him. Just. 
 
    The ramifications of that night were still ongoing: the rebuild of the destroyed face of Big Ben, the yearning for Sophie, who had walked away from him that night. And of course the death of Hugo LaPone, which was still being laid at his door. Despite it all, the heartbreak and the heavy conscience, Bermuda had saved the world. 
 
    ‘Wait here,’ Vincent stated, gliding beyond the final row of books and between a maze of metal filing cabinets. As he disappeared into the glow of the room ahead, Bermuda couldn’t help take a few steps forward to the end of the walkway. The large humming of computers echoed off the walls, the bright lights over several screens that surrounded four pods, each one with wires scattered everywhere like a bowl of spaghetti. Within the pods were four, pale blue Neithers, reclined back on their chairs. Their smooth, naked bodies gave off the same gleam as the marble on which Bermuda stood. The wires linking each Neither to a machine, a hard-line directly into the Otherside. Their ability was not to link to the Otherside, but to the Others themselves, their connection allowing the BTCO to monitor all activity, with their constant surveillance working out the likely percentage of Other involvement. 
 
    It’s how the BTCO assigned their cases. 
 
    They were, without a doubt, the heartbeat of the entire organisation. 
 
    Bermuda watched in awe as one of the Oracles started the shake, the lights on the screen flickered, lines dashing across as if a coded message was arriving. Before Bermuda could even understand the situation, the robed arm of Vincent guided his gaze away. 
 
    ‘Leave them. They may seem docile, but I discourage unfamiliar presence in this chamber.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t have to tell me twice,’ Bermuda retorted, slightly unnerved at how little he knew of the world he was entrusted to investigate.  
 
    Vincent led him back through the labyrinth of cabinets, each one housing years of history. As they emerged back into the open area, Vincent slapped a manila folder down on the nearby desk. Bermuda looked at it before looking back to the gangly Neither with a curious eye. 
 
    ‘Your case.’ 
 
    ‘Well I gathered it wasn’t a pay rise.’ Bermuda rattled some Tic Tacs free with his good arm, the clattering mints drawing a few scowls from the quiet obsessed. 
 
    ‘A young lady has been found dead in Glasgow. No signs of forced entry except a bedroom door that was nearly launched off its hinges, and her body, which was thrust onto the bed.’ 
 
    ‘You sure this is a case for me?’ Bermuda asked, the bruising on his face a clearer colour than hours earlier. 
 
    ‘She was found with her heart removed. No evidence of weaponry or surgical tools.’ Vincent’s pupilless eyes rested on him. ‘It was taken cleanly with the murderer’s bare hands.’ 
 
    Bermuda whistled, reaching for the folder with his unstrapped arm and flicking it open. A measly couple of pages comprised the details of the case. He raised an eyebrow, heavy with stitches. 
 
    ‘Not much to go on, is there?’ he said, not looking up. ‘How do we know it’s for us?’ 
 
    ‘Three found significant probability that a human could not have carried out such an act.’  
 
    Bermuda shuffled uncomfortably at the Oracles being referred to by number.  
 
    Vincent cleared his throat. ‘And you have been asked for, by name.’ 
 
    Bermuda turned back to his superior, confusion wrestling with agony for control of his face. ‘I have zero connection to Glasgow.’ 
 
    ‘An old BTCO officer, Tobias Hendry. He was formerly in charge of the old gateway which was situated on the outskirts of Glasgow. Since its decommission he acts as an informant, if you will. He’s human.’ 
 
    ‘He’s Scottish.’ 
 
    ‘With our other agent away, he has requested your presence.’ Vincent clasped his hands together, the sleeves of his robe hanging low like a wizard. ‘You may not know this, Bermuda, but your reputation precedes you.’ 
 
    ‘Woopie-fuckin-do,’ Bermuda muttered. The idea of a winter in Glasgow wasn’t exactly appealing. He turned the page over, examining the photo of a young lady lying in her underwear, her curved body splattered in blood. 
 
    Someone had taken her heart. 
 
    Why? 
 
    He winced, shuffling uncomfortably as a searing reminder of his car crash shot through his ribs. He tried to readjust, the sling strapping his wrist and collarbone in place acting like a straitjacket – a memory he was all too happy not to revisit. 
 
    ‘I am sure you will be healed by tomorrow,’ Vincent suggested, his voice quiet and warm. 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ Bermuda quickly spun, concerned.  
 
    Vincent stared at him until he released a deep sigh, aware that the secret was strictly between them.  
 
    ‘It’s getting worse.’ 
 
    ‘Worse?’ Vincent questioned. If he’d had eyebrows, Bermuda was sure one would have been risen.  
 
    As the only human to have crossed to the Otherside and returned, Bermuda knew he was unique. He was admired, envied, and feared in equal measure. While the BTCO proudly proclaimed him as ‘the balance’ between two worlds, the Otherside held him in less regard. Having been responsible for the deaths of some of them, Bermuda knew he was a marked man. 
 
    He also knew that no one knew of the side effects. 
 
    Ever since he had returned, he could feel a call from the Otherside, a delicate whisper dancing on the wind that whipped by. Whenever he came into contact with something from that world, he could feel its pull, trying its best to reclaim what they felt was rightfully theirs. Although he hadn’t been blessed with the strength or speed of Argyle, he had noticed that his body had begun rebuilding itself at an unearthly rate. 
 
    He healed like an Other. 
 
    While his face resembled a dropped pizza and his body had been crumpled like an empty Coke can, he knew it would be fine within a matter of days. Bones began to fall in to place quickly. Scars faded fast. 
 
    Bermuda was keen to keep it secret, not wanting the BTCO to look too far into it. It hurt him to keep it from Argyle. Although his partner was the only being in the two worlds he could trust, he didn’t want people to see him as even more peculiar. Vincent knew – his wise eyes had cottoned on pretty fast – but it remained between the two of them. 
 
    A silent promise. 
 
    ‘Yes, worse,’ Bermuda stated firmly, returning to the conversation. ‘I’m healing faster than Argyle.’ 
 
    ‘Not quite, but this is incredible. Remarkable.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know what the usual recovery time of a broken collarbone is? About six weeks, eight at the most.’ Bermuda’s words were steeped in disappointment. ‘I can already feel it fusing, and it’s been a day.’ 
 
    ‘That’s because you’re one of us now.’ 
 
    The deep voice boomed through the archive, leaping from the walls and exploding around them. Bermuda spun on his heel. The clomping footsteps and voice had emanated from the giant, hulking figure of Denham. His face, world weary and framed by an eyepatch, wore a wry smile, the caramel-coloured skin creasing at the corners of his mouth. Semi-retired from field duty, Denham was in charge of new recruits, his no-nonsense approach scaring the fear out of the newly ‘Knack’-aware before they entered the ‘real’ world. 
 
    Standing as tall as Argyle but with a severe bulk that would stand out in professional wrestling, the mighty Neither carried a black bag in his hand, swinging from his fingers like a yo-yo. Bermuda shot a glance back to Vincent, who remained motionless. 
 
    ‘How does he know?’ Bermuda exclaimed, his pitch rising, and a few other inhabitants of the Archive slowly made their way to the door, not wanting to intrude.  
 
    Denham slammed the bag down next to the manila folder and exhaled. ‘What, that you are like us now? Vinnie told me.’ He motioned towards his superior with his thumb. ‘It’s good, we have more in common now.’ 
 
    ‘I am not like you,’ Bermuda retorted, his anger slowly boiling. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid you are,’ Vincent calmly interjected, his words a comforting buffer between the two beings before him. ‘Denham has promised the utmost discretion.’ 
 
    Bermuda looked back and forth between the two Neithers, both of them as commanding as they were different – a shining example of how bizarre the Otherside was, how little made sense, and how dangerous it could be. Denham’s reputation as a soldier was unquestionable, as was his loyalty and ferocity. Bermuda sighed, relenting. 
 
    ‘It ain’t so bad,’ Denham offered. ‘You could still be pissing in your pants like Thorpe.’ 
 
    ‘How is he getting on?’ Bermuda asked.  
 
    Bobby Thorpe was the latest recruit that Denham was breaking in. The poor man was going through a torturous introduction to BTCO life that Bermuda knew only too well. 
 
    ‘Well let’s just say he’s gone through more pairs of underpants than Mick Jagger!’ 
 
    Bermuda burst out laughing, his ribs chattering like teeth in the cold. Hearing Denham reference pop culture was surreal. But then standing in an underground vault talking to two creatures from another world about a secret murderer in Scotland made surreal seem like a false concept. 
 
    Denham reached out one of his mighty hands, the fingers clasping the zip of the bag. It opened with a mighty yawn and he reached in, pulling out a thick, bunched-up roll of grey material. 
 
    ‘For you.’ He smirked in Bermuda’s confused direction. 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    Vincent stepped forward. ‘I asked Denham to create some clothing for you. Obviously, due to his seniority, he had a right to know the reason why.’ 
 
    A large slap echoed through the Archive and sent pain racing through Bermuda’s body as Denham’s hand clattered against his back. 
 
    ‘You’re welcome, buddy.’ Denham’s words were softer than his back pat. ‘Hopefully the next time you come up against an Exceptional, this will keep you safe.’ 
 
    ‘A what now?’ 
 
    ‘An Exceptional,’ Denham replied, confusion dripping from his words.  
 
    Bermuda arched a stitched eyebrow.  
 
    ‘You didn’t tell him?’ 
 
    Bermuda turned slowly, his shattered body creaking like a rusty door.  
 
    Vincent sighed. 
 
    ‘Tell me what?’ Bermuda demanded, his one good hand fumbling in his pocket for his e-cig. 
 
    ‘It is not something to tell.’ Vincent began gliding towards the darkened corner of the Archive, beyond the Oracles and the links between worlds that Bermuda would never comprehend. The Neither looked back, his eyes almost sparkling with excitement. ‘It is something to show.’ 
 
    Bermuda shuffled after him with slow, painful steps, his dislocated shoulder demanding attention. A cloud of berry-flavoured vapour drifted into the air. ‘Show me what?’ 
 
    Denham eagerly marched past Bermuda, bursting through the cloud of synthetic smoke like a game show contestant. His war-worn face uplifted in a wry smile as he arched his large skull back, his one good eye twinkling like a lone star. ‘Your legacy.’




 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The shadows crept over the stone walls like paint dripping down the old, crumbled brick work. The hill was set on the outskirts of the town, a world unfamiliar to him. These people were not the ones he had encountered before; the last time he was free to walk the earth. 
 
    Stone slats rose from the surrounding grounds like jagged teeth. On them, the names of the deceased, a needless tribute to a worthless life. They were all worthless, each one of them nothing more than a maggot, slowly eating its way through the corpse they called life. 
 
    All of them except her. 
 
    He could still see her face, her hazel eyes twinkling as they danced in the moonlight, its beauty only matched by hers. Her dark, brown skin as smooth as silk, the moonbeams shimmering off it like a sunrise on a lake. He closed his jet-black eyes, taking a long, controlled breath, his memories dancing through his mind in sync with their bodies. 
 
    She was gone. 
 
    There was always that creeping, nagging doubt that he would never see her again. That her beauty had been lost over time, and his search had been for nothing. All that time wasted in the dark. 
 
    The chains that held him to the walls. 
 
    The voice that taunted him. 
 
    He shook it from his memory, allowing the same moon that illuminated his great love to bathe the Necropolis in its glory. Each footstep crunched on the dried leaves, their fight for survival long since abandoned. The sleet slapped against his face, the skin – still the same as it had been back then – ignoring the cold that accompanied it. 
 
    With each step, he felt the raindrops falling from his body, the thick, red drops of blood that fell through his fingers. 
 
    This was what was requested. 
 
    This would bring her back. 
 
    The iconic graveyard that sat just on the outskirts of Glasgow was steeped in tradition. Over five thousand people lay beneath, all of them consigned to the earth upon their expiration, bodies amassing the collection for nearly two hundred years. The hill, surrounded by old, brick walls, was awash with stones and monuments, all of them lovingly chosen by those who were left behind. 
 
    The Necropolis was a place of pain. 
 
     Thirty-seven acres of death. 
 
    As he meandered through the tombstones, his hand tightened its grip. The woman had been accommodating, a friendly soul who was unfortunate enough to be his chosen one for the evening. It was she who’d made the motion to leave, inviting him home with a slightly pathetic desperation. 
 
    Now, as her blood splattered the ground, he held her heart in his hand. His cold fingers had ripped right through her skin, shattering the ribs and breastbone before wrapping around it, the beating reaching a crescendo as he pulled it from her body. It had stopped in unison with the life fading from her eyes. 
 
    He would remember her face. 
 
    He had remembered them all. All these years. 
 
    But this would lead him to her one more time as instructed. With each new face he struggled to place hers. The contours of her shapely cheekbones now rested undefined, the outline of her body was skewed, like the thread of a frayed knot. 
 
    He was losing her. 
 
    His shoes crunched off the dead leaves and clapped against the stone path, the mighty tombs that belonged to people of historical importance looming over him like a tidal wave of concrete. He wasn’t bothered with their names, or the need to celebrate their life with such a creation. 
 
    All he knew was this was where he would deliver the heart. This was where he remembered. 
 
    He took a few more steps towards the door of the small, crumbling shelter, the carved pillars cracked and faded. The rain hammered against the stone, rendering the dull building an even darker shade of depressing. 
 
    It reminded him of a place in time, a memory that was dancing on the outskirts of his mind, somewhere he couldn’t place. He remembered nothing of life before her. All he knew was his name and how he loved her. How he would have run through every door imaginable just to be by her side. 
 
    Now she was gone. Taken from him so long ago. 
 
    With a solemn bow of his head, he lowered himself to one knee, the wet concrete soaking his trouser leg. He reached out with his free hand, his fingers slowly running down the damp wood of the door. The tomb stood still amongst the powerful rain, a symbol of eternal loneliness 
 
    That’s what he had been sentenced to. 
 
    With great care, he placed the static heart on the ground, the rain washing the last of the blood from the organ and sweeping it down the steps. He slowly rose, looking around the cemetery with his dark eyes before running a hand through his dripping hair. 
 
    As requested, he had brought them what they had asked for. 
 
    He would return to the outskirts of this world, hoping that today was they day they would return her to him. 
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    As they walked past the Oracles, Bermuda watched One begin to jolt, its machine ramping up the beeps as it pumped information from their world to ours. He shook his head in disbelief at how, even if he could describe the finest details, he would be locked up again just for speaking of it. Its eyes, a pale cream with no pupil, stared straight upwards, as if they had rolled back into its skull. 
 
    The other three lay perfectly still. 
 
    The only sound was the beeping of their machines. Did they even know he was watching? 
 
    ‘Hey!’ 
 
    Denham’s voice echoed through the archive, stirring Bermuda back into the bizarre reality of his life. The mighty Neither beckoned him over, which he obliged quickly. Looking back over his shoulder, Bermuda noted that the Oracles hadn’t even flinched. He exhaled, and a slight creep danced up his spine. 
 
    ‘Don’t stare at the Oracles,’ Denham ordered as Bermuda joined him. His hands clutched the grey gift tightly. ‘It’s rude.’ 
 
    ‘Do they even know I’m there?’ 
 
    ‘They know everything.’ Denham’s words were final, his mighty arms folded across his powerful chest, the black ‘BTCO’ T-shirt stretched to near breaking point. With his one good eye, he returned his gaze to Vincent, who slowly lowered a large book onto the secluded desk between them.  
 
    Bermuda glanced at the two senior Neithers, his eyebrows raised. ‘Is it story time?’ 
 
    ‘This, Jones, is your legacy.’ Vincent spoke, ignoring the quip. ‘After what happened six months ago, we have taken extra steps to ensure that the fate of the world doesn’t rest upon just your shoulders. Do you know how?’ 
 
    Bermuda looked up at Vincent, meeting his grey eyes and slowly nodding. ‘By reading?’ 
 
    Denham sighed, rubbing the bridge of his nose with frustrated fingers. Vincent projected a warm smile, his patience higher than that of his fellow Neither. 
 
    ‘By making sure we are prepared. We knew of Barnaby and were following up reports of his escape. While you were adamant of the incoming danger, we were unprepared. An Other as dangerous as he should not have been left in your capable hands. You were, as much as Mr Black hates to admit it, very much right on that one.’ 
 
    ‘Well if Monty wants to thank me for being so inspirational, he knows where to find me.’ 
 
    ‘Quite,’ Vincent continued, slowly opening the mighty book. Again, as with all the documentation from the Otherside, the letters were indecipherable, dancing across the pages in a criss-cross pattern. ‘This is the Tome, a new record that I alone have access to. A new brand of Other has been agreed, a way to monitor those who pose a serious threat to our world. We are no longer going to use a grading system, merely the new term.’ 
 
    ‘Exceptionals,’ Bermuda interjected, his lips tightening as he scrutinised the idea. ‘I like it.’ 
 
    ‘So far, we have only two on record, one of whom has been vanquished by yourself and Argyle.’ 
 
    ‘Even I have to admit Argyle did the worlds a favour killing that piece of shit,’ Denham added, his face betraying the praise for Argyle, a hatred that had Bermuda never understood. 
 
    ‘With this Tome, we can help create a better balance between the worlds, keeping them safe and secure.’ Vincent nodded at Bermuda warmly. ‘Two worlds, one peace.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, yeah.’ Bermuda waved off the BTCO creed, taking a large puff on his e-cig. The fruity plume of smoke surrounded the three of them as his eyes lit up. ‘Who else is in the book?’ 
 
    ‘You will only be informed of Exceptionals should it pertain to your case.’ 
 
    ‘So, whatever’s happening in Glasgow doesn’t involve an Exceptional?’ 
 
    ‘Not as far as we have been informed.’ 
 
    ‘Then who is it?’ Bermuda asked cheekily. ‘Is it you? Is it Denham?’ 
 
    ‘You will be informed of Exceptionals—’ Vincent began to repeat.  
 
    Bermuda cut him off. ‘Is it me?’ 
 
    ‘Enough,’ Denham interrupted, the frustration rife across his wrinkled face, the frown arching over his eyepatch. ‘No one knows but Vincent, so leave it be.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry.’ Bermuda held his hand up, his other resting in the sling that was becoming less necessary by the minute. He scowled at the changes his body was going through, the effect of the Otherside. 
 
    He had always felt different. 
 
    Now he didn’t even feel human. 
 
    It was bad enough that Vincent had figured out that he was developing an Other’s ability to heal, but now Denham knew, he began to feel even more like a freak.  
 
    As if he could read Bermuda’s mind, Vincent slowly closed the thick, leather cover of the Tome, locking away Bermuda’s legacy for the day. His words were slathered in warmth. ‘Denham has a gift for you.’ 
 
    Bermuda raised his stitched eyebrow in surprise, turning to the hulking recruiter, a fiendish grin across his face. With an arm thicker than Bermuda’s torso, he reached for the dark, grey blanket that clung tightly to its contents that he had removed from the bag earlier. 
 
    ‘Think of it as a get well soon gift.’ 
 
    Bermuda scoffed at the remark, slowly unravelling the grey material with one hand. As it fell to the floor, Denham unfolded and flapped open a brand-new coat, the thick, dark grey material crisp and pressed.  
 
    Bermuda let out a whistle of admiration. ‘Now that’s a nice-looking coat.’ He beamed at Denham. ‘Didn’t know you were secret haberdasher.’ 
 
    ‘Sword, needle … it’s all the same.’ 
 
    Bermuda chuckled at the boast, knowing full well that Denham was one of the most fearsome soldiers that belonged to the Over Watch, a sort of army of knights that policed the Otherside. Argyle was also a former soldier that much Bermuda knew; however, he never spoke of what Bermuda could tell were harrowing experiences. 
 
    ‘Well thanks. Speaking of swords when can I have mine back?’ Bermuda asked, his frustration apparent. 
 
    ‘You do not possess a sword,’ Vincent responded curtly. ‘You were entrusted with a tomahawk of great value and rarity and Mr Black feels that until you prove yourself responsible—’ 
 
    ‘Whatever,’ Bermuda cut him off, shaking his head at the suspension of his weapon privileges. Besides, he still had Argyle, and, as he admired it, a new coat. 
 
    ‘It is for your protection,’ Vincent informed, pointing to the inside of the jacket with a long, bony finger. ‘The inside is lined with Argiln, the very same material that we build our armour from.’ 
 
    ‘Hmmm,’ Bermuda murmured, remembering the material shattering when he was slammed through a wall by Barnaby all those months ago. 
 
    ‘It’s re-enforced,’ Vincent reassured him. ‘Denham has done an exemplary job in fitting it between the lining of the jacket, ensuring that your actual body will have no physical contact with it.’ 
 
    ‘So that way, you won’t keep turning into one of us.’ 
 
    Bermuda flashed Denham a stern glance, his anger outweighing his fear. He relaxed upon seeing his colleague’s pearly white smile. ‘Thanks. I appreciate it.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe it will do what Argyle seems incapable of and keep you safe.’ Denham spoke, refolding the grey blanket over his rippling forearm. 
 
    ‘Argyle has saved my life more times than I can count. Show some damn respect.’ 
 
    Denham’s one, pupilless grey eye glared at Bermuda, his hatred for Argyle a mystery that seemed to be held by the entirety of the Otherside.  
 
    Vincent, once again, cut through the tension with a measure of calm. ‘Thank you, Denham. That will be all.’ 
 
    With a cocky salute, Denham turned and headed back towards the mighty iron doors of the Archive, his booming voice bouncing off the walls like a ping-pong ball. ‘Let me know if there are any problems with the coat.’ 
 
    Bermuda and Vincent stood in silence, listening to the regimented stride of Denham echoing off the marble floor of the Archive. With a mighty clang of metal, the large doors slammed behind him, leaving Bermuda stood by the desk, his hands clutching the protective coat in question. 
 
    ‘It’s not black!’ he muttered, quietly enough that no one could hear the ridiculous complaint. The BTCO had just offered even more protection, yet he couldn’t see beyond the gesture. 
 
    They were sending him to Glasgow. 
 
    A wild goose chase over a bizarre murder. 
 
    With a shake of his Tic Tac box, Bermuda made his way to the door, the manila folder and a new Otherside-infused jacket under his arm and a scowl on his face that would scare Satan himself. 
 
    ‘Where are you going, Jones?’ Vincent called after him, his voice dancing carefully between a whisper and a murmur. ‘You are needed there as soon as possible.’ 
 
    Without looking back, Bermuda responded, his voice almost as broken as his body. ‘I need to make a call’ 
 
    The iron door slammed behind him, locking away the heartbeat of the BTCO once again.




 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bermuda’s forehead pressed against the large, clear windows that lined the Virgin Train, the Midlands whipping by his window at breakneck speed. The train, a Pendalino, was designed to take corners at an angle, the entire carriage feeling like it was sliding off the tracks. 
 
    Every time it made Bermuda feel a little sick. 
 
    He exhaled loudly, a few gentlemen scowling in his direction across the aisle. Sat around a dingy plastic table, their fingers clicked over laptop keyboards while they spouted nonsense about ‘blue-sky thinking’ and ‘deep-diving analysis’. Bermuda looked at their suits, the ties clasped around their necks. Turn them the other way around and they became nooses. 
 
    He looked down at himself. His grey T-shirt clung to his well-toned frame, his heavily tattooed forearms bore the words of incantations wrapped around mystic symbols. He couldn’t explain what they meant, just that Argyle had advised him on what would keep the monsters at bay. 
 
    The religious held up crucifixes to keep the devil from the door. 
 
    He just had them burnt into his skin. 
 
    The chair in front of him shook slightly, the portly gentleman grunting as he slept. Bermuda’s drink, a warm can of Carlsberg sold at an extortionate price on board, shook on the flimsy table that hung from the back of it. He let another sigh, trying his best to relive the words of encouragement Ottoway had given him, trying to recreate the sense of purpose he felt then. 
 
    He was the balance. Humanity’s best hope of maintaining the truce and marshalling the merging of the two worlds. He had power beyond any human. He could see the truth, what existed behind the curtain and what the naïve could only comprehend as a fairy tale. 
 
    He was, in effect, the most powerful human being on the planet. 
 
    The balance. 
 
    Now that was a job that came with pressure. 
 
    Bermuda took a swig of warm alcohol, coughing a small choke as the warm liquor sloshed the back of his throat. As it swirled down to the pit of his stomach, it rubbed shoulders with the fresh batch of guilt that he’d cooked up before his train had departed. 
 
    He closed his eyes and thought back to earlier that afternoon. 
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    Bermuda sat on the uncomfortable plastic chair, gently testing the swivel feature as he waited. The photo booth was cramped, the walls lit up like light boards, the screen ahead repeating an advert of a young girl taking her passport picture incorrectly. The curtain had been pulled to, shutting out the busy world of Euston Station. 
 
    He had called Angela as he had left the Shard, the November lunchtime hammering a cold shower over the landmark heavy skyline of London. It had been years since he had said goodbye to her, her eyes heavy with tears as they carted him off to his cell, the world agreeing with her that he was mentally unstable. 
 
    Unfit to be a husband. 
 
    Too dangerous to be a father. 
 
    As the years had passed, she had stayed on the fringes of his life, communicating with his sister Charlotte and ensuring he was updated as Chloe grew up idolising her stepfather. Ian was a good man, a great husband, and a wonderful father figure. He had even been polite the few times Bermuda had called, even humoured him when he spoke of the monsters in the shadow. 
 
    An all-round nice guy. 
 
    A real son of a bitch! 
 
    Despite his seething envy, he couldn’t hate the man, especially after everything he did for his daughter. Bermuda had a suspicion that Ian had encouraged the recent bridge that Angela was building with him, a slow pathway back to having a relationship with his daughter. 
 
    She was even adhering to his requests that he meet Chloe in secluded locations, the small photo booth outside the security barriers being the latest meeting place. His Converse trainers rested on his overnight bag, a few shirts and underwear crammed in for an undetermined stay in the freezing North. That wasn’t the problem. 
 
    The problem was the guilt. 
 
    Sure enough, two sets of feet appeared on the other side of the curtain, one of them considerably smaller than the other. Before he could move, his heart melted as the blue-eyed, blond-haired face of his daughter poked through the curtain, a gap in her smile where the Tooth Fairy had visited. 
 
    ‘Hi, Daddy!’ Her voice was trimmed with excitement. 
 
    ‘Hey, Kitten.’  
 
    She smiled again, scrambling into the booth, her little feet trampling over his belongings.  
 
    ‘How you doing?’ 
 
    ‘I’m fine.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah? You behaving?’  
 
    She nodded, her piercing eyes darting around the booth, the bright lights dazzling her.  
 
    ‘How’s school?’ 
 
    ‘It’s okay.’ She looked up at him, her eyes rendering him powerless. ‘Mummy said you can’t come to my birthday?’ 
 
    There it was: the guilt, bubbling up inside his stomach and uppercutting his heart. He tried to maintain his composure, refusing to divert his gaze from hers. The puppy dog eyes made his heart wince again. 
 
    ‘I have to go away, Kitten.’ He stroked her hair from her eyes, the corners slowly building up with tears. ‘But I’ll tell you what. When I get back, we will go and have the biggest bowl of ice cream EVER!’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ The hope clawed at his chest, her love-filled words yanking on his heartstrings like an acoustic guitar. 
 
    ‘I promise.’ He extended his little finger, which she hooked onto with her own. ‘And I will call you first thing on your birthday and sing you a brand-new birthday song!’ 
 
    She smiled at him before reaching up and wrapping her arms around his neck. He held her close to him, embracing the fruity smell of her blond hair, the fluffy trim of her coat hood tickling his nose. 
 
    ‘You be good for your mum, okay?’ 
 
    Chloe nodded and then slowly backed out of the booth, her gloved hand wrapping around her mother’s.  
 
    Bermuda stood and followed, stepping out onto the busy concourse and into the disappointed glare of his ex-wife. ‘Hi, Ange.’ He spoke carefully. ‘You look pissed.’ 
 
    ‘Language!’ Angela scorned him, tutting as he mimicked being scared, to his daughter’s amusement. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry.’ 
 
    ‘You really can’t make it?’ Her voice was heavy, tired of having to question him. ‘It’s her birthday, for Christ’s sake!’ 
 
    ‘You think I want to miss it? And if I did, do you really think I’d go to fucking Glasgow?’ He immediately held his hand up in apology.  
 
    Angela rolled her eyes.  
 
    ‘It’s my job.’ 
 
    ‘Well I’m glad that your job is very important.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, that’s not fair!’ he replied, his voice betraying his sternness. 
 
    ‘Fair?’ she angrily whispered, leaning away from their daughter’s earshot. ‘What’s not fair is you spending the last six months getting her hopes up and then bailing when it’s time for you to act like her dad!’ 
 
    Before Bermuda could respond, Angela tightened her grip of Chloe’s hands and used her other to wipe the tear that Bermuda’s curse had caused. 
 
    It was getting hard to keep the positivity up. 
 
    The curse was becoming a curse again. 
 
    ‘Ange, I’m sorry,’ he meekly offered, his vision blurring at the edges as the tears seeped in. He couldn’t even look at his daughter. 
 
    Just as the only two women he loved were about to disappear into the relentless stream of commuters, Angela turned to him. The mother of his most treasured possession. The woman he had vowed to spend his life with. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, too.’ 
 
    With his heart breaking once more, Bermuda watched them vanish in the crowd, whisked away by the continuous rush of London. The shrill call of a whistle cut through the air, drawing his attention to the platform. With a deep sigh and a lifetime of regret, he slowly made his way to his seat, grimacing at the journey ahead. 
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    The train rolled to a stop, jolting slightly and guiding Bermuda to a face-first collision with the window. Muttering under his breath, he slowly eased himself out of his chair, amazed as he reached for his bag with an arm that earlier in the day was supported by a sling. 
 
    He was healing. 
 
    Rapidly. 
 
    Concern etched its way across his face, the idea of merging fully with the Otherside enough to make his stomach flip. He had been to that world once, the swirling smoke that engulfed the land. The blood-red eyes that had stalked him. Since that moment, he had been threatened countless times, the words of another world promising to tear him apart. 
 
    One day they would claim him. 
 
    Just not yet. 
 
    He followed the businessmen off the carriage, stepping onto the freezing cold platform at Glasgow, the glass ceiling hoovering up the moonlight before throwing it onto the concourse below. It was just after eight o’clock in the evening; the world was at home, sitting on sofas eating TV dinners or spending some quality time with the family. The boring, mundane repetition of life. 
 
    As Bermuda slowly made his way towards the ticket barriers, he yearned for that existence, to have no other worry other than what Sophie was cooking for dinner. He shook her from his mind, not wanting to re-tread the pain of the ‘one who got away’. Well, more like the ‘one who ran away’. With a deep sigh, he posted his ticket through the machine and reluctantly stepped through. 
 
    God, it was cold. 
 
    Even in the brightly lit station, with its row of coffee shops and fast food stands all ablaze with activity, Bermuda felt a chill, as if an ice cube had been dropped into the crack of his arse. He arched his neck up, his eyes scanning the large clock that hung from the centre of the glass arched roof. 
 
    An Other clung to it, its long fingers stretched across it like wild roots. Its body was slim and shiny, and a small indented pattern ran across it. Its face bore sharp teeth and completely grey eyes. Its head slowly moved back and forth like a typewriter carriage. 
 
    It was hunting. 
 
    Bermuda dropped his overnight bag, its contents a mishmash of unfolded shirts, underwear, and toiletries. He stared at the Other, waiting patiently before its shimmering face turned, their eyes meeting for the first time. Its eyes narrowed as it hunched its shoulders, coiling itself like a spring. 
 
    It drew back its lips, razor-sharp teeth zigzagging across one another like the head of a broom. 
 
    Bermuda could sense its hatred. 
 
    ‘He is not of our concern.’ 
 
    Argyle’s words were calm as he approached Bermuda, his ability to meet him at any location no longer surprising Bermuda. 
 
    ‘I know.’ Bermuda spoke, his stare maintained. ‘I just want it to know I’m watching.’ 
 
    The creature continued its stare, its sharp, jagged fingers screeching across the clock face. Saliva dropped from its vicious snarl, the teeth that may very well have ripped flesh from bone. 
 
    Bermuda crossed his arms. 
 
    The creature snarled. 
 
    Sure enough, it broke the stare, its misshapen skull whipping back and forth before it scuttled around the clock and shimmied across the glass roof and away towards the welcoming darkness of the shadow. With a sense of victory, Bermuda picked up his bag and smiled at his partner. 
 
    ‘See? I win.’ 
 
    Argyle shook his head as he watched his partner stroll towards the exit. ‘Your sense of victory is very strange.’ 
 
    Bermuda continued walking, carefully dodging the frustrated commuters who dominated the concourse, all angrily checking their watches and muttering as ‘delayed’ appeared next to more and more trains on the timetable. 
 
    ‘Well to be honest, mate, I was in a pretty bad car accident, I’m missing my little girl’s birthday to come and catch what we believe to be an Other-worldly murderer, and to top it all off, I’m in fucking Glasgow.’  
 
    A few commuters scowled at the bizarre man, cursing their town to himself.  
 
    ‘So I am looking for victories wherever I can.’ 
 
    ‘You seem displeased to be here,’ Argyle stated as the two of them strode through the large automatic glass doors of the station to be hit by a wall of cold.  
 
    Bermuda almost stopped in his tracks, the freezing wind hitting him harder than any creature from another world could. It ripped through his skin, shattered his bones, and froze his marrow. 
 
    ‘JESUS!’ he exclaimed, frantically pulling his armoured coat together and latching the buttons. He fitfully rifled though the pockets, slipping his hands into his black gloves before attaching his beanie hat to his head. The tip of it was longer, flopping over to the side like a gnome’s hat. 
 
    Bermuda had been called worse. 
 
    Shaking violently and struggling to stop his teeth from chattering, he turned to Argyle as a slap of drizzle drifted through on the wind and caught him on the cheek. 
 
    Argyle stood unhindered. His armour covered his chest, but his arms were naked, the moisture of the night sky causing them to shimmer in the moonlight. He peered back at his partner, his grey eyes offering nothing but innocence. 
 
    ‘Are you cold?’ His words were caring. 
 
    ‘Just a little, Big Guy,’ Bermuda responded, his hands stuffed in his pockets and his shoulders hunched. He bobbed on the spot, his body clutching at every straw for warmth. 
 
    ‘We should head to the crime scene. You are to liaise with a DC Sam McAllister.’ Argyle looked down the street, the wide roads lined by tall, gothic-looking buildings, the ground floors all turned into the usual high street stores. People sprawled across the street, crossing paths as if the words of the Tome had come alive. 
 
    ‘Will he even be there?’ Bermuda questioned, raising his arm to hail a cab. One flashed its headlights. 
 
    ‘We shall see.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds very positive.’ Bermuda knew his sarcasm was lost on Argyle, but he smiled as the cab pulled up to the curb. He opened the door, tossing his bag onto the back seat. As the wind cut through him once more, he slowly turned back to Argyle. ‘Race you there?’ 
 
    Argyle grunted, standing motionlessly as Bermuda closed the door behind him. 
 
    The cab pulled away, heading towards the looming, ice cold city of Glasgow as the hunt for the murderer began.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    It wasn’t enough. 
 
    That had become clear to him when she hadn’t returned. He had done as asked, delivered another heart, and yet they still hadn’t been appeased. He had walked away, leaving the heart at the door as instructed and making the lonely walk back to the darkness. 
 
    Now, as he sat across the bar and watched the young women chatting enthusiastically as one of them showed off a pathetic new piece of jewellery, he knew they needed more. 
 
    They would require another. 
 
    He looked down at his fingers, the wrinkled knuckles stretched as he clasped his glass. The burning scotch that filled it would have little effect. 
 
    The barmaid had called it ‘classy’ when he had ordered it, more out of habit than desire. It was for appearances. The world saw him as one of their own and he would not pull back the veil just yet. There was no need. 
 
    There was no her. 
 
    He lifted the glass and relieved it of its contents, the liquid burning the back of his throat and disintegrating before it reached his stomach. The thumping noise from the speaker above was foolishly labelled music, a disgrace to the wonders he had heard when she was in his arms. 
 
    Where were the trumpets? The strings? 
 
    The sense of class? 
 
    He shuddered, looking at the scantily clad women that adorned the high seats, all of them leaning over cocktails with their bodies on show. Like a low-rent meat market. Beyond them, leering men looked on, all of them nothing more than cheap aftershave and misplaced machismo. Nothing like how men used to be. 
 
    How he used to be. 
 
    As he gently gestured for a refill to the waitress, a dark feeling crept into his mind, like a leak slowly filling up a bucket. What did he used to be? He had always been him. That nagging doubt, this vague recollection of dust and stone flickered and disappeared as quickly as a lightning bolt. 
 
    He was Kevin Parker. 
 
    A man who was doing what he could to bring back the one he loved. The one they had lied to. His concentration was broken when a napkin, shortly followed by a scotch, was placed in front of him by the waitress, her smile as fake as her tan. 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ he uttered politely, a gentleman’s smile her tip. He reached for his wallet. 
 
    ‘No need.’ She spoke through chewing gum. ‘It’s already been paid for.’ 
 
    She directed his gaze to a smiling woman sat by the bar who looked over with interest. She was pretty, petite but not in a worrying way. Her auburn hair was pulled neatly into a bob, her large, blue eyes were framed with a gentle purple shadow. She wore a tight-fitting pair of jeans and a rose-patterned top. 
 
    He smiled, gently easing himself up off the chair and falling into the role of the grateful stranger. All he would have to do is be polite, compliment her a few times, and pretend to care what she said. 
 
    It was almost too easy. 
 
    He noticed her straightening her top and shuffling anxiously on her stool. He had to ignore the sharp prod of guilt that accompanied each step. 
 
    She didn’t deserve this. 
 
    But then again, neither had the one they took from him. 
 
    The young lady turned slightly, noticing his hesitation. ‘I don’t bite,’ she offered playfully, her smile revealing cute dimples. 
 
    ‘Of course not.’ Kevin stumbled, looking towards the exit. 
 
    ‘It was just a drink. You don’t have to stay.’ 
 
    ‘No, it’s not that.’ He offered her a weak smile before looking to the door again. 
 
    ‘Are you married?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Is there another woman?’ 
 
    ‘Why do you ask?’ His voice instantly hardened, and his back stiffened as well. 
 
    ‘You keep looking at the door as if someone is going to burst in and catch you.’ 
 
    His shoulders relaxed, and he chuckled, taking a sip of the drink she had bought him. She frowned, her delicately plucked eyebrows pulling her face inward. 
 
    ‘There is no one.’ He took another sip. ‘Not anymore.’ 
 
    ‘Then have a seat …’ she gestured to him. 
 
    ‘Kevin.’ 
 
    ‘Katie.’ She extended a small, open hand. ‘Nice to meet you, Kevin.’ 
 
    ‘Nice to meet you too, Miss …’ he raised his eyebrows, his smooth, chiselled face more welcoming. 
 
    ‘Oh, Steingold. Miss Steingold. But like I said, Katie.’ 
 
    ‘Katie it is.’  
 
    She chuckled, looking slightly baffled by the strange behaviour of the handsome stranger. He was well-groomed and seemed to be in good shape. His suit, while custom made, seemed slightly too big for him. 
 
    ‘You seem different,’ she stated abruptly. 
 
    ‘Different?’ he questioned, finishing his drink and motioning for another. ‘You don’t know me.’ 
 
    ‘I mean different to all the other men in here. You actually seem like the type of person who can hold a conversation. Who is actually out for a drink, as opposed to a walking hard-on who is looking to get coked up and hope to avoid an STD.’ Her accent became stronger the more she ranted, the Glaswegian girl escaping slightly. 
 
    ‘I don’t see the point in the drugs they take or the behaviour they embody. There is a decorum lacking in today’s society and I refuse to condone or partake.’ 
 
    She giggled slightly, sipping her gin until the straw roared against the bottom of her glass. The barman placed a fresh drink before them both. Kevin handed over a note, waving away the notion of being handed back change. 
 
    ‘That’s a very generous tip,’ Katie exclaimed. ‘I wish you’d came into my shop.’ 
 
    ‘You will have to tell me where it is, so I can experience your hospitality.’ 
 
    ‘Hehe. You do talk funny, you know that?’ 
 
    ‘I merely speak properly.’ His words were smooth, his voice soft.  
 
    She took a sip of her drink before flicking her hair back, hoping he picked up on the body language. He remained stoic, and the difficulty she had reading him was becoming slightly arousing. She composed herself, sipping her drink before peering into his unflinching gaze. 
 
    ‘You must have stolen a heart or two in your time, huh?’ She leaned slightly towards him as he grinned a perfect set of teeth. 
 
    ‘You have no idea.’ 
 
    His whispered response was lost on her as their lips pressed together. The thumping music slowly vanished and he could feel her heart racing. 
 
    Her heart. 
 
    With an excitement in her eyes, she left her chair, leading him by the hand towards the door. As they slithered through the dance floor, evading the drunken and the desperate, he gazed upon her one more time. 
 
    She would be dead by sunrise. 
 
    Hopefully this would be the last one. 
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    ‘McAllister has already left for the evening.’ 
 
    The thick Scottish accent belonged to PC Billy Ferguson, a large, heavyset Scotsman with a thick ginger beard. He looked like he had leapt straight off a box of porridge. Bermuda sighed, the freezing wind jabbing at him with frozen fingers. The door to the flat was closed, police tape criss-crossed from the frame like a morbid gift. Ferguson had been sat in his car, heaters blazing as he watched the premises. 
 
    ‘I need to see the crime scene.’ 
 
    ‘You press?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Bermuda scoffed. ‘Even I’m not that much of a dick.’ 
 
    ‘You ain’t from round here, lad. You from London?’ 
 
    ‘For my sins.’ Bermuda clenched his fists, willing his hands back to life. The cold clung onto them, claiming them as its own. 
 
    ‘What’s it like being a big southern softy in this weather?’ Ferguson smirked, his toothless grin a testament to a few scrapes. Bermuda got the impression he was not the sort of police officer who sought peaceful resolution. 
 
    ‘It has its perks.’ Bermuda smirked. ‘Education, good looks, decent pay. What’s it like being Scottish?’ 
 
    Ferguson’s brow furrowed, his thick ginger eyebrows almost covering his beady eyes. His police-issue raincoat was zipped up to the neck, the collar consumed by his mighty beard. 
 
    ‘You wanna watch that mouth of yours.’ He shook his head, stepping past Bermuda and onto the two steps that led to the front door. ‘But you are not getting in this flat without a warrant or McAllister present.’ 
 
    ‘But I’m the specialist they were sending.’ 
 
    ‘You could be Angelina Fucking Jolie, I still can’t let you in.’ He broadened his shoulders, his imposing frame almost filling the doorway. ‘Now run along, before I lose my temper.’ 
 
    Bermuda muttered under his breath, and a fresh army of raindrops clattered against him as the Glasgow night took a turn for the worse. Ferguson crossed his arms, the thick forearms resting on the slight paunch of his stomach. The rain covered everything in a beautiful shimmer. 
 
    The bitter cold almost froze it solid. 
 
    After a few moments of glaring, Bermuda slowly turned on the heel of his Converse and headed back down the small path, passing the metal gate and running a hand through his drenched hair. His entire body shook, the slight remnants of his injuries struggling to be heard over the numbing temperature. He almost chuckled – the thought of hurtling off of Hammersmith flyover made him remember how goddamn absurd his life was. 
 
    ‘We need to get into the residence.’ 
 
    Argyle’s words were calm yet firm, the voice of a soldier. Bermuda nodded, slapping two Tic Tacs into his mouth and hoping they didn’t freeze. The water bounced off of Argyles chest plate, the droplets exploding like fireworks on impact. 
 
    ‘Well, Bonnie McHaggis over there won’t let us in.’ Bermuda patted Argyle’s exposed arm, the cold bouncing off his skin. ‘Let’s go before my testicles are lost forever.’ 
 
    Bermuda took a few steps before turning back. Argyle stood staring at the burly police officer, whose glare was locked onto Bermuda like a missile. 
 
    ‘But we need to get into that residence.’ 
 
    ‘Well next time, Argyle, make sure the person we need is actually here,’ Bermuda replied, frustration wriggling free through his words. ‘Or move that deep-fat-fried dick-head out of the way.’ 
 
    ‘I cannot harm humans. You know my job is to protect you, not instigate violence.’ 
 
    Bermuda smiled. Even in the freezing cold downpour of a Glasgow night, Argyle never wavered. 
 
    ‘I know, Big Guy. Let’s head back.’ 
 
    Bermuda turned again, scolding the notion of a soulless Premier Inn bedroom, the same linen and layout in every room. The same plastic meals and tepid showers. 
 
    It had a bar though. Although he was pretty sure it wouldn’t have Doom Bar. 
 
    ‘Did he threaten you?’ 
 
    Argyle’s question was laced with innocence. 
 
    ‘Who? PC Scotsman?’ Bermuda pointed sloppily with his thumb towards the law-abiding blockade. ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Oh that’s a shame.’ Argyle turned, his face expressionless. ‘If he had, I would be forced to act.’ 
 
    Bermuda frowned in confusion for merely a second before realisation kicked in, taking the form of a sly grin across his handsome face. ‘Argyle. You fiend.’ 
 
    ‘Did he?’ Ever the soldier, he turned his attention back to PC Ferguson, who rubbed his leather-clad hands together for warmth. 
 
    ‘Yes he did,’ Bermuda lied. ‘He threatened me constantly.’ 
 
    Argyle nodded, his powerful footsteps silent as he crunched through the puddles, the heavy downpour adding to his majesty. The rain clattered against his mighty frame, the streetlights making them glisten. The metal band that housed the Retriever dripped freezing droplets. His massive sword swung from his back, the blade slippery and bright. 
 
    He looked every bit the soldier. 
 
    Ferguson glared towards Bermuda, who was staring at him. Before he could confront the annoying Londoner, he suddenly felt himself hunching forward, his body uncontrollably folding onto itself. 
 
    ‘Help me!’ he bellowed, his voice struggling over the orchestra of the rain. ‘Someone!’ 
 
    Slowly, he found himself staring at his knees, his entire body hunched forward as much as possible. He swung his arms aimlessly, each swing whipping through the freezing air and colliding only with raindrops. Bermuda took a few steps towards the gate, stepping to the side to avoid the wild fists. 
 
    Bermuda chuckled. He had watched as Argyle had approached, and with one swift movement grabbed the back of Ferguson’s stab-proof vest. With effortless force, he had pushed Ferguson forward, arching his back and bunching him into a ball towards the wet pavement. His swings and cries for help were in vain. 
 
    Argyle slowly lowered his captive to the ground until his knees were firmly planted on the cold concrete, his head resting against them. 
 
    ‘Keep him quiet, mate,’ Bermuda instructed as he pushed open the front door to the building and ducked under the yellow and black tape.  
 
    Argyle obliged, reaching down with his other mighty hand and clasping it tightly over Ferguson’s mouth. A passer-by stopped for a second on the street, observing the bizarre policeman hunched over in the rain. 
 
    He couldn’t see the hulking warrior who held him in place. 
 
    He hadn’t seen the BTCO agent who had snuck through the front door, either. 
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    Once inside, Bermuda took his wet hat off, his hair slicked against his forehead. Drops from the drizzle snaked down his face before suicide diving towards the ground. The modest flat was homely, a ‘woman’s touch’ clearly evident. On the delicate dining table sat two cups, one full of coffee, the other, lipstick heavy, was almost empty. The cafetiѐre was clogged with slowly solidifying coffee, and the thought made Bermuda gag. 
 
    There were worse things in this flat than stale coffee. 
 
    He looked at the sofa, the cushions askew, their random scattering out of place in the neatness of the home. They had both been in here, their night winding down to what she must have believed would be a happy ending. They had established a trust, no matter how fresh, and that was duly betrayed.  
 
    A fatal consequence. 
 
    Slowly shaking his head, he looked around the room, the TV straight and well-polished. The photos that lined the unit, and the fireplace were also straight, all of them showing a pretty woman with a smile across her face. 
 
    Nicole Miller was a recently divorced schoolteacher. That was all he had to go on. She was a few years younger than Bermuda, and she had no history of trouble. No potential enemies. A scumbag ex-husband, but no one who would want to hurt her. 
 
    To kill her. 
 
    He sighed, the feeling in his numb fingers slowly returning as he pulled his e-cig from his pocket. A sudden clatter, like someone spilling dry rice on a metal floor, caused him to startle, the rain raising its ferocity as it lashed the streets outside. He thought of Argyle and how long he could hold that officer down before a passer-by intervened or his fellow officers noticed his silence. 
 
    He needed to hurry. 
 
    With careful steps, not wanting to contaminate the scene, Bermuda edged through the front room, a small flash of blue and then fruit-flavoured smoke as he drew on his e-cig. Through the door to the hallway, he noticed the kitchen, the streetlight outside illuminating the modest appliances. The silver fridge glistened, the random, colourful scribblings of toddlers displayed proudly. 
 
    To the left of the kitchen was the bathroom. To the right was a hole where the bedroom door had been. The wooden frame was fractured, shards of wood sprinkled the floor like a bed of hay, and the hinges where wrenched beyond repair. Through the darkened doorway, he could see a remnant of the door, broken and shattered from a collision that was too strong to be human. He could imagine her fear. 
 
    She was found on the bed in her underwear, undoubtedly waiting for him to enter. She must have been terrified.  
 
    Bermuda took a deep breath and walked into the room, staring ahead at the broken door panels that were scattered across a dressing table, a few more roughly resting against the wardrobe. 
 
    He slowly turned to look at the bed. 
 
    Nicole was no longer there, the coroner respectfully having moved the young lady to be cleaned up. Her family would still need to identify her body, but there was no confusion as to the cause of death. 
 
    The blood that still adorned the walls and doused the bedsheets confirmed what Bermuda had been told. 
 
    Nicole Miller’s heart was ripped from her chest. 
 
    There was no weapon. No signs of cuts or restraints. Just a handprint on her throat and a hole in her body. A hand had ripped through flesh, bone, and muscle to wrench her life from its cage. 
 
    Something had brutally killed her. 
 
    Bermuda took a moment, the gentle rattling of rain against the window echoing loudly as he imagined the scene, the beastly Other leering over the scantily clad woman before ending her life. 
 
    Before committing the biggest crime an Other could. 
 
    Killing a human. 
 
    Punishable by deportation, and then, ultimately death. 
 
    Slowly, Bermuda’s fingers began to curl, squeezing into a fist as his rage began to bubble. He thought of her family, the pictures of proud parents stood beside her that mounted the fireplace. A father, just like he was, would now be mourning his daughter, having to plan a funeral he could never have comprehended. With a silent nod of the head, Bermuda promised Nicole’s family he would find her killer. 
 
    Her family. 
 
    Suddenly, his head snapped back to the front room, and he dashed through the hallway. As he did, he could hear the crackle of a police radio through the rain-covered window. They wouldn’t receive a response, which meant another officer would be sent. He listened carefully. 
 
    ‘ETA three minutes.’ 
 
    With the final grains of sand in his hourglass losing their battle with gravity, Bermuda took out his e-cig and flashed the light over the mantelpiece that adorned the fireplace. Everything was meticulously straight. 
 
    Except one photo. 
 
    It was of Nicole, her face a picture of happiness as her parents framed her, their pride leaping from the photo. She wore a dark gown and a square hat, the family celebrating her graduation. The start of a long and happy life. 
 
    A life snatched away. 
 
    The frame had been placed back on the ledge, almost straight. But as the light from outside shone through, Bermuda looked carefully down the line of the shelf. It was off. It had been placed back without care. Carefully reaching into his pocket, Bermuda pulled out a small leather pouch, another toy from the BTCO. Unlike with his tomahawk, Bermuda was at least entrusted with some tools of the trade. 
 
    He unclipped the pouch and pulled out a thin white sheet with a pair of tweezers. It looked like a sheet of paper made of smoke, the material so thin you could see straight through. Durable but extremely malleable, the element known as ‘mundra’ was sourced from the Otherside and combined with flour, which Bermuda found incredibly strange. 
 
    Slowly, he draped the mundra over the frame before pressing it against the frame firmly with the flat side of the utensil. The material would clasp on, then when removed, would reveal any relevant markings. 
 
    A fingerprint. 
 
    Bermuda counted back from thirty, his eyes darting round the room as he heard the faint wailing of a siren shrieking in the wet Glasgow night. 
 
    Time to go. 
 
    He carefully loosened the edges before pulling the mundra off the frame. With his other hand he fished a clear plastic bag from the pouch and stuffed the sheet in. Whatever was on the frame, he would know as soon as he located the BTCO office in Glasgow. 
 
    The siren grew louder, its screams arching through the rain. Bermuda slipped back through the door; Argyle was still crouched down, his hands firmly planted on Officer Ferguson, who had long since given up the fight. He lay still, completely drenched, as a few civilians took a few steps back. 
 
    Bermuda flashed his BTCO badge. 
 
    ‘Argyle.’ He spoke through gritted teeth. ‘Let’s go, now.’ 
 
    Bermuda walked briskly through the gate. The onlookers’ confusion was buying him a few seconds before questions would be asked. Argyle released Ferguson, who slowly began to wriggle. He slowly pushed himself to his knees, his beard littered with gravel. 
 
    One of the passers-by offered him a hand up. 
 
    A police car screeched around the corner. 
 
    Bermuda and Argyle had disappeared into the wet of the night.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    They had been watching from the moment he had arrived. 
 
    From the moment he had stepped through the doors of Glasgow Central Train Station, they had followed. Clinging to the shadows, they had moved in unison, two to the street of occupation, two to the street ahead, and two to the street behind. They had slithered between buildings, cloaked in darkness. 
 
    He was as they had been told. 
 
    Partnered with a creature of incredible power, they were wise to stay to the edges. To only follow. Now, as the one they called Bermuda emerged from the house, Argyle released the human he had pinned to the wet ground. 
 
    They ran. 
 
    Stood in the shadows, the soldier slowly raised a gloved hand, pulling down the hood that adorned its skull. 
 
    Its mask was sheer white. 
 
    No grooves, no markings. Nothing that would identify as a facial feature. Just a smooth crescent of white that curved to the neck. Below hung its cloak, draped over powerful, armour-clad shoulders. The rest of its imposing frame merged with the darkness, camouflaged to the night and undetectable to the human eye. 
 
    As Bermuda and Argyle raced towards the horizon, the soldier peered across the street, beyond the crowds of vile humans being lashed by the downpour of an unforgiving storm. Beyond the powerful, fuel-consuming cars that destroyed the planet. 
 
    An alley cut a line between two houses, the light from the street lamp trying its best to invade the opening. In the shadows, another white face emerged, another watcher. 
 
    One of the Legion. 
 
    Knowing more would be lining the streets, they would continue to monitor, watch, as they slowly learnt what he could do. Their leader had informed them that the target could walk in both worlds, that he possessed power far greater than he knew. 
 
    His partner would die for him, their loyalty born of their mutual rejection of the worlds they inhabited. He was a threat, a mistake of their world that this one crudely called ‘the Otherside’. Those humans, the ones who could see them, would soon fear them again. 
 
    They were the Legion. 
 
    They were one of many. 
 
    As their targets vanished from sight, the two soldiers took a few steps back, enveloped by the shadows. Their watch was over, and together they would report back to Mandrake, their general. 
 
    He was the one who had found them. 
 
    The one who had made them the Legion. 
 
     They had all shared the same journey. All of them had been created in the dark fields of the Otherside, some of them lucky to survive the frozen times. As the elements, wild inhabitants, and time passed through their settlement, they had whittled the group down to the remaining few. Once they had outgrown their creators, they killed them, feasting on them for sustenance. 
 
    More humanoid than the wild creatures that stalked their world, the eight of them pilgrimaged to the historic land of Healund, where civilisation had been formed by the more controlled of their species. All eight of them were over seven-foot tall, their shoulders broad and their eyes a pure black. Their skin, thick and grey, wrapped around skeletons that had arms slightly too long and protruded sharp, jagged bones from their shoulders. 
 
    Six fingers hung from meaty hands, all of them tipped with razor-esque talons. 
 
    Most striking of all was they had no mouth – just a small, vertical strip that ran from their eyes to chin that could syphon nourishment when the skin was broken. 
 
    Feeding was a rarity then. 
 
    They had survived together for three light passings, one of them nearly being feasted upon by a wild beast which was slain and consumed. They communicated through grunts and signals, eventually establishing a bond. 
 
    They became a family. 
 
    Eventually they hit the walls of Healund, their imposing formation causing a panic amongst its habitants. 
 
    They eventually were brought to Mandrake, who formed what would become the Legion. They were teamed with the greatest warrior their world possessed until his betrayal had seen him banished. 
 
    They would become the most feared rumour within the Otherside. 
 
    A death squad. 
 
    The Legion. 
 
    And as Bermuda and Argyle ran through the freezing, wet Glasgow night, they had no idea that they were being watched. 
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    As the bright sign of Premier Inn came into view, Bermuda decided to stop jogging. His lungs ached, still paying him back for years of nicotine abuse, his decision to quit off the back of having to run up the steps of Big Ben six months earlier. 
 
    But that was for a true reason. 
 
    He scolded himself, annoyed that he had allowed his mind to flicker back to the beautiful face of Sophie Summers, the woman he was sure could have loved him if his life didn’t involve hidden monsters and problem drinking. The rain had calmed, reducing itself to a light drizzle, and after running over two miles, he found its coldness refreshing.  
 
    Argyle came to a stop beside him, the water shimmering off his magnificent armour. He stood proudly, the run having no effect on him at all. ‘I believe we have placed ourselves a sufficient distance from the scene.’ 
 
    Bermuda nodded, still trying to catch his breath, stretching his legs out to avoid the inevitable cramp. 
 
    ‘As an agent, you should train your body to tolerate such abuse.’ 
 
    ‘I do.’ Bermuda smirked. ‘You’ve seen me drink.’ 
 
    They began walking, Bermuda’s adequate room awaiting. 
 
    ‘Ah, the alcohol.’ 
 
    ‘You’re telling me, back in your world, you didn’t have tipple?’ 
 
    ‘Tipple?’ Argyle’s voice oozed confusion. 
 
    ‘Yeah, you know, a drink of choice?’ Bermuda puffed his e-cig. ‘I have visions of you slamming steins of mead before laying a bar wench.’ 
 
    Argyle stared blankly ahead, allowing the silence to hang between them. Eventually, as the door to the hotel became visible, he spoke. 
 
    ‘My time spent in my world was not filled with laughter. It was darkness, which led to nothing but bloodshed and death.’ He turned and looked at a shocked Bermuda. ‘Here, on this world, I feel at peace.’ 
 
    Argyle walked on, his eyes conveying no emotion, but Bermuda respectfully nodded. As powerful as his partner was, he knew there was a softer side to Argyle, a strange sense of humanity trying its best to surface. 
 
    They marched forward, their footsteps slapping wet pavement as the drizzle surrounded them. A few taxis shot up the wide street which was lined by large, gothic-looking buildings that arched over the pavement like the branches of a cliché horror tree. The magnificent buildings glistened in the wet moonlight, wrapping around the busy city like an impenetrable wall. 
 
    As Bermuda reached the steps of his hotel, he heard a loud yell. A clearly drunk homeless man on the other side of the road was yelling profanities at a group of teenagers, all of them chuckling as they mocked. Their thick Glaswegian accents were lost on Bermuda, who shook his head and left them to it. 
 
    Somehow, Argyle found peace on this world. 
 
    A few hours later, Bermuda had found his, the last of the thick, cool liquid hitting the back of his throat as he brought his pint glass back to the bar. It rattled slightly, garnering a disgruntled scowl from the bartender who wanted to be anywhere but there. 
 
    Bermuda could relate. 
 
    He had entered his hotel room that night and unpacked his stuff, the anger at McAllister’s absence gnawing at him like a termite. McAllister knew he would be arriving, therefore he should have waited and briefed him of the scene and next steps. Now he was sure that the unfortunate PC who had experienced Argyle’s handiwork would put in a complaint, which somehow would filter back to Montgomery Black back in London. 
 
    That was a phone call he was looking forward to as much as a prostate exam.  
 
    Bermuda motioned to the barman for another Doom Bar, tapping his empty glass and wearily trying to recount the number preceding it. It didn’t matter. He wasn’t drinking for joy or sadness. He was drinking out of boredom. 
 
    As the screens above the bar replayed a hard-looking tackle on a pre-taped rugby game, Bermuda woozily peered around the establishment. The bar was dimly lit, a few bright beams across the far walls illuminated booths, all filled with chirpy groups of friends – a few of the lads knocking back shots to the cheers, another bunch of girls, all white teeth and fake tans, were posing for the perfect selfie. 
 
    A few old Scotsmen sat on opposite sides of the bar, propping up the walls like pillars built into the pub itself, and would occupy their seats until the day they died. They were more than just locals; they were inhabitants. Life outside on the freezing streets of Glasgow held nothing for them anymore. 
 
    As he wondered about the families they had lost, his mind flashed to Chloe, his beautiful daughter and the relationship he was still clinging to. In the six months since he’d welcomed her slowly back into his life, he had begun to accept his gift. His ability to help save two worlds meant he could keep hers safe and keep the horrors of the Otherside at bay. He had embraced his position, even impressing Argyle with his few attempts at exercise and his refusal to smoke. 
 
    But missing her birthday because a goddamn Other couldn’t unhook a bra properly sent his newfound positivity straight into a brick wall. 
 
    The barman sat Bermuda’s drink in front of him, the thick froth sliding down the glass like a white snake. He handed the barman a note, waving away the change and quickly sipping the ale in a hope to remove the onset of depression and replace it with the numbness of a sweet inebriation. 
 
    He may have been in freezing Scotland. He may have had no clue what the hell had happened to that poor girl. He may have been missing his daughter’s birthday. 
 
    But goddamn it, Bermuda was going to have a drink! 
 
    ‘Mine’s a G’n’T.’ 
 
    The soft voice was laced with a thick Glaswegian accent and Bermuda groggily turned to his left. The woman smiled; her brown hair was messy and her eyes, a deep green, were vacant. She swayed next to him, her athletic body wrapped in a tight red dress. She definitely looked after herself, but her body seemed more practical than perfection. 
 
    Bermuda was looking at her legs when a finger, adorned by a peach nail, beckoned him up. 
 
    ‘Hey. No looking till you buy me a drink.’ 
 
    She was smashed. But hey, so was he. Bermuda ordered her a gin and tonic, with the bartender making it clear he wasn’t going to serve them beyond that drink. The lady retorted with a middle finger and then chuckled to herself, her concentration spinning as much as the room was. She rested her hand on Bermuda’s shoulder, steadying herself before knocking back the clear drink in one. The ice rattled as she slammed it back in the bar. 
 
    ‘So, you gonna take me back to yours or what?’ 
 
    The question took Bermuda by surprise and he spluttered his drink, the dark brown ale splattering over his lap. He laughed as he turned to her, the sternness of her face telling him it wasn’t a joke. He took another sip. 
 
    ‘I don’t even know your name,’ he offered. He took another sip. 
 
    ‘Does that matter?’ 
 
    Bermuda looked straight ahead, weighing up the situation in his head. Every sensible part of his brain was being slowly silenced as well as the eradication of his self-respect. He shrugged and downed the rest of his pint. ‘Let’s go.’ 
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    They stumbled through the door of his hotel room, with the lady staggering forward, laughing wildly as he fumbled with the door. A few of his clothes were draped across the well-made, adequate bed of the Premier Inn. She managed to make it to the dresser, beckoning Bermuda to her as he tried to wrestle control of the alcohol. She unbuckled his belt, and before he could move, she had him in her hand, guiding him to the bed where their clothes messily came off. With considerable effort, their lips locked, their naked bodies writhed over each other, and soon she was sat atop him. As they bounced on the bed with zero rhythm, Bermuda took stock of her body. Her slim figure showed a few scars, especially across the tops of her arms and legs. 
 
    He ran a finger over them, her hand instantly shooting down and guiding him back to her body. She pushed down harder on him, a rage almost taking over her as she panted, her eyes closed, and teeth gritted. Bermuda reached up and held her shoulder, his quizzical fingers again finding the scars, this time that criss-crossed her bicep. She angrily slapped his chest. 
 
    ‘Fuck off!’ 
 
    In a moment she was off him, trying to roll to the side, but her momentum soon sent her naked and sprawling to the floor.  
 
    Bermuda chuckled, fumbling for a lamp and quickly casting a small glow over her crumpled, naked body. ‘Need a hand?’ 
 
    She reached up and slapped his face, her eyes watering with sheer venom. He shook it off, perplexed by the fury that resided in her. She marched around the room, collecting her discarded clothes and purse and slipping herself back into her underwear. 
 
    ‘Look, let’s just calm down. Here, have some water.’ 
 
    Bermuda hand-poured some water into a glass and offered it, his voice calm as he tried to recover the situation. It had been a while since he had had sex, and this wasn’t exactly the ‘big finish’ he had in mind. 
 
    The woman grabbed the glass and threw the water at him. Then the glass itself. It cannoned off his elbow, causing him to swear in pain. 
 
    ‘Fuck you, you prick.’ 
 
    Her vicious words followed her like a trail of smoke as she slammed the door behind her. Bermuda stood, holding his fast-bruising elbow, naked and despondent. The moment had gone, and he woozily collapsed on the bed, wondering when he had become so terrible at sex. 
 
    He was asleep within seconds. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The morning sun cut through the curtains, an unwelcome wave of brightness that caused Bermuda to stir. He moaned loudly, his hangover colliding off the sides of his skull like a cruel game of Pong. He slowly pushed himself to a seated position, the world swirling around and slowly coming into focus. The cheap, minimalistic furniture of the Premier Inn slid back into its correct position. The on-brand purple curtains stopped swaying and provided an inadequate shield to the outside world. 
 
    He felt like shit. 
 
    Bermuda took a deep breath, the memories of the night before returning to him in pieces, a jigsaw that had been placed in a blender. A few pieces fit. He recalled the freezing cold and breaking into a crime scene. There was definitely alcohol, the temptation of vomiting, and the brain-piercing headache was testament to that. 
 
    The woman. 
 
    Bermuda lifted the sheets, greeted by his naked body. The woman who he could vaguely remember, but whose name escaped him. Did he even ask for it? Did she want him to know? He fell back on his pillow, trying his level best to remember her face. An image of her naked body writhing on top of him appeared then vanished, an echo of a memory. 
 
    She had fallen. He had laughed. 
 
    With a deep sigh, he chalked it up as just another unsuccessful night, a never-ending cycle of sexual failure. He also scolded himself for thinking of Sophie as if his drunken escapade amounted to an act of betrayal. What they had had was tender. They had shared one night where it was more than sexual attraction. 
 
    It had been real. 
 
    Slowly, he hauled himself out of bed, his legs feebly shaking as he held himself up via the wall. The room was a mess, his clothes strewn over the floor, his case turned upside down. A glass, slightly cracked, lay on the floor. 
 
    Had she thrown it at him? 
 
    His feet slapped against the fake tiles of the bathroom floor and he turned the taps. Splashing water against his stubbled face, he slowly raised his eyes, which were bloodshot and heavy with sleep, to the mirror. He looked a mess. His hair, usually pushed to the side, had burst like a firework over his skull. 
 
    His body, chiselled and muscular, was covered in ink, all the random scrawlings, incantations, and symbols that, through the years, had kept him safe from the world that framed his own. Three brutal scars burnt through them all, a painful reminder of how close they had come to claiming him. 
 
    Bermuda stepped into the shower cubicle, the jet shower shooting out a hot stream of water that collided with his body, the warmth enveloping his body and washing away the sins of the night before. He stood for an eternity, allowing the drops to slap against him, the freshness wiping away the self-hatred and the drink-induced idiocy. 
 
    Maybe Argyle was right. Maybe he should quit? 
 
    As he scrubbed the soap across his chest, Bermuda’s mind fell back to a time before, when he was living the life he had always wanted. 
 
    Angela, his then wife, joining him in the shower before work. 
 
    Their daughter, asleep and loved. 
 
    Now it was just monsters and failed one-night stands. 
 
    With another heavy sigh, he turned the tap, the shower powering down, steam rising from his body like a hot pan. He stepped out of the cubicle and nearly fell to the floor. 
 
    ‘ARGYLE!’ 
 
    Stood in the bathroom doorway, arms folded and with nobility oozing from him, was Argyle. He raised an eyebrow. 
 
    ‘Is there something wrong?’ Never had he been more genuine. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Bermuda scrambled for a towel. ‘I’m naked, for fuck’s sake.’ 
 
    ‘Are you ashamed of your body?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Then what? Your genitalia? You humans have such a bizarre fixation with your anatomy.’ 
 
    ‘No … it’s just … weird!’ Bermuda pulled the towel tight, the absorbent material affixed like a sarong. ‘I don’t peep on you when you … do you even shower?’ 
 
    ‘My genetic makeup runs a self-sacrificing cycle where my stained or soiled genes are eradicated before they can come to pass, rendering my body completely clean, strong, and at optimum condition.’ He then looked at Bermuda, his grey eyes full of innocence. ‘Does this trouble you?’ 
 
    ‘No, it just makes you even stranger.’ 
 
    Bermuda pulled his toothbrush to his mouth and began to scrub his teeth, the sour taste of ale being rubbed clean from existence. Hopefully the rest of the failed sexual episode would join it. As his mouth foamed with toothpaste, he looked at his partner in the mirror. 
 
    ‘Hang on.’ He spat. ‘Why are you here?’ 
 
    ‘There has been another murder.’ 
 
    ‘I never pegged you as a Taggart fan,’ Bermuda replied, searching Argyle’s face for any recognition of the reference. None. 
 
    ‘We need to get to the crime scene. Detective McAllister has asked for the specialist, which I understand is you.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, McAllister has actually shown up this time, has he? Well let me put on my Sunday fucking best.’ 
 
    ‘It’s Monday.’ 
 
    ‘I was joking!’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ Argyle stopped in thought for a moment and then looked stone-faced. ‘Very amusing.’ 
 
    Bermuda shook his head and spat the rest of the toothpaste down the sink before reaching for his mouthwash. 
 
    After freshening up, he slowly plodded back to the main room, demanding Argyle turn around while he slipped into a pair of jeans, and a denim shirt with a long sleeved T-shirt underneath for warmth. 
 
    On went the coat, the thin lining of Argiln undetectable in the weight. He wrapped a thick woollen scarf around his neck and finished it off with some gloves and a wool beanie hat. 
 
    ‘Let’s rock and roll.’ He puffed out his cheeks, the hangover latching to him like an overstuffed backpack, trying to haul him to the floor. They would walk out into the horrendous downpour and freezing wind and find a coffee. Then, hopefully, he could start feeling normal again and put his hangover and the horrors of his sex life behind him. 
 
    For good. 
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    Sat in the back of the cab, Bermuda looked out at the ancient city of Glasgow. The tall, stone buildings lined the streets, their roofs arching over like demonic fingers, and their gothic aesthetic was as authentic as it was beautiful. Begrudgingly, he had to admit that the town held an aura, a sense of grandeur that a lot of cities, London included, couldn’t match. As the rain fell against the beautiful city, it shimmered. 
 
    He sipped his coffee, the caffeine hug wrapping its arms around him and fighting away the hangover. He needed to concentrate, forget the crazy, nameless woman from the night before, and focus. 
 
    Another woman had been found dead, her heart removed. 
 
    This was the work of an Other. He could feel it. 
 
    Somewhere in the dark shadows of this city was the killer, a creature from a different world that was brutally slaying these women. Why or how, Bermuda didn’t know. But just as he had promised the parents in the photo of the first victim, he was going to find out. 
 
    The cab turned onto the road and immediately stopped. At both ends were police cars, a thin layer of police tape draped from tree to lamp post. Bermuda paid, not bothering for a receipt as he stepped out into the rain. A few more cars were dotted down the street, an ambulance and the white tent. 
 
    SOCOs were on the scene which meant Bermuda was pretty sure he would get nowhere near the crime scene. As cool as it could be to say you worked for a specialist arm of law enforcement, it sucked when no one cared or believed you. As he scanned the crime scene, Argyle emerged next to him, his arrival as prompt and mysterious as always. 
 
    ‘We need to examine the rooms.’ Bermuda spoke, turning to his partner. ‘Shall we try to do it without you needing to flip a car or manhandle a policeman?’ 
 
    ‘I merely follow your orders.’ Argyle nodded to the nearest police officer. ‘He wears a uniform. I do believe if you-’ 
 
    ‘Argyle, I’m not wearing a uniform.’ 
 
    ‘I wear my armour.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, and you look like an extra in a Thor movie.’ Bermuda looked at the police officer, engaging eye contact.  
 
    The officer, a young man with a warm smile, beckoned him over. He wore thin, plastic wraps around his uniform to counter the rain. His accent was lighter than most. ‘Can I help you, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, my name is Agent Jones. I believe DC Sam McAllister is waiting for me.’ He flashed his badge, resigned to defeat. 
 
    ‘Aye. Get on in there and get dry.’ The officer lifted the tape and smiled, motioning for Bermuda to cross.  
 
    Surprised and chuffed, Bermuda strolled through, making his way past a few other officers. The street was traditional suburbs, the pavement lined with cars and driveways, neat front gardens that, in the harshness of winter, were void of any life. Bermuda carefully approached the house, the white overalls of the Scene of Crime Officers were damp with rainwater as they scurried between the residence and their base tent. Behind him, Argyle manoeuvred between people, careful not to collide with them. He, like others of his kind, wore a latch stone, allowing them to interact with our world. The last thing they needed was someone colliding with an invisible brick wall. 
 
    Bermuda approached the tent, flashed his badge, and to his surprise, was given a white suit and gloves. He changed quickly; the novelty of being respected was more than welcome. 
 
    After a terrible night, this day was going pretty well. 
 
    He made his way into the house which had been split into two flats. The door to the left led upstairs to another front door, which had been taped off. He took the door to the right, following the sound of police officers chatting, their voices muffled behind their white masks. 
 
    The flat, similar to the one belonging to Nicole Miller, was decorated neatly. Pictures of fun memories and cherished moments hung from specially selected frames. The front room furniture was neat and tidy, a woman’s touch evident. Bermuda’s heart clenched slightly at the picture of proud parents and their daughter at her graduation. She was pretty, her brown hair framing her face. Her parents towered over her. 
 
    ‘Are you the specialist? Agent Jones?’ One of the SOCOs’ voices broke his concentration. 
 
    ‘Yep. That’s me.’ 
 
    ‘The gaffer wants a word.’ He pointed to the figure in the white overalls in the kitchen, hands on hips. He was a very slender man. 
 
    ‘Detective McAllister?’ Bermuda asked, pointing to the person in the other room. 
 
    ‘Yeah. Careful though,’ the young officer warned. ‘She’s pretty pissed off.’ 
 
    ‘She?’ Bermuda murmured to himself as he stepped through the doorway to the tidy hallway, allowing a few more SOCOs passed before emerging into the tiny kitchen. Every piece of cutlery and pan was in its predetermined place. A well-maintained kitchen. The complete opposite to the nuclear wasteland that resembled his own. 
 
    ‘Detective McAllister?’ Bermuda asked, his voice twitching nervously.  
 
    She turned and both of them gasped, her eyes narrowing with anger. A few seconds felt like an eternity. 
 
    He was looking at the woman from his hotel room. 
 
    ‘What the fuck are you doing here?’ She spoke through gritted teeth, her anger seeping through on each word, her accent thick and intimidating. 
 
    ‘I’m Agent Jones.’ Bermuda cursed his luck, yet again. 
 
    ‘You’re kidding me.’ 
 
    ‘No. And you? Sam?’ 
 
    ‘Samantha.’ 
 
    ‘Well I get that now.’ Bermuda looked around, making sure there was no one in earshot. ‘Look, about last night.’ 
 
    ‘Forget it. A woman has died, and I’d rather think about the cavernous hole where her chest used to be than about your hands on my body.’ 
 
    ‘And there I was thinking we had something,’ Bermuda responded, his words dripping with sarcasm. 
 
    ‘Can we just focus on the murder?’ McAllister spoke with authority; her eyes, bloodshot, told Bermuda she was battling her own hangover. They would thrash it out, he knew that much. 
 
    Just not here. 
 
    ‘Let me guess. Same as Nicole,’ Bermuda offered. 
 
    ‘Aye. Single woman. Twenty-eight years of age. Lived alone. Regular social life, on the usual dating scene. Tinder. Bumble. The lot.’ 
 
    ‘Are they drugs?’ Bermuda asked.  
 
    McAllister growled at him.  
 
    ‘I’m literally adding to the tension aren’t I?’ 
 
    ‘I think it would be best if you didn’t say anything.’ 
 
    Bermuda bit his tongue not to liken it to last night, just nodding and following her through the hall to another door. 
 
    ‘Are you squeamish?’ she asked, her eyes dead and her tone uncaring. 
 
    ‘I need to see her.’ 
 
    McAllister shrugged and pushed open the door. Bermuda stepped in and instantly looked away. At Nicole’s flat it had been different – the darkness had surrounded him, the broken door lay in shards in the corner, and the bed was splattered in blood. It was haunting, but it was all past tense. It had all happened, and he had arrived at the end. 
 
    This was in the midst of it. 
 
    On the bed, Katie Steingold lay motionless, her eyes closed, her head slightly leant to the side. Her rose-patterned top was ripped open, a gaping hole in her chest. Her ribs were shattered or bent in, and one of her lungs lay flat and punctured. Her spine was shunted to the side, an agonising death. 
 
    Her heart was clearly missing, the veins leading to it resting on her stomach like an overgrown weed. 
 
    She had been brutally murdered. 
 
    Seeing the body, Bermuda could feel a tear slowly forming in the corner of his eye. His fist slowly starting to clench. He had made peace with the Otherside, despite its efforts to kill him and those he cared about. He understood the need for the truce; despite his attitude, he agreed with the need for balance. 
 
    This was different. 
 
    This was a brutal killing of innocent women. 
 
    McAllister entered the room, her anger obvious and worn with pride. 
 
    ‘The bastard removed her heart, same as before. No fingerprints, no signs of struggle. No semen. Nothing. No leads to our man.’ 
 
    ‘If it is a man,’ Bermuda muttered, louder than he intended.  
 
    McAllister shifted on her feet. Her default stance was threatening. ‘You think this was done by a woman?’ 
 
    ‘No, I don’t,’ Bermuda said, scanning the lifeless, heartless body before him. ‘I think it was something else.’ 
 
    Before McAllister could respond, her radio crackled into life, the rasping of the machine under her overalls. A seasoned pro, she grasped the button without looking. 
 
    ‘Ma’am, we’ve found it.’ 
 
    She sighed, looking back at the dead body of Katie Steingold and aching to put it right. She looked at Bermuda, disgust at the night before battling her need to have someone by her side through this. 
 
    ‘Let me guess. The Necropolis.’ 
 
    The voice on the radio confirmed it and she angrily slammed her fist against the wall of the room before storming out, barking out orders to the team that another team was needed at the Necropolis.  
 
    She turned back to Bermuda, eyeing him up and down, not even hiding her disdain. ‘I guess you’ll be wanting to come along.’ 
 
    ‘What’s at the Necropolis?’ he asked as they burst through the front door of the apartment, removing their overalls and allowing the cold, harsh rain to attack their clothes. 
 
    ‘Her heart,’ McAllister replied coldly. 
 
    ‘Huh?’ Bermuda patted his coat for his e-cig. ‘How do you know that?’ 
 
    She turned and scowled at him through the cloud of smoke he produced. ‘Because it’s the same place he delivered the last one.’ 
 
    She motioned to some of her officers to get going, their cars revving to life as they left in a whirlwind of flashing blue lights and screaming sirens. Argyle, who had stood calmly to the side of the tent, approached Bermuda, his armour glistening in the wetness of the Scottish morning. 
 
    ‘Where are we departing to?’ he asked, adjusting the Retriever that lay on his wrist. 
 
    ‘The Necropolis.’ Bermuda turned to McAllister, who was one part angrily beckoning him to get in the car, one part curious as to who he was talking to. ‘Stay here and keep an eye on things.’ 
 
    ‘Why? What’s going on?’ Argyle asked, watching Bermuda race across the wet crime scene to the detective’s car.  
 
    Bermuda yelled back before he opened the door. ‘I have no fucking idea.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    He had delivered it. Just like the others. 
 
    Every time he felt his hand in the warmth of their chest, he imagined her face. Although the light of this person had died, it would illuminate his path. His steps were calm and measured, meandering through the random tombstones, needless memorials to those who had long since passed. 
 
    What did they care? 
 
    Humanity had always been an odd concept even though he himself was human. He had the memories, a life spent beside her, his beautiful world that was taken from him. He remembered their love but dare not think her name. 
 
    Was there more? 
 
    Was there another place in his heart, filled with warmth for another creature, one he did not meet nor recall? He shook the notion, allowing the freezing rain to collide with his skin, the sensation of the chill dancing across his skin. 
 
    His human skin. 
 
    His hands dripped blood, the last remnants of Katie Steingold. She would be discovered soon enough, eyes wide in fear, her chest a cavernous hole of broken bones and ripped muscles. He had tried to make it quick, hoping she felt as little as possible. Her sacrifice, while final, needn’t have been excruciating. 
 
    The Necropolis was filled with death; Kevin could sense it in the air as he headed to the exit, his ill-fitted suit flapping in the wind, his tie waving proudly like a flag. He had left the heart in the same place, by the door to the tomb, and made haste to the shadows.  
 
    Surely this would be enough? 
 
    They said they would return her soon. 
 
    As he began to question his deal, he thought back to their first meeting. He remembered his arms held high, metal clasps around his wrists that latched him to the heavy chains bolted to the stone wall. His body, naked and beaten, was being left to rot. 
 
    A human body needs care. 
 
    The man who had approached him seemed familiar, as if they had met some place in time, in an era that didn’t exist, in a world that didn’t match. 
 
    He had told him he could see her again. 
 
    All they needed Kevin to do was bring them the heart of the woman. That was the mission. 
 
    That was all it would take. 
 
    As the final drops of Katie’s blood left his fingertips, he stopped. The Necropolis, a beautiful monument of death, bled behind him like a sinister watercolour painting. Kevin Parker lowered his gaze to his hands, stretching his fingers and staring at his palms. 
 
    They had held her so tightly. She had loved him, as he had her, and he remembered twirling her on the dance floor, their fingers interlocking as they made love. His hand resting on her stomach. 
 
    The hands that they had wrenched from her, the image of the dark figures pulling her down the corridor from him, his chilling screams of anguish echoing like a howling wind. 
 
    The hands that he would murder those responsible with. 
 
    The very hands he was using to kill these women. 
 
    For a brief instance, a twinge of guilt passed through him; the thought of removing a love from a life as he had felt was not an easy task. However, he needed her back. He had spent so long in the dark, rotting away to a pointless end. 
 
    The man had saved him. 
 
    Offered him a purpose. 
 
    He recalled the promise, to deliver every heart for hers. That was all. That was the bargain. With the sense that he would soon hold her again, smell her scent and feel even a shred of meaning, it was worth it. 
 
    Shaking off any notions of guilt, Kevin Parker stood straight, allowing the freshness of the morning to collide with him. The sun would soon rise and the heart would be found, as always, by the old groundsman, with his pitiful existence of watching over the dead. 
 
    The police would arrive, hopefully after they had found and respectfully tended to the body of Katie Steingold. 
 
    An integral sacrifice. 
 
    Her death, unlike her life, would have a meaning. 
 
    That meaning would soon be upon him. 
 
    As the wet leaves danced across the graves of the departed, Kevin Parker walked through the cold metal gate of the Necropolis, taking one moment to pause and turn back. 
 
    His handsome, chiselled face was splattered with raindrops. 
 
    His hands now blood-free. 
 
    The heart lay on the cold concrete, blood pooling slowly around it. 
 
    She would be with him soon. 
 
    He strode up the street and to the shadows, allowing the darkness to take him. 
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    The rain had upgraded from a cold drizzle to a freezing shower, relentlessly assaulting the tombstones that shot from the ground like blunt stone spikes. A scattering of police cars at the entrances to the graveyard were blocking the civilians from entering. A team of white-clad SOCOs scurried around the tomb where the heart had been found; the organ itself had been removed with expert precision. 
 
    Bermuda stood, hands on his hips, surveying the scene, two Tic Tacs sloshing around his mouth like a washing machine. He was soaked through, a chill terrorising his body as he tried to focus. 
 
    Why here? 
 
    His eyes scanned the officers as they went about their duties, fighting a losing battle to recover any evidence on a crime scene that the rain had long since destroyed. The officers standing guard were wrapped in see-through plastic to protect their uniforms. The only thing more miserable than the weather were looks on the officers’ faces. 
 
    McAllister’s suit, a darker shade of grey, clung to her athletic frame; her brown hair had given up its fight with the elements a long time ago. Her green eyes, as fierce as they were striking, burnt holes through whoever was delivering her the inevitable news that they had recovered nothing of any help. She shook her head, sighing deeply as the officer shrugged and took his exit. 
 
    Bermuda squinted as the droplets attacked his eyeballs, trying to cast his gaze upon the tomb itself. The building was a miserable, dull, stone creation, long since abandoned. There was zero religious or historic significance to it, yet it was the second heart in two days to be delivered to its front door. Anymore and Deliveroo would be trying to get in on the action. 
 
    Chuckling at his own joke, Bermuda puffed his e-cigarette and squatted down by the wall where the heart was found resting, the bloodstains replaced by torrential rain. Slowly, Bermuda reached out his hand to the wall, gliding it carefully over the coarse stone, searching for anything that told him the BTCO was right. 
 
    That this murder was because of the Otherside. 
 
    McAllister turned, looking for the ‘specialist’ who had been nothing more than a smart-arse on the scene and a disappointment in the bedroom. She marched through the rain, nodding her gratitude to the SOCOs who greeted her with a respectful, ‘Ma’am’. She stopped, her eyebrows raising in confusion as she saw him, hunched down by the discovery point, running his hand over the wall. 
 
    Suddenly he stopped, shuddering as if someone had dropped an ice cube down the back of his shirt. 
 
    She approached, infuriated and intrigued in equal measure. 
 
    ‘What the hell are you doing?’ she demanded as he turned up, his face taut with what she perceived as fear. 
 
    ‘I’m just doing my job.’ 
 
    ‘Please explain to me how you contaminating my crime scene is in any way helping?’ 
 
    ‘Contaminating? With all this rain?’ He held his arms out to hammer home his point. ‘There is no crime scene.’ 
 
    ‘Two women are dead!’ McAllister snapped, taking a step forward. 
 
    ‘And I’m your best chance at catching the creature responsible for it.’ 
 
    ‘Creature?’ She raised her eyebrows. ‘You mean the person?’ 
 
    Bermuda hesitated, taking a step back from the inevitable collision, and despite Argyle’s best efforts, he was pretty sure that McAllister would floor him in seconds. He took a puff on his e-cig and let the rain wash across his face. 
 
    ‘Well?’ McAllister angrily asked. 
 
    ‘Look, there is the possibility that there is something going on here beyond the usual human-on-human violence.’ He took another puff, knowing how absurd he sounded. ‘That’s where I come in.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, but this doesn’t make much sense. I was told by Detective Inspector Strachan that a specialist named Agent Jones was being assigned to work the case with me. Then you turn up, looking like a man clinging desperately to his teen years, and all you have done so far is get in the goddamn way!’ 
 
    ‘Because you are all doing such a sterling job without me, eh?’ Bermuda snapped back, regretting it instantly. 
 
    ‘I will find this killer and I will make him or her pay. What squad are you even with?’ 
 
    ‘I’m an agent with a government agency. That’s all I’m at liberty to say,’ Bermuda lied, doing his best to channel his inner Fox Mulder. 
 
    ‘Well this is MY case. So do me a favour: keep your mouth shut and your hands in your fucking pockets.’ 
 
    Before Bermuda and McAllister could pour more fuel on the fire, a young, pretty police officer approached, strands of ginger hair creeping from underneath the front of her police hat like spider’s legs. 
 
    ‘Ma’am, we may have a witness.’ She was slightly out of breath, her enthusiasm catching up with her. ‘The groundsman.’ 
 
    ‘Did he see anything?’ McAllister asked, turning her back on Bermuda and their argument. 
 
    ‘Not really, but he has asked to speak to the agent in charge.’ 
 
    ‘Agent?’ McAllister raised her eyebrows. ‘Tell him that Detective McAllister will be with him momentarily.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, Ma’am, but he asked for him by name.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘Bermuda. Bermuda Jones.’ 
 
    McAllister connected the dots, turning to Bermuda, who slowly stepped forward, ignoring every part of himself that wanted to rub it in her face. He greeted the young PC with his best smile, receiving one in turn that alluded to more if he pursued it. However, with the rain lashing against him and the death toll likely to rise, Bermuda put his libido at the bottom of the priority list. 
 
    ‘Where is he?’ Bermuda asked, trying to sound authoritative. 
 
    ‘He said to meet him in the tomb itself, says he doesn’t like standing out in the rain for too long.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Officer …’ Bermuda lingered. 
 
    ‘Officer Stokes, sir.’ She beamed. 
 
    ‘Don’t call him sir,’ McAllister interjected, stepping between the two and scowling at Bermuda. ‘I’m coming with you.’ 
 
    ‘No, he asked for me.’ 
 
    ‘Like I said, I’m coming with you.’ 
 
    ‘I know you don’t like me and you don’t know why I’m here. But like you said, there are two women dead in two days. It doesn’t take a genius to work out that there will probably be three in three by tomorrow. Right now, I have the faintest of leads that this might be in my area of expertise, and I can either spend the next thirty minutes failing to convince you that what I do is real. Or … you let me speak to Tobias Hendry in there and maybe, just maybe, we find out what the hell is going on.’ 
 
    The two stared at each other, any lingering lust from the failed night of passion having evaporated.  
 
    McAllister looked him up and down one more time, disgust across her face. ‘Who the hell is Tobias Hendry?’ 
 
    Bermuda turned to the young officer who took a second before she realised she was being silently asked. 
 
    ‘The groundskeeper is called Tobias Hendry, Ma’am.’ She turned to Bermuda. ‘How did you know that? I didn’t mention a name.’ 
 
    He answered her, but looked at a baffled McAllister. ‘Because I’m not here by accident.’ 
 
    McAllister snarled in silence as Bermuda turned and trudged through the mud towards the grotty, cracked stone of the tomb, the elements lashing against the Glasgow Police Service. She dismissed PC Stokes, who scurried back towards her post, a fine officer who McAllister had high hopes for. 
 
    She took a few steps and then sighed deeply, the previous night’s hangover and lack of sleep hanging as heavy as her drenched clothes. The absurdly named ‘Bermuda’ Jones was already becoming an irritating problem that she was sure would do nothing but hinder the case. Government agencies were renowned for having their own agenda, and she didn’t trust him one bit. 
 
    She leant against a nearby tombstone, her eyes locked on the tomb that Bermuda had just entered, fighting back the urge to throw up. She would persevere, make it through this crime scene, and then report back to DI Strachan, determined to know what the hell Bermuda Jones was there for. 
 
    What did he mean by ‘what he did was real’? 
 
    Why was he sceptical that it was a human? 
 
    Infuriated by her lack of answers, McAllister stood on the spot, waiting for Bermuda to return, unaware of the hooded figures that were lurking in the shadows of the Necropolis, all of them staring at the same building she was.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Moments after his partner had departed for the Necropolis with the brash McAllister, Argyle stood and watched the humans work. He marvelled at the fluidity of their actions, appreciating the skill and dedication they had to their craft. All of them were there to help, to try to uncover what had happened to the poor female who had suffered such a brutal slaying. 
 
    The rain was cold, yet fell to nothing against him as he slowly stepped amongst the scurrying hotbed of activity, careful not to cause a surprising, invisible blockade. It hadn’t been too long ago, during their pursuit of the terrorist Barnaby, that Argyle had collided with a small child by the surrounding grounds of the Cutty Sark. While lifting her into the air and causing widespread panic was misguided, he was thrilled to have seen those Morris dancers. 
 
    In a way, the white overall-clad officers at work reminded him of those majestic men – years of knowledge and practice resulting in a clockwork operation. A selection were dusting for prints while others were placing potential clues in see-through bags. Senior ranking officers were marking them down on clipboards while the medics had come and removed the body in a dignified manner. 
 
    The poor woman had had her heart pulled from her chest, which had distressed Bermuda immensely. Perhaps, Argyle mused, it was because of Bermuda’s love for his daughter, and how she was a similar species to the recently deceased. That relationship, which he viewed from afar, was another reason his loyalty to Bermuda was unquestionable. 
 
    Despite all the wisecracks and the negativity, Bermuda cared. He had precious things tying him to the world, and Argyle had seen first-hand that when something came along that threatened it, Bermuda would give everything to protect it. 
 
    Mr Black at the BTCO called him an irritant. 
 
    Sir Ottoway called him ‘the balance’. 
 
    Argyle saw him as a hero. 
 
    Stepping through the house, Argyle looked at the belongings of the young girl, trinkets that lined her living room that she had at some point felt a connection to. The symmetry was impressive, each item clearly purchased with a designated spot in mind. A shelf sat above the sofa, with moments of her life captured that had been worth framing. 
 
    As Argyle continued to slide through the crime scene, he made his way to the bloodstained room, the walls and bedsheets still thick with her blood. A few officers were dusting a corner table, their brushes sweeping around the splatter. Her wardrobe was open, revealing rails of pretty clothes that would soon be moved on. Rain clattered against the window and Argyle directed his grey eyes to the road below. 
 
    That was when he saw the cloaked figure. 
 
    Stood in the alleyway opposite, it was too tall to be human. Its powerful figure was cloaked in a long, black robe, the hood flipped over a shadow-covered face. 
 
    The face was a perfect, featureless white. 
 
    Argyle quickly wormed back through the flat, accidentally colliding with a young officer, sending her sprawling into the wall. As her colleagues gasped in shock, he burst through the door, the rain beating against him as he stared across the street. 
 
    The hooded figure was gone. 
 
    With careful steps, Argyle walked across the road, a car narrowly missing him. His hand reached over his shoulder, his mighty fingers grasping the handle of the blade that clung to his spine. He approached the alley, his mind flickering back to a time when his partner entered one similar while he lifted a car and confused a crowd of people. 
 
    Now, cold rain clattered against the walls, the shadows thick and dark. Careful step after careful step, Argyle walked further into the dark. 
 
    Something scurried nearby. A rat. 
 
    An empty packet of crisps fluttered down and beyond him. 
 
    He heard a noise behind him and turned. 
 
    There he was. 
 
    The cloaked figure. 
 
    Beyond the crime scene he had just ventured from, between the two buildings, the figure stood, intimidating with its stillness. A few police officers walked past, none of them aware of the ensuing stare down of another world. The figure, shrouded in darkness, stood deathly still, and Argyle took a few steps back towards the entrance of the alleyway. 
 
    A footstep behind him. 
 
    He spun on his heels, and at the other end of the alleyway a cloaked figured loomed. Drawing his sword instantly, Argyle stepped back, ready to attack. He glanced back across the street to the original figure, but it was gone. He turned back to the alley ahead. 
 
    The figure was gone. 
 
    Neither of them were anywhere to be seen and Argyle, with a calmness that defied the situation, slowly sheathed his sword, glancing with worry in both directions. After a few moments, and secure in the knowledge they had gone, Argyle stomped from the alleyway, making his way towards a place called the Necropolis. 
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    Every one of Bermuda’s footsteps echoed as he stepped through the large door to the tomb, a faint splash as a hidden drip continued its eternal plunge. The room smelt damp, the blistering storms outside rotting away at the ancient brick, the moisture bursting out in a foul odour. He was surprised how large it was inside; the spacious room was cordoned off in certain places, a few numbered boards marking potential points of interest. 
 
    As he entered, a couple of SOCOs nodded respectfully and exited, a sign of respect that was usually absent. Looking around at the dank, grey room, Bermuda drew on his e-cigarette, a cloud of strawberry-infused smoke wafting towards the brick ceiling. The only light was struggling to get through the doorway behind him. 
 
    ‘Mr Jones?’ A voice creaked from the corner like an eerie rocking chair. 
 
    ‘The one and only,’ Bermuda responded. 
 
    ‘Jones is a terribly common name.’ The voice was posh, a surprising English accent hidden away in the dark corners of Scotland’s most famous graveyards. The man slowly trundled from the darkness of the side room, emerging into the struggling light. He was old – easily eighty years old, with skin that hung from his bones in a worryingly unnatural way. Bermuda could see the struggle he had walking. Years of working the grounds had broken the man’s body. 
 
    He didn’t look human at all. 
 
    The old man sniffed; the lingering aroma of Bermuda’s cigarette clung to the airless room. 
 
    ‘What on earth is that smell?’ 
 
    ‘Strawberry.’ 
 
    ‘Never mind.’ He extended a bony hand, the skin tightly wrapped around the knuckles twisted and wrinkled. ‘May I call you Bermuda?’ 
 
    ‘You may.’ Bermuda smiled. ‘Can I call you Toby?’ 
 
    ‘Tobias.’ He grinned, shocking Bermuda with immaculate teeth. ‘I am glad you have come. Is your partner not with you?’ 
 
    ‘Argyle? He is doing his own investigating. Figured I could handle you on my own.’ 
 
    The old man chuckled. ‘I still have some fight in these old bones. They haven’t put me out to pastures just yet.’ 
 
    ‘You are a friend of Montgomery Black?’ 
 
    ‘Ah yes, Mr Black.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that like? You know, knowing him on any level where he is not a complete dick-head?’ 
 
    Tobias frowned, slowly moving towards the doorway, the rain hurtling itself over the threshold. 
 
    ‘Montgomery Black was one of the finest agents the BTCO had ever had. He was the one who established a gateway here in the Necropolis many years ago. Before you were even born.’ 
 
    ‘What happened to it?’ Bermuda asked, realising he should be taking notes, patting his jacket for his pad. ‘Why did the gateway close?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, it was a long time ago. An unfortunate death of a young woman.’ Tobias shook his head with regret. ‘They decided to reduce the number of gateways, rendering London the only port for this side of Europe. Those were dark days.’ 
 
    Bermuda scratched words onto his pad, trying his best to remove the image of Montgomery Black wandering around 1950s Glasgow like Magnum PI, moustache and all. He chuckled out loud, drawing a confused look from his elder. 
 
    ‘I was offered the chance to move on or go to London. But this is my home. I offered to stay stationed here in Glasgow, at the office in town. Then, as age crept up on me and stole my wife, I came here. The dead are silent, but they never leave you. Here, I am never on my own.’ 
 
    A jolt of sympathy ran through Bermuda for the old man, who had found peace and acceptance where everyone else found the afterlife. As he scribbled notes down, he cast an eye at him, again perturbed by the way his skin hung from him. 
 
    Age had not been kind. 
 
    ‘Why did you ask for me?’ Bermuda asked, breaking the silence. 
 
    ‘Because Agent Jenson is currently in the Bahamas.’ 
 
    ‘Lucky bastard!’ Bermuda muttered, angered by the notion that other agents received annual leave. ‘But why did you request me?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, I see.’ Tobias lowered himself onto a small stone border that framed the wall. It felt like an eternity as he lowered himself. ‘We needed someone here quick and someone who would see the job through. Now despite what Black thinks of you on a personal level, he does speak highly of your work. He says that you and Argyle are quite the team.’  
 
    ‘Well, we’re no Magnum & Higgins.’ 
 
    The blank stare told Bermuda that the joke was very private. He nodded, indicating for Tobias to continue. 
 
    ‘There is something wrong here. Something dark that has been let out over this city.’ Tobias stared out over the Necropolis, the beauty of the grounds encased in a wet curtain. ‘This creature is not of our world, Bermuda, but I am not sure it is completely of theirs.’ 
 
    ‘What, like a Hovis situation?’ Bermuda asked,  
 
    Tobias’s confused glare encouraged clarification.  
 
    ‘You know, a best-of-both kind of deal.’ 
 
    ‘Or the worst?’ Tobias questioned, his sombre words drifting out of the door to the tomb.  
 
    Bermuda frowned, the feeling that something wasn’t quite right was settling uncomfortably on him like an ill-fitting shirt. An unnerving silence sat between them. 
 
    ‘Why does he take the hearts?’ Bermuda broke the tension with a forceful tone. 
 
    ‘The hearts? I don’t know. Trophies?’ 
 
    Bermuda shook his head, drawing his mouth into a thin line. ‘I don’t think so. Usually a killer would take a different trophy per person. This is more of a collection as if they have been requested. These women are not linked in any way, and both of them have been found in their bedrooms. What does that tell you?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, my mind is not as fast as it used to be,’ Tobias offered in his posh, old charm.  
 
    Bermuda continued. ‘It tells you that they trusted the killer. Now both women are heterosexual, so to be found partially clothed but with no signs of sexual trauma would indicate that they wanted our killer in the room with them. My theory, he is seducing these women so he can get them to a place where they let their guard down and no one sees What’s about to happen.’ Bermuda looked at Tobias, who could only manage a strangely perfect smile. ‘It makes me think he looks human.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not uncommon for an Other to look human,’ Tobias replied. ‘I hear Argyle looks human.’ 
 
    Bermuda shrugged. ‘Humanish. But he is too big, too powerful, and way too kind to be a human.’ 
 
    ‘I think it would be beneficial for me to meet with him as well.’ 
 
    ‘He’s kind of the brawn of the duo.’ Bermuda took a moment, tossing something over in his mind. ‘And probably the brain too.’ 
 
    ‘Either way, I would like to meet him. Soon.’ 
 
    Bermuda nodded, scribbling ‘Argyle?’ into his book before flicking it shut. 
 
    ‘So our suspect is a handsome, charming man? Won’t be too hard to find in this hellhole.’ 
 
    Tobias chuckled, slowly easing himself back to his feet and waving away Bermuda’s offer of assistance. ‘Find him. Before more women die.’ 
 
    He patted Bermuda on the back with a shocking amount of strength before slowly hobbling back into the depths of the tomb. Bermuda watched him, again surprised how age had really taken its toll. The crippled limp, the saggy skin. It was an unfortunate portrayal of the fool that time makes of us all. Bermuda went to step into the rain but stopped at the threshold, peering back as Tobias almost stepped into the dark. 
 
    ‘Why bring the hearts here?’ Bermuda motioned to the tomb.  
 
    Tobias turned, flashing his pearly white grin one last time. ‘Because this is a chamber of death on the land of the dead. A heart is the human essence of life.’ 
 
    ‘So what, he’s offering it?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps.’ Tobias stepped into the darkness. 
 
    ‘Why?’ Bermuda called out. ‘What is he bargaining for?’ 
 
    Silence for a few moments before the creaky voice cackled out one more time. ‘You’re the detective. You tell me.’ 
 
    On that unhelpful note, Bermuda stepped back out into the crime scene. A few mourners stood by the cordon, watching with the usual fascination that the public have when they think CSI is happening live in front of them. A young policeman was ushering them on, his uniform soaked through. Bermuda trudged across the grass, slamming two Tic Tacs into his mouth as a furious McAllister approached him, her hair plastered to her head and her minimalistic makeup slightly smudged. He could smell the alcohol on her, mixed with cigarette smoke and Chanel perfume. 
 
    ‘What did he say?’ she demanded, marching alongside him as he walked to her car. 
 
    ‘Not much. But it’s clear that this won’t stop until we find him.’ 
 
    ‘So you DO think it’s a man that has done this.’ She smirked, triumphant.  
 
    Bermuda turned to her, the wind hurling rain into his eyes. ‘No.’ He offered her a smile. ‘I think it’s something that we should be worried about.’ 
 
    ‘Like what?’ 
 
    ‘Like you know when you’re a kid and you thought places like this were the scariest in the world? Yeah, that kind of scary, but with people dying.’ 
 
    He patted her on the arm and stuffed his hands into the pockets of his new coat, the lining soft against his wet hands.  
 
    McAllister frowned, the lines across her forehead rising to the challenge. ‘Where the hell are you going?’ she called after him as she stood by the door of her car. 
 
    ‘I gotta get to work,’ he yelled, marching onwards.  
 
    She tutted and dropped into the front seat of the car, the engine roaring to life as she pulled away. Bermuda trudged through the muddy ground, respectfully dipping between the graves instead of over them. The trees that lined the paths were derelict, their leaves long since committed to the earth. Their branches poked up towards the sky like jagged, naked fingers. As Bermuda stepped off the final step and out through the gate, he was met by Argyle who, for the first time since Bermuda could remember, didn’t look the picture of calm. 
 
    ‘You okay, Big Guy?’ Bermuda asked, puffing his e-cig and smiling at his partner. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ The response was stone-cold. Argyle’s eyes darted around the large Necropolis, almost sure that hooded figures were amongst the shadows. ‘I just feel that not everything is at it seems.’ 
 
    ‘Oh believe me, buddy…’ Bermuda started walking back towards the city centre. ‘I couldn’t agree more.’ 
 
    As the two crossed the road and headed back towards town, the hooded figures watched from the Necropolis, calm and motionless. They watched as the two agents of the BTCO slowly disappeared from their eye line. Soon they were gone. 
 
    Silently, the watchers fell back into the shadows. 
 
    They were here. 
 
    Where they needed them to be.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    It was becoming relentless. 
 
    They had told him that if he brought them the hearts, she would be returned. The only person or thing he had cared about in his life, a life he was certain had only existed on this earth. There were faded memories – dark skies and cold, stone floors. Bloodied corpses lying in rotten fields. Something scuttling across a broken, grey-bricked wall. 
 
    They came in flashes, horrible images flickering like a snapshot, as if cut into one tile on a roll of film. 
 
    All he could see beyond them was her. 
 
    Her smooth, dark skin. He remembered running his fingers down her arm, the tips gliding as if he was testing a varnished table top. The smell, fresh and sweet, and her smile a small line filled with white pearls. 
 
    The personification of perfection. 
 
    Kevin Parker tried to recall where he was. He had been to a young lady’s house, her name a sadly forgettable detail but her heart a crucial souvenir. He had removed it with his bare hand, the warmth of her bodily fluids washing over his fingers as they plunged through her muscles. 
 
    The shards of ribs ripped at his flesh, which soon stitched itself back together. 
 
    Life had left her quickly and painlessly. 
 
    He had delivered the heart. 
 
    She had not been returned. 
 
    ‘Where are you, Kevin?’ 
 
    He chanted over and over to himself, staring at the dark walls of the room he sat in. It took a few moments before the clarity arrived, the lines of the floorboards slowly forming in the darkness. He was where he sat during the day. An abandoned factory that sat dormant on the outskirts of the town. 
 
    He recalled it was called Glasgow. 
 
    There was no rhyme or reason to his being there, nothing that he could link to in the chasm of his mind. There were just empty pockets of knowledge as if he should know more than he did. 
 
    He only knew of her. 
 
    How they had taken her from him. 
 
    They would not release her until they had what they wanted. He could feel the dried blood of Katie Steingold under the nails he was sure were his own. The final beat of her heart against the dry palm of his hand. It was worth it. As long as it brought him closer to her, then he would rip every heart from every chest. 
 
    He sat in silence for an eternity. 
 
    It reminded him of another time, chained to the floor and unable to move. Unable to grieve. 
 
    That voice, tinged with a hatred that mocked him from the darkness, accusing him of her death. 
 
    That it was his fault. 
 
    That same voice which reached out to him recently, demanding he bring the hearts to the stone house and then leave. 
 
    One a night. 
 
    Every heart until hers could be returned. 
 
    This was his life now. He existed purely to end existence. It was a cruel plight, but one which would enable him to see her again. 
 
    To be with her. 
 
    Be himself. 
 
    As the shadows of the room slowly disintegrated as the sun burst through the jagged holes that littered the ceiling, Kevin pulled his legs in close to his body, protecting himself. Rain dripped through, and he soon smelt the damp wood beneath him. 
 
    They would find her body. 
 
    They would find her heart. 
 
    But they would never know why. 
 
    He struggled into the darkest corner of the desolate room, curled into a small ball, and tried to rest his eyes. 
 
    All he could see was her. 
 
    Her, and the cavernous voids he had left in the chests of the innocent women. 
 
    He slept. 
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    Bermuda and Argyle slithered through the busy streets of Glasgow, the locals all wrapped up in thick woollen hats. The rain was subsiding, replaced by a bitterly cold wind that ran rampant between the gothic buildings. The shops were busy, the usual hustle and bustle of a town centre. Argyle watched with a calm awe at the consumerist nature, with lines of people following each other into River Island while people marched out of Boots with bags hanging from their gloved hands. 
 
    Humanity was bizarre, he told himself. 
 
    Bermuda stopped walking, gazing down at his phone with a raised eyebrow. He whipped his head in different directions, clearly lost. 
 
    ‘Are you lost?’ Argyle stated the obvious. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid I am, Big Guy.’ Bermuda turned to the left, approaching a derelict building, the doors boarded up, papered with faded fliers and keep out signs. He frowned. ‘This is meant to be it.’ 
 
    Argyle stepped forward. The wooden panels were soggy, drenched by the elements. To the side of the building was a metal post box, overstuffed with pizza fliers from poor delivery drivers who never got the message. ‘This is the BTCO office.’ 
 
    ‘It was.’ Bermuda gestured to the rotten boards. ‘Seems they closed more than just the gate.’ 
 
    Argyle looked at his disappointed partner before extending one of his powerful arms. He spread his hand and placed it on the face of the mailbox, a small red light flashing underneath Farmhouse Pizzas smiling mascot. Bermuda watched, his jaw dropping as once the light finished, a thin black line filtered down from the top of the board in front of him, carving a small cut through the wood. It filtered down and then split, following a predetermined line that began to slice a doorway into the panel. Slowly it came to a finish and Argyle, without a word, pushed it open, beckoning his partner through in one of his usual acts of chivalry. 
 
    ‘I really need to stop letting myself be surprised,’ Bermuda muttered as he stepped through. Once Argyle followed, the board healed up, removing the entrance and shunning the world from one that existed in secret. 
 
    The Otherside. 
 
    Bermuda ascended down a flight of stone steps; old, broken concrete lined the walls of the tunnel. Behind him, Argyle stooped low, his seven-foot frame encased by the darkness. Suddenly, a blue light burst momentarily, followed by the sweet smell of Bermuda’s e-cig. 
 
    ‘So they can afford a fancy handprint thingy-ma-jig for a doorbell, but they can’t get a goddamn lamp for the hallway?’ Bermuda muttered. 
 
    ‘The darkness has no bearing on our eyes.’ 
 
    ‘Your eyes, maybe,’ Bermuda continued, taking each step carefully as the large, double metal door loomed ahead. ‘But we are not the same, are we?’ 
 
    ‘That is true. Yet we have loyalty.’ Argyle stated. ‘That means we are equal.’ 
 
    Bermuda stopped and peered into the darkness at Argyle, who proudly stood to attention. Bermuda cracked a smile. 
 
    ‘Can I have a hug?’ He opened his arms. 
 
    ‘We do not require a physical interaction.’ Argyle stepped past Bermuda, who was smirking. 
 
    ‘Just a quick one.’ He followed his partner down the final remaining steps. ‘Like a quick squeeze.’ 
 
    ‘We have a murderer to find,’ Argyle stated, ignoring his partner’s attempts at irritation. He stomped towards the metal doors, stopping a few feet from the handle. 
 
    ‘So let me get this straight,’ Bermuda began, following his partner through the darkness. ‘You can say things about how our loyalty makes us equal. You would willingly lay your life on the line for me, yet you won’t give me a hug?’ 
 
    Bermuda arrived next to his partner, smirking as he gazed up to his stern face. Instantly he regretted it as, like on so many occasions, Argyle was showing emotion that didn’t exist on the Otherside. 
 
    Emotion that barely existed on our side. 
 
    After a few awkward moments, Argyle’s calm, authoritative voice sliced through the tension. ‘Why don’t you request one from McAllister? You have already laid with her.’ 
 
    ‘Not going to happen.’ Bermuda shook his head, patting his pocket for Tic Tacs. ‘I’ve disappointed her professionally and sexually within the space of twenty-four hours. Even for me that’s bad.’ 
 
    ‘You lack respect.’ 
 
    ‘For her? No. She is just very volatile,’ Bermuda said, waiting for Argyle to open the door. 
 
    ‘For yourself.’ 
 
    ‘Ouch.’ Bermuda chuckled to himself. Argyle shocked him at times, with an insightful view on the world – and him personally – which would probably cost thousands in therapy bills. ‘Let’s just crack on, shall we? This crazed, murderous, heart-stealing creature isn’t going to stop itself.’ 
 
    Argyle reached out and grasped the metal handle with his mighty fist, the golden bracelet that held the Retriever glistening as light escaped through the crack in the door. He hauled it back, opening the secret BTCO Glasgow Office to Bermuda. Compared to the Shard, it was incredibly small, with old, wooden desks pressed against each other, separated by flimsy plastic dividers. A few basic, lifeless PCs sat atop them, a thin layer of dust over everything. A few neon lights hummed above, one of them flickering intermittently. 
 
    Bermuda let out a whistle. 
 
    ‘You sure this place is open?’ Bermuda asked as his partner strode between the desks. 
 
    Right on cue, a PC chair whizzed by, the wheels screaming for WD40. Atop it sat a plump, middle-aged lady with a ginger bob, thick-rimmed glasses, and teeth a little too big for her mouth. Her eyes were wide with adoration. 
 
    Her accent was more Scottish than a bagpipe-playing haggis. 
 
    ‘Bermuda Jones! This is such an honour.’ She rose from her chair, her stumpy legs poking out beneath her neatly ironed skirt. She wore a green, knitted jumper with a floral shirt beneath it. ‘Welcome to our office.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks … err …’ 
 
    ‘Kelly. Kelly McDonald.’ She curtseyed in front of the uncomfortable agent. 
 
    ‘Thanks. I’m Bermuda …’ 
 
    ‘Jones. The legendary agent who has been to the Otherside, stopped Barnaby from unleashing hell on earth, and is widely considered the best agent in the organisation.’ She beamed as she sat back down. ‘Your legend precedes you.’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ Bermuda looked over to Argyle, who was carefully studying pictures that symmetrically lined the walls, all of them of pompous-looking men – undoubtedly former agents. ‘Do you have a lab here?’ 
 
    ‘We do,’ Kelly squealed, zipping off on her chair behind a stack of files that lined a desk hidden behind a filing cabinet.  
 
    Bermuda waited for a few moments for her return, but nothing. Gently massaging his temples, he stepped across, peering over the cabinet. ‘Could I use it?’ 
 
    ‘Malcolm is out at the moment. But you are welcome to stay.’ She flashed him a grin, one that he was sure greeted a plethora of cats when she got home at night. 
 
    ‘Malcolm is the techie?’ he asked, studying the mountains of paperwork on her desk, oblivious to the red tape that surrounded his work. Being out in the field, he realised he took it all for granted. Someone probably had to process the countless bills he had racked up. No wonder Montgomery Black hated him. Still, as Kelly clattered her fingers aggressively on the keyboard, he wondered which form was the annual leave request of the agent who should have been there. 
 
    ‘Malcolm does all the Other-worldly stuff,’ she explained, slurping a large mouthful from her coffee cup. Her glasses wobbled on the end of her button nose, littered with freckles. ‘His Knack is stronger than mine.’ 
 
    ‘You have the Knack?’ Bermuda asked with genuine intrigue. 
 
    ‘Barely. I mean, I can see your partner but I don’t really know what he looks like.’ She wildly motioned in Argyle’s general direction, beyond the cabinet. ‘No, my strength lays in looking after the office and keeping things in order around here.’ 
 
    Bermuda glanced to the shelving unit above her, with a hazardous pile of folders stacked worryingly, all of them with protruding sheets. The dust was thick and in blatant contrary to her claims.  
 
    ‘So when will Malcolm be back?’ he asked politely.  
 
    Kelly stopped her vigorous tapping and clicked into a calendar on her screen. Bermuda scanned over the office, noting Argyle had ventured beyond his vision. Before he could look any further, Kelly’s disappointed tutting brought him back to her. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid he is out at a conference today.’ She snorted to herself. ‘I did think it was pretty lonely today.’ 
 
    ‘Today?’ Bermuda mocked, scolding himself for letting her irritate him. ‘Could I possibly leave something with for him? It’s important.’ 
 
    ‘Oooo … is it case work?’ she clenched her fists, shaking with excitement like a toddler being handed the keys to a toy store. 
 
    ‘I would love to be here purely socially, but yes, Argyle and I are working a case and I need Malcolm to run a print on this.’ He handed her the envelope which housed the mundra print he had obtained at Nicole Miller’s flat. At that moment he took stock. He was stood in a secret office of an organisation dealing with paranormal crime while handing over evidence printed on a material that couldn’t be seen by normal humans. 
 
    This was why he couldn’t be at his daughter’s birthday. 
 
    Slowly, the usual anger and resentment began to seep in over the corners of his mind. The booming voice of Argyle shook him back to reality. 
 
    ‘That print will take at least a day to process. We should return either to the latest scene or the tomb once again.’ 
 
    Bermuda nodded in agreement, turning back to the eagerly smiling secretary. ‘Can you put that to the top of his list?’ 
 
    She nodded enthusiastically. Bermuda offered her a warm smile and nodded to Argyle to head towards the door. She called after them. 
 
    ‘If you are heading back to the Necropolis, tell Toby we all said hi. It’s been a while since we have seen him.’ 
 
    Bermuda stopped and turned on his heel, his brow furrowed. ‘Is Toby still a BTCO employee? I kinda figured he worked at the Necropolis now.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, he does. He’s the groundsman. He used to be employed by us when the gateway was there. However, when they closed it down, he didn’t want to leave. It’s sad, really. Must be lonely.’ 
 
    Her words trailed off sadly in understanding. 
 
    ‘You ever think there was something a bit odd about him?’ Bermuda asked, revisiting his conversation with the ancient groundsman, how something didn’t sit right. 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ Kelly asked, her green eyes wide and innocent. 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I mean, he looked a little a funny.’ 
 
    ‘Well he’s no Tom Selleck, let’s put it that way,’ she replied, raising her eyebrows suggestively.  
 
    Bermuda smiled inwardly, especially after his Magnum PI reference had fallen on Toby’s deaf ears.  
 
    Argyle stood patiently by the door. 
 
    ‘Okay. Well, thank you for everything,’ he offered as he again turned to leave. 
 
    ‘Although I am surprised that Toby didn’t mention the others,’ Kelly said, her eyes locked on her screen as her fingers tap danced across the lettered keys before her. ‘If you saw him earlier.’ 
 
    ‘Others?’ Bermuda asked, his voice rife with confusion. ‘Like Argyle?’ 
 
    ‘No. The other girls. Years ago.’  
 
    Bermuda looked blankly at her. ‘What other girls?’ 
 
    Kelly looked at Bermuda and the blurry outline of his dominant partner. She sighed, locking her computer and pushing herself up off of her seat. ‘Follow me.’


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kelly led Bermuda to a cubicle, and a crummy computer on a wobbly desk that was sprinkled with dust. She booted up the ancient machine, the insides churning against each other like a car trying to get out of gear. He stood back, awaiting the explosion. 
 
    Microsoft XP unsurprisingly flashed upon the thick, white-rimmed screen. Bermuda shook his head in amazement. At HQ, they had automatic doors and Oracles plugged into state-of-the-art computers. They had tomahawks forged on the Otherside and an ancient gateway which Bermuda constantly referred to as Stargate. 
 
    Here, they didn’t even have a supported OS. 
 
    Kelly clicked away on the keyboard without even a hint of realisation, her gentle humming strangely soothing. Bermuda felt an odd emotion. 
 
    Jealousy. 
 
    She was content – clearly happy with her role and what the world had given her. She had been pushed to the side with all the other freaks and weirdos that compromised the BTCO’s roster, but she took pride in it. She thought she had everything she needed. 
 
    His heart ached for Chloe. 
 
    For Sophie Summers. 
 
    For a cigarette. 
 
    He shook the incessant craving away, his fingers rapidly diving into his pockets to retrieve his e-cig while his mind tried to lock away Sophie’s beautiful face. After a few puffs, Kelly flashed him a smile. 
 
    ‘Here you are. I have just logged you into the Nexus.’ She pushed herself up out of the chair, gently bumping into Argyle. He instantly moved. 
 
    Bermuda thanked her and took a seat, stretching his fingers until they clicked. The Nexus was a series of interlinking servers that channelled straight into the Archive. The Oracles, while linked to their computers, were linked to the Otherside, their knowledge of anything relating to their kind filtering through and being applied to the goings-on in the world. Should a child go missing, or a strange, heart-shaped hole appear in the chest of a young woman, they would calculate the possibility of Other activity and assign the case. 
 
    They watched both worlds. 
 
    The Nexus was a hard link straight into that data, a constantly updating, living server with knowledge bursting from the seams like an overstuffed mattress. Here, Bermuda could search anything, and the four naked, pale captives back in that wondrous library would filter through and send him what he needed. 
 
    Their own personal Wikipedia. 
 
    Just slightly more reliable. 
 
    His fingers clattered the keys, typing in the keywords of ‘heart’ and ‘stolen’. The office was cold, the outside freeze slowly filtering through the old walls that ached for a repaint. Behind him, Argyle stood protectively, arms crossed and his eyes locked on the screen. Human technology fascinated him. 
 
    All he knew was the sword. 
 
    The Oracles went to work, the screen resolution flickering like a satellite battling for reception. Their connection wasn’t the fastest, but he started to see the icons of articles appearing on his screen. 
 
    He clicked the first one, dated 18 September 1982, and began reading it out loud. 
 
    ‘Police refused to rule out a ritual killing, as a young woman was found murdered in her house yesterday afternoon. The woman, who will remain nameless, was found by her husband with her heart missing. Police chief … yadda yadda …’ 
 
    Bermuda clicked the next one. 
 
    ‘Hunt for Heart Snatcher intensified when a third woman was found within the last week with her internal organ removed. Police are asking for anyone to come forward with knowledge.’ 
 
    He clicked through a few more, the articles all dated from the early eighties. After a few moments, he turned and looked up into the grey eyes of Argyle, who had been watching in amazement. 
 
    ‘We need to speak to Toby – see what happened all those years ago.’ 
 
    Argyle nodded in agreement and turned, almost squashing Kelly, who stood shyly behind him. ‘Can I help you, Ma’am?’ he asked, his tone formal. 
 
    ‘I was just watching him work. It’s a real honour.’ 
 
    Bermuda disconnected, the computer shaking as it severed its ties with the all-powerful Neithers. Embarrassed, he pushed himself up. ‘It really shouldn’t be.’ 
 
    ‘But it is. You’re a legend.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not.’ Frustration grew in his voice as he slid his arms into his armoured coat, the material still damp from the weather, which was ready to welcome him again. 
 
    ‘You are. You stopped Barnaby,’ she exclaimed excitedly. ‘You’re a hero!’ 
 
    ‘I’m not a goddamned hero!’ Bermuda snapped, causing Kelly to gasp. ‘A fellow agent died that night, because I goaded him again and again. I’m sorry but I don’t deserve whatever it is they tell you, okay?’ 
 
    Kelly stood, tight-lipped, looking straight at the ground.  
 
    Bermuda looked at a disapproving Argyle and sighed. ‘Look, Kelly. I’m sorry,’ he offered. ‘I appreciate it, I really do. But when we are a team, there is no space for a hero. And we are a team, right?’ 
 
    She smiled, eventually nodding and thanking him with her eyes.  
 
    He nodded and headed for the door, his mighty, armour-clad compadre in close pursuit. The metal door clattered behind them and Bermuda felt a calm wash over him like a cooling breeze, the need for some fresh air and a pale ale beginning to overwhelm. 
 
    They ascended the stairs in the dark, in silence for the majority. As they neared the reappearing door in the soggy cardboard that awaited them at the top of the stairs, Argyle broke the silence that flittered between their strides. 
 
    ‘I believe you to be a hero.’ 
 
    They stood as the daylight filtered through the slices that began to appear in the cardboard panel, the mystery of the Otherside slowly peeling it back and opening a doorway for them. As a show of appreciation Bermuda slapped his partner on the back, and the two of them set out into the rain with no clue how to stop the murderous rampage. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The police presence had all but evaporated by the time they returned to the residence of Katie Steingold. A panda car was parked a few cars down, a few strips of police tape criss-crossed the door like a disturbing Christmas gift. The bitter chill in the air danced along the wind, sending a shiver down Bermuda’s spine and causing him to lift the coffee to his lips. The warm caffeine trickled down his throat, sloshing into his stomach and becoming one with his many other vices. 
 
    He clenched his teeth, hissing slightly at the freezing gust that snapped at him. Argyle had met him at the scene as usual, perplexing Bermuda with his speed of travel. With a careful eye, Argyle glanced to the alleyway to the side of the house, the hooded figure he had seen long since gone. He checked the alley behind them – again there was nothing. 
 
    They had been there. 
 
    He was sure they were being followed, but he didn’t want to alarm his partner. 
 
    Not unless he had to. 
 
    Bermuda pulled him back to the freezing late afternoon in ‘bonny’ Scotland. 
 
    ‘Why the hearts?’ Bermuda questioned, to himself more than Argyle. 
 
    ‘Hearts are the life force of you humans,’ Argyle offered, both men staring at the flat. ‘The easiest way to kill you is to remove it.’ 
 
    Bermuda shook his head, taking another sip from the red corrugated Costa cup. ‘No, that’s not it. If he wanted her dead, he could have choked her or snapped her neck. He’s strong – strong enough to punch a hole through a rib cage.’ 
 
    Bermuda took a few steps towards the gate, the metal creaking as he pulled it to the side. A gentle rain clattered against the stone steps as he ascended to the front door, his eyes fixed on the unwelcoming tape. 
 
    Do Not Cross. 
 
    Bermuda crossed. 
 
    He pushed the blue front door gently, the warmth of the house beckoning him inside. With a cautious step he crossed the threshold, slowly wandering through the quaint hallway. To his right was the homely living room where he could imagine the young lady cuddled up in a blanket, binge-watching Netflix and relaxing in the wonderful life she had made for herself. 
 
    A life that had been taken. 
 
    Snatched from her chest in front of her own eyes. 
 
    He shuddered, a bolt of anger rode through his body, and his knuckles clicked as his fists clenched. To the left was the kitchen where he had met McAllister. Well, where he had been introduced to her, merely a few hours after their drunken liaison had turned into a myriad of expletives and hurled objects. 
 
    Another wonderful night in the life of Bermuda Jones. 
 
    Slowly he gazed around the kitchen. A row of brightly coloured mugs hung from a specially designed rack. A matching kettle and toaster sat proudly next to it. The cleanliness alone was alien to Bermuda, but the regiment and order of it was baffling. No matter how hard he tried, his kitchen always looked like someone had let off a bomb in a coffee shop. 
 
    He reappeared into the hallway, noting that Argyle was stood in the front room, arms folded and surveying everything. It reassured him. 
 
    He wasn’t alone. 
 
    With slow, soundless steps, Bermuda climbed the stairs, his mud-spattered Converse squelching slightly from the rain. The landing was small but proudly displayed a photo frame branching out to hold multiple photos – family, friends, and memories all pinned to one wall. All belonging to a person who would no longer remember them. To the right, the bedroom was shut tight, another cross of brightly coloured police tape tacked to the frame. 
 
    Bermuda ducked under and pushed open the door. 
 
    Thankfully Katie had been moved, her body respectfully taken to a police morgue for an autopsy from a leading forensic pathologist – although Bermuda was sure the gaping hole in her chest was an answer enough. Slowly he entered the room, careful not to touch too much, even after forensics had dusted every nook and cranny. 
 
    They would find nothing. 
 
    Hopefully Malcolm wouldn’t take too long with that print. An image of Kelly spinning on her chair while her mystery technician readjusted his telescope gave him a brief moment of joy. A smirk almost came across his face. 
 
    The bloodstained bed and walls before him brought him back to reality with a bump. And what a reality it was. This other-worldly creature was preying on the women of Glasgow, wrenching out their still-beating hearts in their own homes. 
 
    They must have known him. 
 
    Or at the very least trusted him. 
 
    Bermuda drew his lips tight, his brow furrowing with frustration at the helplessness. This man could strike at any moment at any woman in the city. He had been assigned to stop him, but all he could do was wait for a technician he had never met to provide a print he might not be able to match. 
 
    Perhaps Vincent had a book back at the HQ that had everyone’s finger prints, an Argos-esque solution to their identification problems. It could sit proudly next to the tome, where their two known Exceptionals were documented. 
 
    Perhaps this was the other Exceptional? 
 
    Bermuda hoped against hope that wasn’t the case. The one Exceptional he knew about was Barnaby, and he came a doorway away from ending the world as he knew it. 
 
    If this creature – this heart-stealing Absent Man – was even a tenth of what Barnaby stood for, then everyone was in trouble. 
 
    Bermuda almost jumped out of his skin as his thoughts were pierced by an unfriendly tone drenched in a thick Scottish accent. 
 
    ‘What the fuck are you doing here?’ 
 
    He spun. The angry, snarling face of DS Sam McAllister glared at him as she stood in the doorway, her fists clenched and pressed against her hips. Her suit hung tightly to her skinny frame, and her hair was wet and messy.  
 
    Bermuda sighed. ‘I dunno,’ he offered, his hands out in a pathetic shrug. ‘Maybe there was something we had missed.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, good point. My team of expertly trained SOCOs have already swept this house like Cinderella’s, but the super-agent may just find something they didn’t.’ 
 
    Bermuda forced a smile, refusing to rise to the goad.  
 
    She glared at him with disgust, stepping to the side as a clear indication for him to leave. He held his hands up in surrender, trying to edge past her in an overly elaborate way which she found as annoying as he did amusing. As Bermuda ducked under the tape, he wondered if antagonising the lead detective was a smart move. 
 
    Sleeping with her certainly wasn’t. 
 
    Just as Bermuda was about to embark on a revolutionary journey into his poor life decisions, McAllister emerged into the hall, slamming the bedroom door shut. She descended the stairs at pace, ushering Bermuda towards the front door and effectively frog-marching him from the property. As he passed the living room, he locked eyes with an apologetic-looking Argyle. Bermuda scowled at his partner as he was hurried through the door and into the unforgiving elements. As the wind clattered against him and dampened the side of his face, he turned to the furious McAllister. 
 
    ‘Look … we completely got off on the wrong foot.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t need to address it. We were drunk. It was shite. End of discussion.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ Bermuda swallowed his pride. ‘But if we are going to work together, we should at least find some sort of common ground.’ 
 
    Taken aback by his level of maturity, Bermuda instantly wondered if Montgomery Black had assigned him for this entire reason: for Bermuda to mature, become the agent they all knew he could be. As his trail of thought started to venture to whether ‘Monty’ in fact wore a wig, Bermuda realised his thoughts of maturity were slightly premature. 
 
    ‘We are not working together,’ McAllister stated, not even looking at him. Her eyes gazed beyond the parked cars to the road. ‘You have been sent here by a department we have never heard of. I have zero intention of seeing you again after today.’ 
 
    Argyle eased his way under the police tape, his mighty frame gently grazing one of the strips, ripping it from the doorframe. McAllister, damp and frustrated, let out a sigh and reached for it. 
 
    ‘With all due respect, that isn’t your call to make,’ Bermuda insisted, refusing to raise his voice and, in doing so, the tension. 
 
    A car slowly pulled up and stopped in the road opposite the house. McAllister reset the police tape and ensured the door was locked. She turned, facing Bermuda and admitting to herself that he wasn’t the worst-looking one-night stand she had had. 
 
    Just the most irritating.  
 
    She barged past him. ‘I know it’s not.’ She nodded to the car ahead. ‘It’s Strachan’s.’ 
 
    DI Nick Strachan was McAllister’s superior and who Bermuda assumed had been handed the order by the BTCO. It couldn’t have been easy for Strachan. Spending your whole life working up a chain of command, dedicating yourself to your profession, and then being dictated to by an organisation that you realised you weren’t ‘important’ enough to have heard of. Bermuda expected what he always expected when he met senior people within the many police services he had pissed off. 
 
    Pure resentment. 
 
    Bermuda had managed to read the file Vincent had given him on his arduous train ride and got the impression that Nick Strachan wasn’t thrilled at their involvement. In fact, the file quoted him saying they were a ‘Saturday morning cartoon!’ 
 
    With a sigh, he watched as McAllister strode through the drizzle, turning from the gate and heading towards her own car parked further down the street. Slowly, footsteps approached, and Argyle blocked some of the water from attacking Bermuda. 
 
    ‘You had one job, Argyle.’ Bermuda spoke, staring ahead at the car. 
 
    ‘I apologise,’ Argyle instantly replied, conflicted to tell his partner why he had been distracted.  
 
    Bermuda chuckled and looked up at his partner. ‘Meh … on the law of averages, I’d say you are owed a fuck-up now and then.’ He flashed his partner a smile. ‘Right … now for a bollocking.’ 
 
    With a surprising spring in his step, Bermuda bounced down the path, through the gate, and towards the black BMW car that waited. The rain clattered the roof and Argyle watched as his partner flung the door open and lowered his drenched body into the warmth of the vehicle. He solemnly lowered his head and vacated the premises also, sure as he could be that he had seen the cloaked figure again. 
 
    As Argyle waited in his noble, invisible silence, the peering eyes of the hooded stalkers pierced their white masks and locked onto him and the car that contained his partner. 
 
    From deep within the shadows, eight of them lined the streets, stalking them both. 
 
    With both Argyle and Bermuda surrounded, they watched.
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    The BMW welcomed Bermuda with a warm hug, the white leather seats that lined the back compartment of the car shiny and clean. He almost felt guilty as he slid in, his drenched, secretly armoured coat sliding all over the leather. But he then remembered that they would probably charge the cleaning of it to the taxpayer and regretted not stepping in dog shit on the way in. 
 
    The heater was in, warm air pumping through the vents and laying siege to the cold that had invaded his body. He felt the numbness leave his fingers, listening to the bones crack as he stretched them. 
 
    ‘It’s cold out, isn’t it?’ 
 
    Bermuda jumped suddenly, oblivious to the small, portly, middle-aged woman who was sat in the back of the car with him, her uniform immaculate. Small spectacles rested on the end of her nose, which she gazed over like a put-upon teacher. In her hand was a notebook, biro scrawlings that would take days to decipher. Her brown hair, streaked with grey, was tied up in a neat bun. In his excitement of warmth, Bermuda had completely forgotten to introduce himself. 
 
    ‘I’m Agent Jones,’ he offered, extended a hand that was completely ignored as she scribbled notes down. 
 
    ‘Yes, we know.’ She didn’t look up. At the word we, she nodded to the front of the car. A burly officer sat, hands clasped to the steering wheel, his knuckled worn from years of never losing a confrontation. Chances were, Bermuda thought, his record wasn’t in danger. 
 
    They sat in silence for a few moments, the introductions clearly over. The rain rattled against the car window as if someone was showering it with rice. The police radio cackled, but the driver turned it down before the orders came in.  
 
    ‘So, can we go see Strachan now?’ Bermuda asked. ‘I hear he is a pain in the arse so I’d rather get my spanking over and done with as soon as possible.’ 
 
    The woman sighed, clicking her pen closed and placing it on the pad. She turned, her green eyes peering over her spectacles and fixing Bermuda with a condescending look. 
 
    ‘I am Detective Inspector Nic Strachan.’ Her voice was flat and uncaring. 
 
    Nic. Not Nick. 
 
    Bermuda shook his head in disbelief, especially after mistaking McAllister for a man. Just as he was starting to lose faith in naming conventions, Strachan broke his thought pattern. 
 
    ‘We didn’t ask for you to be here, Mr Jones. In fact, I thought you would be nothing more than a hindrance.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you for your vote of confidence, Ma’am.’ Again, Bermuda questioned his life decisions.  
 
    Strachan ignored it. ‘Quite. I told the senior officers who told me of your impending arrival that you were not needed, and as I had never heard of this BCTO—’ 
 
    ‘BTCO,’ Bermuda corrected, shocked by his loyalty to the organisation. 
 
    ‘Whatever. I said you were a mock detective and would do more harm than good. Now I have given you access to the crime scenes because I, for one, don’t want to tarnish how hard I and my team have worked to get to the position we are in. However, you are becoming a nuisance, and one that I will not tolerate.’ 
 
    Bermuda checked the outside, sure he would be meeting the weather again soon. The rain had picked up, clattering the surrounding cars with a wild fury. 
 
    ‘Are you listening to me, Mr Jones?’ 
 
    ‘Yup,’ he replied nonchalantly. 
 
    ‘Good. So we are understood, I expect you to return to your hotel, enjoy our fine city for a few days, and then head back to London. We will take it from here.’ Strachan straightened her skirt and then lifted her pad, the biro clicking into action. Her resuming of her task indicated the conversation was over.  
 
    Bermuda clicked the door handle and then ignored the part of his mind begging for an easy life. ‘Actually, we are not understood.’ 
 
    He firmly shut the door. The large officer swivelled in place and Strachan held up a hand, effectively telling her attack dog to heel. 
 
    ‘No?’ 
 
    ‘No. You see, I don’t give a fuck if you want me here or not. Do you think I want to be stuck in a shit hotel in this shit-hole city? I’m here because what is going on, neither you nor your hard-working team could possibly grasp. If they thought you were capable they wouldn’t have sent for me.’ 
 
    ‘I will NOT be spoken to like this,’ Strachan yelled, clicking her chubby fingers.  
 
    The brutish driver flew his door open, the rain hitting the inside of the car and echoing like chattering teeth. With his heavy footsteps, Bermuda expected to be hauled from the car within a few moments. 
 
    Three …  
 
    Two …  
 
    One …  
 
    Just as they heard the door handle click, they heard a grunt of pain and the sound of a body collapsing to the ground. Both looked concerned and Bermuda turned back to an irate Strachan. 
 
    ‘Get the fuck out of my car,’ she demanded, her language defying her previously calm demeanour. 
 
    ‘With pleasure.’ Bermuda pushed the door open, the metal panel bumping against what he assumed was the body of her hulking minion.  
 
    Before he stepped out into the wonders of the Scottish wintertime, he turned back. 
 
    ‘I will solve this case. With or without your help.’ 
 
    ‘You will receive no help from the Glasgow Police Service,’ she said sternly while running a wiping cloth over her glasses. 
 
    Bermuda offered her his most charming smile. ‘No change there, then.’ 
 
    Strachan’s eyes lit up with anger and Bermuda waved as he pushed himself out of the car. His Converse trainers splashed against the ground, the water soaking through to his socks. He slammed the door shut and looked at the large officer before him, hunched over on his knees and wheezing heavily. 
 
    The wind had been driven cleanly from him. 
 
    The officer groaned in agony. The sudden influx of stomach cramps had been instant and disabling, bringing his huge frame to its knees. It was like he had been hit with a sledgehammer, the cramps crushing his gut in one go. 
 
    Bermuda observed for a few moments with zero inclination to help. He looked to his right, where Argyle was stood, gently shaking his hand as if to shake out the pain. 
 
    Bermuda smiled warmly against the cold rain. 
 
    Argyle had clearly clobbered the officer straight in the stomach. Knowing the sheer power and accuracy of his partner, Bermuda felt just a twinge of sympathy for the victim, but turned back to his partner. 
 
    ‘I am shameful,’ Argyle uttered, his voice sad and honest. ‘I have struck a man of nobility.’ 
 
    ‘Believe me, Big Guy,’ Bermuda said, patting his friend on the arm and ushering them to walk away, ‘there is nothing noble about that man.’ 
 
    Argyle spun his head back as they walked, watching as the large lawman was hauling himself up, fingers grasping the wet vehicle. The woman inside had made no effort to help. 
 
    ‘Are you not mad that I struck a man of law?’ 
 
    ‘Mad?’ Bermuda chuckled, spinning his e-cig in his hand like a drumstick. ‘I’m bloody ecstatic.’ 
 
    The two walked down another rain-soaked road of Glasgow, identical to all the others. Bermuda summarised in his head how they were no closer to catching the killer and he had now effectively burnt the miniscule bridge with the police. Word would reach the BTCO, Montgomery Black would be furious, and the fingerprint they had left with the mystery technician would probably lead to nothing. 
 
    Just another day in the life of Bermuda Jones. 
 
    However, after Argyle’s intervention a smile cracked across his face. The two walked through the suburban streets, soaked through. Bermuda admired the houses, all of them set back slightly from the pavement, guarded by small courtyards. Inside each house lived a family, a story of how they came to be in the lives they now lived. 
 
    Within the shadows of the city, some creature was looking to snatch that life from them. 
 
    A feeling of helplessness covered Bermuda, and he looked away from his partner, hoping Argyle didn’t notice. He did. Of course he did, Bermuda thought. 
 
    Argyle noticed everything. 
 
    Well, except DC McAllister when she was on the warpath.  
 
    As the rain slapped against his skin, Bermuda’s mind raced back to the previous night. Flashes of McAllister’s naked body came and went, their sexual adventure coming to an abrupt and volatile end. She was an angry woman, there was no denying that, and Bermuda was sure there was more to it than just their failed intercourse. 
 
    He knew a self-hater when he saw one. 
 
    It takes one to know one. 
 
    They carried on down a few more streets before they came upon Partick Station, one of the fifteen stops on the Glasgow Subway, an underground metro train service that had wrapped itself around the city for well over a century. The station was the first above the River Clyde, the track looping round and travelling clockwise around the city. The route, a bright orange loop printed on a map, was nicknamed ‘the Clockwork Orange’. 
 
    The owners of the train company were obviously keen to move away from that nickname. 
 
    Bermuda carefully descended the steps, turning back to find that Argyle had left him to it. As bemusing as it was, Bermuda had grown accustomed to Argyle’s travel arrangements. 
 
    He didn’t understand them. But he was beyond questioning them. 
 
    As he approached the platform, he shuffled quickly to the train that was waiting impatiently, the shrill beeps indicating its imminent departure. With a quick dash, he slipped through the doors as they closed. Feeling pleased with himself, he dropped into one of the seats that lined the train, forcing the grumpy commuters to face each other. 
 
    Bermuda spent most of his time in London. He was well-versed in the unwritten law that ‘a commuter shall not look another in the eye, let alone speak to them’. He slid the soaked beanie hat from his head, his hair bursting out in every direction, gasping for air. He wrung the hat out like a flannel, watching the rainwater clatter to the sticky floor of the metal tube. 
 
    He closed his eyes and tipped his head back, the top of his skull gently bumping off the glass window. 
 
    He needed something. 
 
    Anything. 
 
    A clue. A lead. 
 
    A pint of Doom Bar. 
 
    As he contemplated indulging his thirst, he felt a twinge of guilt. Not just for the heartless women, but for their families. Fathers who had lost their daughters. Knowing his beautiful Chloe was safe and sound, he couldn’t imagine what losing her would be like. 
 
    To see her ripped from him by the shadows of another world. 
 
    He sat upright, his eyes blinking wildly as he realised he had nodded off. A flash of the recurring dream, the nightmare of losing those he loved, had jolted him like a cattle prod. 
 
    He rubbed his hand on his stubbled jaw and caught a glimpse of himself in the window, the reflection set against the blackness of the tunnel. He looked older. His skin, pale and tight, sat across a face that used to turn many a head. Bags hung from his eyes. 
 
    He didn’t need a beer. He needed a coffee. 
 
    And to catch the goddamn heart-stealing bastard. 
 
    The train whizzed around the tracks, eventually alighting at St Enoch, right in the city centre. Bermuda departed and stomped up the steps of the station, ignoring the whipping chill of the evening and the bursting brightness from the streetlights that greeted him. Darkness had fallen, his eleven-minute train journey had felt longer, the night sky stealing the sun as easily as this killer had stolen those hearts. He stuffed both hands in his pockets, one of them to retrieve his phone. 
 
    The other for his Tic Tacs. 
 
    As two mints sloshed their way around his mouth, he held the phone to his ear, impatiently tapping his foot in a shallow puddle. After a few more rings, the phone clicked off. 
 
    The BTCO Glasgow Office had closed for the evening. 
 
    He stared at the screen, droplets of water splattered randomly against the glass as he contemplated calling the London office. Montgomery Black would have certainly have received Strachan’s complaint. On reflection, Bermuda decided having his arse verbally kicked wasn’t good for his increasingly downbeat mood. 
 
    He contemplated calling Chloe. The thought of his daughter’s voice warmed his body, defying the freezing cold of the winter’s evening. 
 
    Angela would answer the phone. Again, he decided that a verbal arse-kicking wasn’t the solution. 
 
    He thought about calling Sophie Summers. 
 
    Instantly, with his heart aching, he scorned himself, refusing to let his mind drift to her, to all the exquisite details of her face. 
 
    The radiant smile. 
 
    The beautiful eyes. 
 
    The jet-black eyes of Barnaby! 
 
    Bermuda shook the thought, a quick flash of the piercing, burning holes that sat in the skull of the most dangerous Other he had come across. He could still see the smirking face, lined by the three scars that marked him as a traitor. 
 
    Barnaby had nearly destroyed all life in this world. 
 
    Somewhere in Glasgow, in the wet, dark concrete jungle surrounding him, another force of evil was threatening humanity. It had happened before, Bermuda recalled. The news clippings from the Nexus had revealed that a series of murders that matched his case had happened years ago. 
 
    This Absent Man had been here before. 
 
    Bermuda ducked into a Cafe Nero, queueing patiently before stepping back out into the busy high street of Glasgow, his hands wrapped around a piping-hot flat white. The caffeine was warm and welcome, following the path well-worn by ale and Tic Tacs to his stomach. His eyes flickered around the town. The premature colours of the Christmas lights lined the gothic buildings, the festive season being forced upon the city earlier every year. 
 
    The Christmas Square, marred by a tragic driving incident a few years previously, was bright and busy, the memory of those who had lost their lives that year being honoured by the celebration of family and fun. He strolled through the square, watching as kids battled the cold to ride the cheap, fun-fair rides while their parents partook in watered-down alcohol from the pop-up bars. 
 
    The smell of hotdogs wafted through the rain from a small van that looked like a health code violation on wheels. 
 
    The main event, the ice rink, encompassed most of the square, with couples and children flying by, all trying their best to outdo gravity. A few kids collided, one of them bursting into tears as panicked parents tried their best to keep their feet. 
 
    An overweight man took a corner too quick and slammed into the barricade. A video would likely be on YouTube within minutes. Bermuda scorned the world they lived in now, where instead of reaching to the man, who looked in considerable pain, the audience reached for their phones.  
 
    Randomly, an Other skittered through the crowd, coasting along the ice with the grace of a majestic swan. It sauntered through, its movements fluid before it cast its one jet-black eye on Bermuda and abruptly stopped. 
 
    Bermuda nodded, as if to grant permission. He turned and headed to the exit as the Other continued its rather bizarre passion for skating. 
 
    After a few more moments, Bermuda exited the square and turned right, heading back down a parade of shops. With Christmas less than six weeks away, every shop was bursting with colour, signs tacked all across their large, floor-to-ceiling windows that beckoned consumers in with promises of tremendous discounts. Shoppers danced around each other with less grace than the Otherside’s answer to Torvill. Bermuda passed a number of clothing outlets before he stepped out on the road. 
 
    The deep blast of a horn rocked his body and caused him to leap back. The tram, a hulking metal people-carrier, glided past, sticking rigidly to the tracks that were indented into the pavement. The sides were littered with advertising boards, again, promises of severe discounts and seasonal delights. 
 
    Bermuda’s hand shook as he finished his coffee. 
 
    He took a moment to compose himself and then began laughing loudly. He had spent too long being called crazy to be concerned with people glaring at him with concern. As the laughter echoed out of his chest, he thought how he had been chased only a week before by a monster bigger than a bus. How six months earlier he had fought Barnaby to the death with the fate of the world on his shoulders. 
 
    How over three years before, his fuzzy memory of the Otherside had seen him narrowly escape the deep red eyes and the screams. 
 
    He had survived all that. 
 
    It would be just his luck that he would get killed by a tram. 
 
    While his laughter died down to a chuckle, his hand still shook. A flash had danced across his eyes before stepping back, images of beautiful faces he knew he couldn’t see. With a grumble he turned on his heel, facing the rain, and headed back to the hotel. 
 
    The dark eyes of the two hooded figures, watching from separate sides of the street, had witnessed his near-death experience. 
 
    The streetlights bounced off their white masks as they stared at Bermuda. 
 
      
 
    Argyle stood outside the Premier Inn, his hands behind his back with one resting in the other. His broad chest, plated with armour, stood puffed out, the stance of a proud soldier. His grey eyes flickered up and down the street. 
 
    He scorned himself for his lack of vigilance earlier. 
 
    Argyle prided himself on his ability to sense Others, but also his strict attention. He should have seen McAllister barge into the house, but he had been distracted. He had been staring at the alleyway. 
 
    Were they there? 
 
    Had they finally come for him? 
 
    Argyle shuffled uncomfortably on the spot, readjusting his stance and ensuring he stepped back as close to the wall of the hotel as possible. The last thing he wanted to do was scare a human. Being an invisible wall tended to upset people. 
 
    The rain was relentless, smashing against the concrete city with a fury that Argyle found beautiful. At least it meant fewer people would be out. 
 
    Perhaps it would keep the heart-stealer indoors. 
 
    Argyle knew better. Whoever they were hunting, he knew that there would be no stopping. The only outcome was for them to find this Other. 
 
    Bermuda could find it. Argyle knew it. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Argyle felt a small tinge of sorrow for his partner, who had been trying earnestly to rebuild a relationship with his child, one that had been brutalised by his gift. While Bermuda could see a different world, it blinded him from the one he wanted to build. It was a heartbreaking sacrifice, and one that he had punished himself for. His body bore the scars, physically and emotionally, be it from a needle and ink or the claws of a violent beast. 
 
    But Bermuda never gave up. 
 
    They would fight together until the bitter end. Argyle knew that, had witnessed it atop the grand clock tower that overlooked their city when they had felled Barnaby. 
 
    When they had witnessed a fellow agent die in the line of duty, despite his appalling attitude. 
 
    When the stunning woman had walked away from Bermuda. 
 
    They still fought. 
 
    Over the wonderful echoes of the pounding rain, Argyle could hear a raised voice, an inaudible rant from a voice rife with intoxication. He glared through the heavy downpour to the homeless man from the evening before. The group of kids who had terrorised him were nowhere to be seen, safe and warm in their homes that they held over this unfortunate human. 
 
    He was clearly influenced by some substance, which made him as criminal as it did pathetic in the eyes of the powerful soldier who stood before him. 
 
    The homeless man yelled and yelled at the other passers-by, for them to look in the direction he was wildly pointing. 
 
    For them to look at the hotel. 
 
    To look at the armour-plated soldier who stood valiantly by the front door, clear as day.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    The blood was warm, a thick stream of it sliding down his arm as he held it aloft. In his hand, the heart had come to a stop, the final beats petering out like a song as it quietens to its finish. 
 
    The heart had belonged to Rosie Seeley, a young blond student who had been enamoured by his charm. 
 
    She lay across the back of the sofa, her hands reaching for the front door to her modest studio apartment. Her tears were still wet down her face as she had struggled. Unlike the others, who had simply cried, frozen, or wet themselves when he ‘turned’, this one had fought back. 
 
    A swift knee to his groin and a dash to the door. 
 
    It had been admirable. 
 
    Pointless. But admirable. 
 
    After shaking off the shock of her battle for self-preservation, Kevin Parker had stomped after her, wrenching her short blond hair and snapping her head back before hurling her away from her freedom. She had collided hard with the coffee table, the modest furnishing collapsing under her weight and shooting a jagged piece of wood into her thigh. 
 
    She had screamed, but the sounds were choked from her by his powerful hand, the fingers wrapping around her throat and squeezing like a boa constrictor. She could feel the life leaving her, his eyes, now black and embedded in a monstrously distorted face, bored into her, searching. 
 
    Not for her. 
 
    For someone else. 
 
    As he had lifted her petite frame from the ground, he had gazed at her, contemplating. She had no idea; all she had known was a warm stream of urine began to trickle down her legs, dripping gently onto the wooden floor. In an instant, she had been slammed facedown onto the hard wooden ridge that ran along the back of the sofa. 
 
    Moments later, she had felt the skin of her back being punctured. The pain had been breathtaking as she felt his knuckles slam against her spinal cord, the vertebrae cracking as she had lost all feeling in her body. 
 
    Shock had washed over her as she lay motionless. 
 
    The last thing she had felt was his fingers on her heart before her consciousness, like her life, was literally snatched from her. 
 
    Now, in the shoddy light cascading from the cheap bulb above, Kevin admired the life source. It gleamed; a thick layer of blood coated it like a toffee apple. 
 
    This one should be enough. 
 
    It had to be. 
 
    Silently, he stepped away from the motionless body of the young lady. She had told him things about her life – things of little consequence. He had been stood in her store, a quaint florist on the outskirts of the city, staring intently at the roses when she had approached. He had charmed her. 
 
    Selected her. 
 
    With his fingers grasping the very essence of life, Kevin Park stepped through the blood which was pooling across the floor, and had turned the back of the sofa are darker shade of blue. 
 
    Rosie’s eyes were wide open but saw nothing. 
 
    Her final moments had been spent in terror. 
 
    As had hers, he told himself. The one that he demanded from them. The one that they needed to return to him. 
 
    Careful not the use his fingers, Kevin slid his hand back into his sleeve and unlatched the door. A concerned neighbour cowered behind his own door as the classically handsome man left the flat where he had heard the commotion. 
 
    The screaming. 
 
    His right arm, from the elbow to the fingertip, was coated in scarlet. 
 
    His fingers encased a young woman’s heart like a makeshift rib cage. 
 
    With measured steps, he exited the building to make his delivery, leaving behind a body that had been ripped open and a discovery that would rip many lives apart. 
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    Bermuda sat in his hotel room, his bare legs stretched across the bed. The television screen was alive with colour, with some program about rich people looking to invest money humming annoyingly in the background. He had hoped it would take his mind off of the case – the two dead women and the likely discovery of another this evening. The evidence suggesting this had happened before. 
 
    The growing list of employees of the Glasgow Police Service that hated his guts. 
 
    He sighed, sliding off the bed and heading across the purple-and-white identikit Premier Inn room. The rain clattered against the window of his sixth-floor room. The desk before him was littered with local leaflets, all offering authentic Scottish experiences and cuisine. To the left of them, the shards of glass from the night before. 
 
    His mind flashed to McAllister, the two run-ins he had had with her that day as well as the terrible sexual encounter the night before.  
 
    The unsexy cherry on a very shitty cake. 
 
    His eyes ran past the cheap, hotel-provided hairdryer affixed to the wall and caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror. As soon as he had returned to the hotel, he had been greeted by Argyle, who had seemed on edge. While he had checked in with his partner, he had noticed the grey, pupilless eyes flicking from street to street as if he was expecting someone. 
 
    Or something. 
 
    The drunk homeless man had returned, screaming about guardian angels and medieval knights of some description. Of large men in suits of armour. Of hooded warriors that stalked the alleyways. Of bright, white masks. 
 
    Bermuda had dismissed it as inebriation. 
 
    Sweet, sweet inebriation. 
 
    As soon as he had entered the hotel room he had stripped off, his drenched clothes being strategically balled up and tossed into the corner of the room. He had stood in the shower for over twenty minutes, the water hitting him at a surprisingly powerful rate. Bermuda’s mind raced to the day he had had, leaping from moment to moment. Arriving at the crime scene, the venture to the Necropolis. Tobias and his creepy loose skin. The BTCO Scotland Office and its bizarre inhabitant. The run-in with Strachan. 
 
    A hell of a day. 
 
    Most confusing of all, that while the near entirety of it had been spent being pummelled by water, Bermuda had stepped in and willingly stood under more. 
 
    Now he stood glaring at his ink-covered body in the mirror. Through various sources and his own research, he had spent thousands of pounds on his ink work. The symbols and incantations, many written in the criss-cross scrawl that he had seen in the archives under Vincent’s watchful eye, kept him safe. 
 
    Physically or mentally. 
 
    Either way, he looked at them, agreeing that in the eyes of Angela, he must have seemed mental. No wonder she had taken his daughter from him and run from their marriage. 
 
    No wonder Sophie had left as well. 
 
    His brow furrowed in frustration, deploring himself for immortalising her as ‘the one that got away.’ His toned body had filled out slightly over the last six months, the result of quitting smoking and Argyle forcing at least some combat training. 
 
    Across his chest, the ink ruptured into three jagged scars. 
 
    A reminder of the violent beast upon the Cutty Sark and his trip through the roof of the boat. 
 
    And a further reminder of how only six months earlier, his body wasn’t healing as it did now. 
 
    He had almost forgotten his condition, losing himself in the labyrinth of the case. His body was changing. He could feel it. It was that feeling you have when you have a trapped nerve, the sudden, uncontrollable jolt within your skin, like something blocking a vein. 
 
    Something dark and vulgar lurked within him. 
 
    He could feel it invading every part of his body. 
 
    Calling to him. 
 
    Demanding him. 
 
    A few days ago he had hurtled off of a thirty-foot bridge and shattered his ribs and his collarbone. His bones had healed completely. With a shudder, he rolled his shoulder, feeling zero effects of the drop that should have ended his life. 
 
    The Otherside wouldn’t allow it. 
 
    It fixed him. 
 
    So at some point, it could claim him. 
 
    With a grunt, he threw on his jeans and a T-shirt. He pulled on another pair of Converse – red ones this time – and yanked a thick woollen jumper over his head. His still damp coat wrapped around him, protecting him from the elements and the dangers hidden in the shadows. The inside pocket shook with Tic Tacs against his e-cigarette. 
 
    ‘Let’s go,’ he told his reflection, as his wet beanie hat flattened his hair as he stomped through the door and out into the wet Glasgow night. 
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    His cab rumbled to a stop at the bottom of the hill, the Necropolis spanning the rise like a gothic painting. Bermuda paid the driver who had treated him to an impromptu talking tour of the city as they had coasted through the streets, his thick accent making his descriptions undecipherable. Bermuda had nodded politely, instead gazing out through the window and wondering which building the Absent Man would be in. 
 
    Who would be losing their heart this evening? 
 
    As the cab indicated and pulled away into the freezing night, Bermuda shuddered, wrapping his arms around his body and wishing he had an ale in his hand. 
 
    ‘You seem cold.’ Argyle’s words were the opposite. 
 
    ‘No shit,’ Bermuda responded before turning and entering through the thick metal gate and ascending the twisted concrete path that slithered its way through the graveyard.  
 
    The tombstones shot out of the ground, each one a dark pillar against the moonlight. They walked across the land of the dead, each step crunching on the fallen leaves that had given up for the winter. 
 
    They walked quietly for a few minutes, the slight gradient of the land growing steeper as they returned to the tomb where Bermuda had been earlier in the day. In the dark, the old brick looked on the verge of collapse, the door was a dark tunnel that led to oblivion. 
 
    The rain was relentless. 
 
    Bermuda sniffed, the stench of wet, rotten leaves filling his nose as he gazed around the entire grounds. Dead trees loomed over the entire graveyard like long, skinless arms with twisted fingers. Beyond, on the road that surrounded the Necropolis, he could make out two police cars. McAllister would have assigned them to keep watch, but with as easy as it was for Bermuda to enter the grounds, he didn’t think their murderous friend would have any problem getting by either. He turned back to Argyle, who was also staring at the police cars. 
 
    ‘Do you think the officer I struck has recovered?’ Argyle asked, his worry evident. 
 
    ‘I’m sure he will be okay. Hopefully he is pissing blood for a week or two, but he should be fine.’ 
 
    ‘I have brought shame to you and the BTCO.’ He spoke softly, his words wet with regret.  
 
    ‘I think you need to give yourself a break, Big Guy,’ Bermuda offered softly. ‘There are worse things you could have done than strike a policeman. I mean, you didn’t reveal yourself, did you? The man probably just thought he was going into labour.’ 
 
    ‘I did not reveal myself. To willingly expose an unseeing human to our world is a crime punishable by imprisonment.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. You didn’t do that.’ 
 
    ‘To expose this world to the uninitiated is a crime that is second only to that of a killing a human,’ Argyle stated, his eyes staring dead ahead. ‘To kill a human is punishable by death.’ 
 
    ‘Less of the death, Big Guy.’ Bermuda patted his friend on his armour-clad shoulder. ‘There’s already plenty of that going around.’ 
 
    Bermuda slowly stepped through the icy wind and approached the wall of the tomb, resting his hand across the wet stone, begging a touch of the Otherside to stroke his palm. The blood of Katie and Nicole had long since washed away. Leaving only a memory. 
 
    A third would likely arrive tonight. 
 
    Bermuda sighed, patting his coat until he located his e-cigarette, and brandished it under the bright moonlight. The blue bulb winked as he inhaled, and a burst of cherry-flavoured smoke instantly hitched itself to the wind. 
 
    ‘I’m going to see if Tobias is around.’ Bermuda shrugged as Argyle kept whipping his head from side to side. ‘Are you okay?’ 
 
    ‘I am just alert.’ 
 
    ‘Well stop it, will you? Usually you are so calm I struggle to believe you have a pulse. But the last few days, you seem on edge.’ 
 
    Bermuda offered him a smile that struggled against the downpour before calmly walking around the corner of the tomb towards the door. Argyle stood tall, deciding not to tell his partner of the hooded figures from the shadow. The cloaked figures from the alleyways. 
 
    The danger that was slowly stalking them. 
 
    The cloaked figures had retreated for the evening, Argyle was sure of it. He could sense the presence of Others, could feel when they were near. He had never questioned the ability and could recall the hideous voice of his commander telling him it was a gift that made him what he was. 
 
    A killer. 
 
    Argyle shook the dark memory from his mind and reassured himself that they were not following tonight. The only death that followed them tonight was from the surrounding graves. 
 
    There were no Others near. 
 
    It was the final thought that ran through Argyle’s head before a heavy stone clattered the back of his skull, a sharp pain shot to the back of his eyes, and everything went dark. 
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    Kevin Parker had ventured through the backstreets, keeping his pace steady and his blood-soaked arm hidden. Eventually he approached the Necropolis, the wonderful, vast collection of death. The place where he would find her. 
 
    Where they would return her to him. 
 
    Steering clear of the police cars, he clambered over a fence and dropped down into the wet grass, the mud splattering up the leg of his grey suit. His brown leather shoes slipped slightly in the mud but he forced himself to balance. He walked through the dark, weaving in and out of the stone monuments that bore the names of the deceased. 
 
    Many a knee had been taken before them, all in the name of pointless grief. 
 
    For a moment he wondered if Rosie Seeley’s family would be grieving, their daughter taken from them for a purpose that was inherently selfish. But necessary. 
 
    His suit clung to his tall frame as he walked, his eyes flashing from grave to grave as he ascended the hill towards the tomb, ready to deliver and make good on his challenge. 
 
    Ready to accept her back. 
 
    ‘But the last few days, you seem on edge.’ 
 
    Kevin Parker stopped dead, his hands dropping to his sides. Blood dripped through the hand that clutched the heart like a baseball. He peered through the dark towards the crooked concrete building and saw the two men before him. One of them was clearly human; his body language omitted fear, even as he tried to walk bravely. 
 
    The human disappeared around the corner, presumably into the darkness. 
 
    To return her? Was he the voice in the dark? 
 
    Determined to confront him, Kevin Parker sized up the other figure. Over seven-foot tall with a metal torso that shimmered majestically in the moonlight. A blade was strapped to his back, a clear deterrent, and a man capable of killing him. 
 
    They would not get the chance. 
 
    His fingers clenched slightly. The chance to meet the one who had taken so much from him had arrived. Carefully he reached down, picking up a large stone from a collection a family had lovingly arranged around their departed’s grave.  
 
    With careful, measured steps, he approached the warrior from behind, marvelling at the sheer size of the creature. 
 
    He swung. 
 
    The rock made a sickening crack as it collided with bone and the large warrior crashed to the earth, limp and lifeless. He could have been dead, but there was no time to make sure. 
 
    The rain poured down over both of them, the moonlight causing it to twinkle. 
 
    With a deep breath and determined to have her returned, Kevin Parker entered the tomb.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bermuda never thought stepping into a dark tomb would be so welcoming, but the icy rain ushered him inside quickly. As before, the walls felt thick and close, the space to breathe slowly evaporating by the claustrophobia. Water leaked through the cracks in the old brick, a thin sheen of moss stretched across it like body hair. 
 
    The tomb smelt damp. 
 
    Of death. 
 
    ‘Tobias?’ Bermuda called out, his voice echoing off the wet walls. There was nothing, just the patter of rain and the crumbling of brick somewhere. 
 
    Why here? Bermuda thought, his mind racing back to earlier, when he had run his hand across the wall, hoping to feel something. 
 
    Anything. 
 
    ‘Tobias?’ he called again, scorning himself for repeating himself. The creepy groundsman was clearly no longer there. Bermuda chuckled to himself at the thought of the man sleeping in the tomb; the large stone table that lay in the centre of the room, encompassed by shadow, was hardly a fitting bed. A shudder danced up his spine as he wondered what it could have been used for. 
 
    He reached into his pocket and pulled out his e-cig, pressing down on the button. A hiss accompanied the blue light that flashed forward, illuminating a small section of the wall. As the flavoured liquid substitute bubbled away, Bermuda slowly edged along the wall, running his hand across the stone. 
 
    ‘Give me something,’ he muttered to himself, his voice reverberating gently back at him. He crouched down as his fingers felt the rough grooves that had been etched into the wall.  
 
    A quick jolt of the Otherside passed through his fingertips. 
 
    He could feel it, pulling at his fingerprints, trying to drag him through the very brick before him. He squatted back, resting on his ankles as he pulled his notepad from his pocket. 
 
    The crude drawing of the ‘Gate-maker’ still occupied a page, as did Sophie Summers’s phone number. 
 
    Two memories that brought nothing but pain. 
 
    Clasping the e-cig in his mouth, he had to push it further down so his teeth could lock on the button, the smoking implement daring to touch the back of his throat. Fighting the urge to gag, Bermuda aimed the blue beam at the wall and began to sketch the markings down. 
 
    After a few strokes of the pen he dropped the notepad and swiped the e-cig from his mouth. A shiver ran through him as his mouth went dry, his stomach slowly knotting itself out of fear. He peered in closer at the marks, unsurprised that he had managed to feel the other world in their grooves. 
 
    They were not markings. 
 
    They were fingernail scratchings. 
 
    ‘What the fuck?’ Bermuda questioned out loud as he guided the light further around the base of the wall, the stone slathered with the horrific scratches of a panicked hand. Someone had been in here. 
 
    Someone had been trying to get out. 
 
    Right on cue, a flash of lightning illuminated the shadowed tomb for a split second, followed by a roaring clap of thunder that shook the entire graveyard. Bermuda heard something shuffle behind him as the rain picked up its pace. 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ 
 
    The voice caused Bermuda to spin on spot. He pushed himself so he was standing and took a cautionary step backwards. The words were cold, inquisitive but laced with menace. The creature before him was not a beast. 
 
    It was a man. 
 
    But not quite. 
 
    Bermuda’s eyes had adjusted to the darkness of the stone enclosure and he looked at the ‘man’ before him. He instantly saw why the victims had been easily led. The man was strikingly handsome but in a way that reminded Bermuda of the olden days. His suit, damp and clinging to his sturdy frame, was splattered with the unmistakable colour of blood. It looked half a size too big for him. 
 
    The short brown hair was shimmering from the downpour, but was still slicked across his skull in a neat side parting. 
 
    His eyes were piercing and his strong jaw sat rigid, like an alligator ready to snap. 
 
    His hand was covered in blood, his powerful fingers wrapped around a fresh heart that had undoubtedly been ripped out from a young lady who would be discovered soon. 
 
    The Absent Man. 
 
    A cold-blooded killer. 
 
    Bermuda took another step back, trying his best to put the stone table between him and whatever it was posing as a man before him. As he slowly stepped back, he could feel the hate from the stare, the eyes ripping through him like he imagined the man’s hand had to the poor victims. 
 
    Not man. 
 
    Something else. 
 
    As the silence sat as heavy as the damp between them, Bermuda held his hands out, as a sign of piece. 
 
    ‘What did you do to Argyle?’ he asked, concerned that Argyle hadn’t stopped his visitor. 
 
    ‘What’s an Argyle?’ The man’s voice was calm, a slight bass to it. His eyes were unblinking. 
 
    ‘You know. Big guy, armour, sword, constant look of constipation. Argyle.’ 
 
    The Absent Man stared at him, unmoved by the humour. Bermuda’s eyes flashed to the doorway, hoping Argyle would race in at any moment. All that entered was the wind carrying the rain. 
 
    ‘He is outside. I am unsure if he is still alive.’ 
 
    Bermuda felt his heart jump; the fear of losing Argyle hit him harder than he thought. His mind flashed back to that rainy night in Big Ben six months before when he had seen Argyle plummet to what he thought would be his death. 
 
    He had survived then. 
 
    Please let him survive now. 
 
    The Absent Man snapped him back to reality. 
 
    ‘Where is she?’ His words were laced with venom. 
 
    ‘Who?’ Bermuda asked, looking around with genuine bemusement. 
 
    ‘Where is she?’ he repeated, taking a step closer. ‘You promised.’ 
 
    ‘I have no idea what you are talking about.’ 
 
    ‘In the dark.’ The Absent Man took a step closer, and Bermuda held his hands up again in a worthless display of surrender. ‘You promised me her return.’ 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ Bermuda asked, stepping further around the stone structure between them, trying to edge towards the door. 
 
    ‘You know who I am. You kept me in the darkness. You took her from me and you demanded this.’ 
 
    He tossed the heart onto the stone between them, blood and rain splattering across the surface like a Jackson Pollock painting. Bermuda felt a small rise of vomit clamber up his throat, but he controlled himself before it reached the surface. 
 
    The blood-soaked heart glistened like a rare jewel. 
 
    ‘Now where is she?’ The words were harder, the patience thinning.  
 
    Bermuda reached into his pocket and pulled out the small leather wallet that house his badge. ‘I am not who you think I am, and I am not the person you spoke to before.’ He flicked it open, revealing his badge. ‘My name is Franklyn Jones and I am an agent for the BTCO. I am trying to help.’ 
 
    ‘Help?’ The Absent Man twisted his handsome face into a crooked grin. ‘There is no help. Just her.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    The Absent Man stared longingly towards the wall, his eyes resting on the thousands of scratch marks. 
 
    The years of pain. 
 
    The lifetime of darkness. 
 
    The memories. 
 
    ‘She was my everything.’ His words slipped through quietly, drenched in sadness. ‘She was my reason for being. My great love.’ 
 
    ‘And that’s why you are killing these women? For her?’ 
 
    ‘For love.’ 
 
    Bermuda ignored the obvious response and took another step nearer. The wind from the doorway shot past him, beckoning him to safety. 
 
    ‘What’s your name?’ Bermuda asked, trying to keep the momentum up. Begging for Argyle to enter. 
 
    ‘It is Caleb. No, Kevin.’ The Absent Man shook his head, wrestling with a dark memory. ‘Kevin Parker.’ 
 
    A pin could drop as the two of them stared at each other. The heart of another deceased between them. 
 
    ‘Who told you to steal the hearts?’ Bermuda asked. 
 
    Kevin’s eyes flickered from side to side, resting on the heart and then on the scratching of the wall. A panic filtered through, his movements more frantic. 
 
    ‘Kevin!’ Bermuda’s voice rose. ‘Who told you to steal the hearts?’ 
 
    ‘They held me in the dark.’ He spoke, as if to himself. 
 
    Bermuda took a few careful steps towards Kevin. Towards the entrance. 
 
    ‘Why here? Why do you bring the hearts here?’ 
 
    ‘You lied to me,’ Kevin whispered, the darkness of his pupils slowly filtering into his sclera, blending together with a smoky beauty. Bermuda could see him changing. 
 
    ‘Who did they take from you?’ Bermuda’s question was stern and he reached out towards Kevin, hoping beyond hope to restrain him. To stop him from hurting another person. 
 
    He was wrong. 
 
    ‘You lied to me!’ Kevin roared, the final word distorting into a vicious roar beyond humanity. In a sudden burst of speed, Kevin shot towards Bermuda and swung his bloodied hand. The back of his powerful wrist caught Bermuda across the jaw and sent him over the stone altar. 
 
    The SOCOs would be pleased he cleared the entire table, missing the heart and the blood splatter. 
 
    His jaw and, after colliding with the wall, spine weren’t so grateful. 
 
    Kevin grunted before turning and setting off through the door, racing at a freakish pace back down the hill, the rain crashing around him. Bermuda pulled himself to his feet, doing his best to block the fear and sense of self-preservation from his mind, and gave chase. 
 
    He burst out of the tomb and into the howling wind of the night, noticing the crumpled body of Argyle to the side of the building. The wound on the back of his skull was healing and Bermuda could feel him stirring. His eyes narrowed, trying to peer through the curtain of rain enveloping the grounds before him, the treacherous slope back towards civilisation. 
 
    A flash of lightning drew his gaze towards the gate just as Kevin Parker was reaching the metal barrier. 
 
    ‘Find me,’ Bermuda said hopefully, leaving his partner and heading down the hill, weaving between the tombstones and racing across the fields of death beneath him. 
 
    For the first time in six months, Bermuda was glad he had quit smoking, his eyes fixated on Kevin Parker, who raced through the streetlights of the street ahead.  Bermuda pushed through the gates and gave chase, his breaths getting deeper as his clothes got heavier. 
 
    His jaw ached and his spine roared in agony as he slowed, the feeling of failure fitting him like a bespoke suit as he watched Kevin Parker disappear around the corner. 
 
    Suddenly, the sound of bike tyres thrashing through the rain had him stepping into the road, causing the cyclist to almost crash as he squeezed the brakes. 
 
    ‘What the fuck are you doing?’ The courier’s voice was thick with Scottish fury. 
 
    Bermuda pointlessly flashed his badge. ‘Sir, I need to commandeer this bicycle.’ 
 
    ‘You can go fuck yoursel—’ 
 
    Bermuda’s punch landed right on the side of the man’s jaw, rocking him gently on his feet before he fell into a spandex-covered pile on the floor.  
 
    He checked his knuckles – two of them had split on impact and a trickle of blood rushed through his fingers, like the blood of Kevin Parker’s victims. 
 
    At the end of the street, the police assigned to the literal ‘graveyard shift’ flared up their sirens at the assault they had just witnessed.  
 
    Bermuda sighed. ‘Ah shit.’ 
 
    He hoisted the bike from the ground and swung a leg over, trying his level best to remember the last time he had ever cycled and hoped that the well-worn saying was true. His feet pedalled, and he flew up the street, taking the corner too fast and almost colliding with a parked car. 
 
    Halfway down the long road which led towards the city centre, Bermuda could make out the figure of Kevin Parker. The speed of the man matched his strength. 
 
    Not human. 
 
    Pushing the fear of the Otherside and an impending traffic collision from his mind, Bermuda continued pedalling, the wailing of the sirens behind him causing him to increase his efforts. After the last few run-ins with Glasgow’s finest, he was sure they wouldn’t go easy on him. 
 
    Strachan would see to that. 
 
    He whipped in and out of darkness, the streetlights passing at an increased rate as he flew up the street, the police car right on his tail. Kevin Parker turned at the next left. The hill would lead him back into town, towards a beehive of activity that would swallow him up. Bermuda instinctively turned left as well one street earlier, the wheels wobbling as he somehow maintained his balance and swerved, missing the car that emergency stopped. 
 
    The police car didn’t. 
 
    The collision was shockingly loud, the shattering of glass and the slow death of the siren the last thing Bermuda heard as he eased up on the pedals and let the hill do the work. As the city centre rushed to meet him, he peered to the right and saw Kevin Parker heading towards the orange signage of the subway. 
 
    Bermuda turned sharply, hammering through the main square towards the steps that led down to the station. Weaving between a young family, Bermuda collided into Kevin Parker at the top of the stairs, the impact sending the bike crashing down them to the underground as the two of them hit the hard concrete. A few passers-by gasped in shock as Bermuda did his best to ignore the pain of the crash and restrain Kevin. 
 
    Thrashing wildly, Bermuda and Kevin Parker came face to face and, in the bright streetlight that hung above, Bermuda could see he wasn’t human. His eyes were jet-black, the colour of death, and his mouth had distorted into a heinous snarl. The veins in his neck were straining against the skin, ripples of movement beneath his muscles that looked like he was infested with insects. 
 
    The Otherside trying to get out. 
 
    Kevin growled furiously and snapped backwards, sending Bermuda crashing to the pavement. With remarkable speed he spun around and stood, reaching down and grabbing Bermuda by the neck, his fingers pressing into his throat and slowly crushing his larynx. The crowd gasped and stepped back, and a sea of phones were revealed – some for the emergency services, most for the social media opportunity. 
 
    Somewhere behind them, Bermuda could hear the joyful chiming of the tram’s bell. 
 
    Kevin Parker held Bermuda in front of his face, his black eyes boring into him, reminding Bermuda of Barnaby. 
 
    Reminding him of evil. 
 
    ‘I must have her.’ Parker’s words were soft, betraying the vicious, contorted scowl that rested upon his face. ‘Don’t try to stop me.’ 
 
    And with that, he hurled Bermuda upwards. The bright lights of the city seemed to whip past Bermuda as gravity reached its reliable hand up and welcomed him to the hard concrete below. The wind raced out of his lungs on impact and the back of his skull hit stone, sending his vision and mind in different directions. 
 
    The crowd began screaming in terror as Bermuda slowly pushed himself to a seated position, something loud ringing in his ears. 
 
    A bright light shone in his eyes. 
 
    It took Bermuda a split second to realise that he wasn’t being welcomed into heaven. 
 
    He was sat on the tram tracks that sliced their way through the town centre. 
 
    A few feet away, the tram hurtled towards him, blasting its shrill horn as the driver did his best to slam on the brakes. 
 
    The on-looking crowd screamed as it failed to stop. 
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    Raindrops welcomed Argyle back to consciousness, the water splattering his face as his grey eyes blinked themselves open. He gently rolled onto his front, the feeling of his body returning to him. The back of his head throbbed, the sure sign of an assault that he didn’t expect. 
 
    Couldn’t sense. 
 
    Perplexed by his hidden assailant, he pressed his big hands into the sloppy mud beneath him and pushed himself to his knees. The wind whistled past, the force shaking the sword that clung to his spine. With a gentle wobble he pulled himself to his feet, resting a hand on a monument to the dead for support. 
 
    What had attacked him? 
 
    Where was Bermuda? 
 
    He had a vague recollection of his partner being next to him, a bizarre request to ‘find him’.  
 
    Where?  
 
    Argyle slowly scanned his surroundings, trying his best to align his thoughts that had been shattered like a windowpane by his attacker. 
 
    Suddenly, the night sky was awash with flashing blue lights and sirens. He turned his head to the roads at the base of the hill, watching as one of the police cars burst into life and moved towards the street. Narrowing his eyes, he watched as small figure boarded a two-wheeled vehicle and then uncomfortably began to steer it. 
 
    Bermuda. 
 
    Without hesitation Argyle set off, whipping in and out of the tombstones and respectfully refusing to step on the graves of those long gone. 
 
    There was honour in death. 
 
    Honour he would always respect. 
 
    As he got nearer the bottom of the hill, Argyle used the elements to his advantage, leaning his body weight into the decline and sliding down the gradient. Nearing the bottom, he pushed off with his powerful legs, soaring through the air and clearing the fence to the Necropolis in one mighty bound. 
 
    He landed down on one knee, his hands pressed on the concrete before he burst forward like an Olympic sprinter, racing through the centre of the road. 
 
    He overtook a car, its inhabitants unaware of the armoured warrior passing. 
 
    A mighty crash could be heard up ahead and he could see the police car had collided with another earth-destroying machine, the occupant showing little respect for the uniform that the officer wore. Argyle questioned if it was all humans who disrespected nobility and a uniform, not just Bermuda. 
 
    With his mind refocused, Argyle approached the arguing policeman and his aggrieved civilian, smoke filtering between them from the crumpled bonnet of the modest vehicle. Argyle whipped past them, leaping and sliding across the roof of the police car and maintaining his speed out the other end. 
 
    As he approached the bottom of the hill, Argyle heard the crash of a bike, the screams of people that began to huddle around the entrance to Queen Street Station. As he neared, he saw Bermuda fly through the air, colliding with the concrete with a vicious thud. 
 
    A tram rushed past Argyle, catching him by surprise, the shrill ringing of its bells breaking Argyle’s concentration. He shook the noise away and followed the tram’s trajectory. 
 
    The metal tracks. 
 
    The prone body of Bermuda that lay across them thirty feet away. 
 
    In an instant, Argyle raised his right arm, the spike of the Retriever shooting off, followed by the unbreakable chain that clung to it. It weaved beyond the civilians and ripped into the metal panel of the driver’s carriage. Instantly, Argyle reversed the retrieval, launching himself forward towards the spike and the front of the vehicle. 
 
    Bermuda woozily pushed himself up. 
 
    The tram hurtled towards him. 
 
    Cutting through the rain, Argyle caught up to the front of the unstoppable vehicle and reversed the retrieval again. As more chain shot out he pushed himself away from the tram with one foot, he swung around the front of the tram and reached for Bermuda. 
 
    Everyone gasped. 
 
    Argyle hauled him out of the tram’s way a split second from death. 
 
    As the two partners rolled across the concrete, the world witnessed only Bermuda sprawled in the rain. 
 
    Unable to remove the Retriever in time, Argyle felt the chain tightened followed by the wrenching of his right arm, dislodging itself from its socket. 
 
    The tram wobbled, the sudden jolt freeing it from its set tracks and causing the driver’s carriage to jack-knife slightly, shooting into the wet, Christmassy air in a burst of sparks like a pyrotechnic show. The rest of the tram followed, with the civilians screaming and running in a wild panic as the entire tram flipped onto its side, its occupants rattling inside as the metal slid to a stop on the wet concrete. 
 
    The power lines above were wrenched downwards, cables snapping and electric wires flickering with imminent danger. 
 
    After a few moments the entire square was quiet, the public gathering around as the emergency services rushed onto the scene, a few police officers pushing the public back as a few people rushed to the upturned carts of the tram to help those inside. 
 
    The city of Glasgow was in chaos. 
 
    Bermuda sat up, his head, jaw, and spine all competing for his attention. With a grimace, he turned and looked at the carnage. The backlash from Strachan would be like hellfire. 
 
    From Montgomery Black, brimstone. 
 
    With a deep sigh, he reached up to the outstretched left hand of his friend and saviour, the right arm hanging loosely from the armour. Argyle helped him to his feet, and the two nodded to each other through the rain. 
 
    Bermuda watched as his partner scanned the destruction with horror. 
 
    ‘Bet you a fiver that Monty is gonna be pissed.’ 
 
    Before Argyle could respond, a police officer roughly wrenched Bermuda towards a police car and to what would inevitably be one hell of an arse-kicking. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The hum of the halogen bulb gnawed into the back of Bermuda’s skull like a woodpecker, adding to the throbbing pain from his collision with concrete. He sat at the empty metal table with a cold bag of peas pressed against his head and the glaring eyes of Detective McAllister burning through him. 
 
    For all its noise, the bulb was doing a poor job of illuminating the room, the corners draped in curtain-like shadows. Beyond the door to the room, the walls were blank besides the ‘mirror’ that sat adjacent to where they sat. Bermuda was pretty sure that Nicola Strachan was pressed against the other side, salivating at the idea of ending Bermuda’s career. 
 
    After Argyle had saved his life, two police officers had roughly pulled him away from the crash scene, slapping the metal cuffs roughly around his wrists and then manhandling him into the back of a car. The tram carriages had zig-zagged across the street, sprawled randomly like a child’s playset. The passengers had been helped out, some of them requiring medical attention. 
 
    From what Bermuda had heard, there were no deaths, which he took as a tick in the win column. The resulting damage to public property and general panic were not. As he sat dabbing at his skull, he felt the pain dance along his jawbone from the crushing blow that Kevin Parker had delivered, the quickly appearing bruise at the base of his spine the proof of the wall that had caught him. 
 
    He could already feel his body healing itself. 
 
    The Otherside taking over. 
 
    Shuddering to himself, he slowly turned on his seat and faced McAllister, her glare tightening around him like a boa constrictor. 
 
    ‘Do you have any idea how irritating you are?’ Her words were firm, laced with menace. 
 
    ‘I have a fairly good idea, yeah.’ 
 
    His response only enticed a larger snarl. 
 
    ‘Look, we have some bastard out there killing innocent women. We had another call come in last night and—’ 
 
    ‘Whoa, wait. Last night?’ Bermuda interrupted, slamming the ice pack on the table and realising his hands were no longer cuffed. 
 
    ‘Yes. Last night. Her name was Rosie Seeley.’ McAllister’s voice softened with sadness at the name. 
 
    ‘How long was I out for?’ 
 
    ‘You sustained quite a blow to the back of the skull. You lost consciousness in the back of the car and have been asleep for over sixteen hours. It’s now two p.m. Tuesday.’ 
 
    ‘Fuck.’ Bermuda sighed, slumping back in his chair. 
 
    ‘What were you doing at the Necropolis?’ McAllister’s voice was firm and authoritative, as if this was any other interview. 
 
    ‘Jesus Christ, you’re not going to read me the riot act again, are you?’ Bermuda shuffled slightly, but she just stared at him. ‘I was doing my goddamn job.’ 
 
    ‘Your job?’ Her tone was mocking. She shifted the paper in front of her, Bermuda realising he hadn’t noticed it beforehand. ‘Your job is to, and I’m only reading what has been provided by eye witnesses, assault cyclists and steal their bikes, ignore a direct order to pull over, cause a traffic collision by dangerous driving, cause widespread panic with erratic driving, and then, of all things, and we still don’t know how, derail a tram?’ 
 
    McAllister raised her eyes to Bermuda, a smug look on her face. 
 
    ‘Have I missed anything else?’ 
 
    ‘You forgot to mention shit in bed,’ Bermuda joked, smirking. The glare he got in return told him it wasn’t appreciated. 
 
    ‘Look, Jones. I’m not going to refer to you as an agent because I don’t think you are one. But we have real police work to do. I don’t have the time or the resource to chase after you. Now somehow, your little phone call you made when you got here has got you off all charges and we have to release you. I don’t like it. Strachan, she is fucking furious about it. But can you do me a favour? Just stay the fuck out of this?’ 
 
    Bermuda shook his head, the small prick of pain slowly evaporating like a single line of smoke from a candle. 
 
    ‘I can’t do that,’ he uttered quietly. 
 
    ‘I’m asking you nicely. We have a killer who is targeting women at random and butchering them. We have no leads. A few witnesses have stated they saw the victim and this gentleman every evening of the murders. Although we have CCTV footage, we are unable to match it to anyone on our databases. We have no information, no name, no prints, no nothing. And the last thing I need is you destroying the public transport system, understand?’ 
 
    ‘Am I free to go?’ Bermuda asked, ignoring her question.  
 
    With a heavy sigh laced with hatred, McAllister nodded. ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Good.’ Bermuda pushed himself up slowly, feeling every single one of his vertebrae click together like snapping pieces of Lego. ‘Oh, and by the way, I found a print.’ 
 
    ‘Bollocks,’ McAllister snapped, pushing her metal chair back, causing the legs to shriek against the hard floor. 
 
    ‘It’s true. I’ll get it sent over from the lab when we’ve done our analysis.’ Bermuda walked towards the door, stopping before he gripped the handle. ‘Oh and another thing: it may be worth widening your database. Despite what your little report says, I spoke face to face with the man responsible for this, and I’ll tell you right now, he isn’t from here.’ 
 
    ‘Glasgow?’ McAllister queried, her hand scrawling notes on the paper that fanned out over the desk. 
 
    ‘No. Our time. Wherever he is from, he’s a long way from home.’ Bermuda frowned, reliving the troubling words Kevin Parker spoke. ‘He’s looking for someone and he’s done it before. Back in the eighties.’ 
 
    ‘The eighties?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Have someone go through your archives and pull up any murders from those times. There was a small burst of them where the victims were found heartless.’ 
 
    McAllister noted it down again but then stopped. She turned a sceptical eye towards Bermuda as he flung open the door. 
 
    ‘How the hell do you know this, anyway?’ she asked, her accent thick with annoyance. 
 
    ‘Like I said, I’m just doing my job.’ 
 
    Bermuda flashed a handsome grin before turning towards the one-way glass that adorned the wall. With great relish, he raised a middle finger, the thought of Strachan going redder than a tomato with fury filling him with joy. He stepped out into the corridor of the police station, the outside chill inviting itself in. He walked past a few police officers who grunted in his direction, undoubtedly wanting to rub the smile that he wore off his face. 
 
    He wore it all the way to the front door before pushing them both open and stepping out into the freezing cold winter’s day.  
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    Back in the interview room, McAllister gathered her notes and stormed back towards her desk, her anger outweighing her confusion. A few officers nodded their respect towards her as she marched through the open office, a few of her colleagues were glued to their desks, phones to their ears as they worked their cases. 
 
    McAllister reached her desk and dumped the folder on top of the rest. Each folder encased details of the departed, the unfortunate women who had lost their hearts. 
 
    Literally. 
 
    She sat down in the uncomfortable chair and rummaged through the messy drawers that sat next to her desk. It had been four years since she had passed her detective’s exam; the certificates were pinned to the wall before her, surrounded by cheap plastic frames. It was all she had ever wanted to be from a young age – to be able to help people and solve cases. 
 
    Make the world a safer place. 
 
    The stack of files next to her made a mockery of that. Three women dead in three evenings. All three with their hearts removed, all three hearts delivered to the Necropolis. Not only that, some annoying agent from some secret organisation had been assigned to the case and was really getting under her skin. 
 
    She regretted sleeping with him. 
 
    It only added to the annoyance which made her head pound. 
 
    Under some paperwork pertaining to a driving offence she would never get round to investigating, she found some paracetamol. The previous evening’s hangover had wrapped its fingers around her skull and was slowly squeezing her brain like it was trying to make fresh orange juice. 
 
    She popped the pills into mouth and sent them sloshing down her throat with a gulp of water. 
 
    She really should stop drinking. 
 
    Get things back on track. 
 
    Her heart spasmed in her chest and her green eyes fell upon the picture on her desk. The handsome smile belonged to David, his powerful arms wrapped around her in a photo that captured a pleasant, love-filled memory. 
 
    A memory long since passed. 
 
    Her heart had taken control of her body and her hand reached for the phone on her desk, her ears longing to hear his voice. She just needed to hear it once more. 
 
    Her head took control, and she slammed the phone back down. 
 
    Angrily, she turned the photo of her husband down onto the desk with such force that it sent a crack through the glass between them. 
 
    Just like everything else had. 
 
    McAllister pushed the seat back and stood up, massaging her temples. The hangover would go, slowly but surely, but that wasn’t the issue. It was Agent Jones. As annoying as he was handsome, she scolded herself for letting him get under her skin. Their one-night stand, as drunken as it may have been, was ill advised and was only adding to the fact that he was possibly the most irritating man she had ever met. 
 
    There was something not right about him. 
 
    He didn’t think the killer human? It was something else? 
 
    Not from our time? 
 
    As she angrily ran through the vague comments he had made, her sometimes-partner DC Greg Butler tapped her on the shoulder, causing her to jolt and spin. 
 
    ‘Woah, easy, guv.’ He opened his palms in surrender. ‘You okay?’ 
 
    ‘Aye.’ She looked around the room, losing herself in the hustle and bustle. ‘I’m grand.’ 
 
    ‘Do you need anything?’ he offered, his admiration for the dedication and toughness of his colleague apparent. 
 
    ‘Yes actually, I do.’ She shook her head in disbelief. ‘Bring me any files we have from the archive room for murders in Glasgow in the 1980s that involve any damage or removal to the heart of the victims.’ 
 
    ‘Aye.’ Butler made the note in his book. ‘A hunch, guv?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, sort of.’ She shook her head. ‘A really annoying hunch.’ 
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    After returning to the Premier Inn for a shower and a change of clothes, Bermuda sat on the edge of his bed, phone in hand. The screen was smiling at him, his daughter’s beautiful face etched across the glass. His thumb hovered over the button. He chuckled to himself as his body was gripped by fear. He had come face to face with many monsters, been hurled through the roof of a boat, willingly driven off the edge of the Hammersmith flyover, and even fought the most dangerous creature in two worlds to the death at the top of Big Ben. 
 
    Yet nothing scared him more than calling his ex-wife. 
 
    He pressed the call button. It only took a few rings. 
 
    ‘Franklyn.’ The voice was deeper than usual. 
 
    ‘Angela. You sound different.’ 
 
    ‘It’s Ian.’ Angela’s husband and Chloe’s stepdad. Although he wasn’t a laugh riot, Bermuda respected the man for being everything he wasn’t. He was a good husband, and regrettably, a wonderful role model for his daughter. 
 
    ‘Hey, Ian. Is my daughter there?’ Bermuda asked, pinching the bridge of his nose and trying hard not think of the life he could have had. 
 
    ‘Let me check with Angela.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t need permission,’ Bermuda snapped. ‘Sorry, mate.’ 
 
    ‘It’s fine.’ Ian’s voice was soft and reassuring. ‘I’d just rather leave this between the two of you.’ 
 
    ‘It’s my daughter’s birthday, for crying out loud. Let me talk to her.’ 
 
    The words registered with no one as Ian had obviously passed the phone across. A stern cough, like a head teacher ready to dress down a naughty student, echoed down the line. 
 
    ‘Franklyn. What do you want?’ Yep. She was pissed. 
 
    ‘Hey, Ange. Can I speak to our daughter please?’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ Angela sounded angrier than usual. ‘She’s upset as it is.’ 
 
    ‘I know, but she knew I couldn’t make it to her party. We spoke before I left.’ 
 
    ‘But you couldn’t call her first thing? Like you promised.’ 
 
    The pain in the back of Bermuda’s head returned, stabbing at the top of his spinal cord and at his heart at the same time. He was pretty sure it was guilt. 
 
    ‘Ah fuck.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, fuck, Franklyn!’ She angrily continued. ‘Why do you make promises to her that you never keep?’ 
 
    ‘Look, about this morning, I was—’ 
 
    ‘Drunk? Hungover? Fighting monsters? Which of your wonderful list of character defects do you want to select?’ 
 
    The words cut through him like a knife through butter. Not because they were harsh. Because they were true. 
 
    ‘I was unconscious.’ 
 
    ‘Brilliant.’ Angela applauded sarcastically, the faint sound of clapping echoing around her voice. ‘Why this time?’ 
 
    ‘Would you believe me if I told you I derailed a tram?’ 
 
    The phone went dead. Bermuda sat still for a few moments, the dial tone echoing in his ear like a life support flatlining. A symbol of his relationship with his daughter. 
 
    A single tear slid up and over his eyelid and cascaded down his stubbled cheek. 
 
    He had done so much over the past six months, from the moment Angela and his best friend, Brett Archer, had duped him into ‘fixing her car’. That moment, outside his local watering hole the Royal Oak, seemed so long ago. He met his daughter properly for the first time, falling in love with her as she accepted him as her father. 
 
    Since then, Angela had been begrudgingly indulging him and his ‘curse’, agreeing to let Bermuda and Chloe meet in secret, out of the eyesight of the world. 
 
    It wasn’t our world he was worried about. 
 
    Knowing that the Otherside both craved him and hated him in equal measure, Bermuda had pushed his family away to protect them, especially since he had escaped the mental institute and joined the BTCO. With enemies in both worlds, the last thing Bermuda wanted to give them was leverage. He would never forgive himself if anything, from this side or the other, hurt his Chloe. 
 
    But the need to be her father had led them down a path where Angela let them speak, even spend the odd day together. 
 
    He finally had a daughter. 
 
    But now, as the rain slammed against the window of his lonely hotel room, his bloodshot eyes met his own reflection, and in a snap of pure self-loathing he launched his phone at his own face. The mirror cracked, and a few small pieces of glass clattered on the small dressing table. His phone burst into a number of pieces, random segments of technology joining the shards of glass and inevitable hotel bill. 
 
    His daughter had been heartbroken. 
 
    He had done the one thing he promised he wouldn’t. 
 
    He had hurt her. 
 
    Bermuda’s teeth gritted together and his fists clenched, the angry tension tunnelling through his muscles until he erupted in a furious roar that almost shook the room. After a few moments he stopped to catch his breath as angry tears rolled down his cheeks and splattered the carpet below. Calming himself with deep, long breaths, Bermuda wiped his eyes with the back of his sleeve. 
 
    ‘I need a drink,’ he said to no one. 
 
    And at that moment, for the first time he could remember, fate conspired in his favour as the hotel phone rang.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘This town is a shit-hole.’ 
 
    Bermuda chuckled as he tipped his head back, allowing the last remnants of his Doom Bar to bubble in his throat. Brett Archer, his best friend, did likewise. The busy pub, the one where he had met McAllister two nights previously, was rammed with the locals, the noise levels consistently rising as everyone got a little drunker, and ergo everyone spoke louder. 
 
    They both put their empty pint glasses down on the table between them at the same time, the force shaking the menu holder and the promise of cheap, barely edible food. 
 
    ‘Another?’ Bermuda offered. 
 
    ‘Another.’ Brett smiled. 
 
    Reciprocating, Bermuda pushed himself up from the table and ambled through the Scottish crowd, making his way to the long bar, the draught pumps sticking up like a rib cage. Each one was adorned with a logo, the latest ales and craft beers which would eventually be filtered out by the usual suspects. Carlsberg, Fosters, Peroni. And of course, as he rested his forearms directly in front of it, Doom Bar. 
 
    The barmaid, pretty and overworked, flashed him a warm smile, holding up three fingers to indicate his place in the queue. She glanced at his forearms, the black ink that peeked out from under the rolled-up sleeves of his black shirt. 
 
    As the noise enveloped him, Bermuda cast his mind back to the previous afternoon. The searing pain needling its way into the back of his skull had subsided, but he wasn’t sure if that was due to the two pints already consumed or the other-worldly power that coursed through his veins. 
 
    He had a feeling that McAllister may have believed him when he had left the awkward meeting in the interview room, but he had been more concerned with flipping Strachan the bird. From there he had ventured back to his Premier Inn room, the manmade ‘comfort’ welcoming him like a fart in an elevator. 
 
    Then there was the heartbreak of breaking his promise. 
 
    Chloe. 
 
    He shook the pain away, annoyed that he hadn’t fully confronted it. Yes, he had let her down, but it was the job. He was making the world safe.  
 
    After that he had grabbed a coffee from one of the many outlets that were rubbing shoulders on the high street, this time settling on a Costa. With that in hand, he had strode across the town centre to the BTCO HQ, pressing his hand on the metal letter box and marvelling as the symmetrical lines began to form in the wooden panel. 
 
    A key he never knew he had. 
 
    Once he had ascended the steep steps, he was welcomed into the rundown office by Kelly, who once again wore a goofy smile and overly large woollen jumper. Her eyes, magnified by her huge glasses, locked on him and never left. 
 
    She had led him to a stairwell which went further underground, to a set of doors which hid agent housing. Behind door number one, like some bizarre game show, he found Argyle, sat quietly, cross-legged on the floor, his mighty blade resting on the unit before him. 
 
    Apologising for breaking his meditation, Bermuda checked his partner was okay. The wound on the back of his head had completely healed. 
 
    His arm and shoulder were successfully reattached. 
 
    The only thing broken was his pride. 
 
    Bermuda told him to rest up, and that they were banned from the Necropolis for now, which Argyle noted probably wouldn’t stop Bermuda due to his lack of respect for any type of authority. Bermuda agreed, but thought they had earned a day off. 
 
    While he was there, Kelly, amongst her continuous offers of cups of tea, told him that Montgomery Black had called three times and had demanded that Bermuda contact him instantly. Something about ‘doing the complete opposite to what was ordered’. 
 
    Bermuda gave it a miss. 
 
    As he departed, Kelly slapped an envelope into his hand, telling him that Malcolm had completed the print, but as yet could find no match within the last fifty years. Surprised, Bermuda offered to thank the elusive technician, only to find he was nowhere to be found, again. With a strict instruction for them to widen the year range, Bermuda left with the print safely tucked in his jacket pocket. 
 
    Which now sat over the chair opposite his best friend. It had been a mere moment after he had smashed his phone into his own reflection that Bermuda received a call from the hotel reception, telling him he had a guest. Expecting a furious ‘Monty’ or a grizzled Glaswegian police officer cracking his knuckles in anticipation, Bermuda was shocked as his best friend Brett had emerged from the waiting room. 
 
    They had arranged for drinks that evening, and as the pretty barmaid held the card machine steady, Bermuda tapped his card, paid contactlessly, and then returned to their table, fingers clasped around fresh pints. 
 
    ‘Cheers,’ Brett exclaimed as they tapped their glasses together.  
 
    Brett had been Bermuda’s best friend since they went to Derby University and fully believed everything about ‘the Knack’. In fact, Bermuda sometimes got the impression Brett wished he could see the Otherside too. 
 
    ‘Cheers, buddy.’ Bermuda took a swig. ‘So why the hell are you here again?’ 
 
    ‘We organised a drink.’ Brett also partook. ‘I thought you were a detective or some shit.’ 
 
    ‘No. I meant why are you here in Glasgow?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, right. Well, I had a few days free before we go on tour. We are hitting up a few nights in Warsaw, Budapest, and Sofia. It’s going to be messy. But figured before I left I should come up here and see Elaine.’ 
 
    Bermuda nearly spat his drink out. ‘Elaine?’ He wiped his mouth. ‘Shit man, it's serious then.’ 
 
    Brett rolled his eyes. As the lead singer of the thrash metal band Frozen Death Cull, Brett had always thought monogamy was a sort of wood. But during Bermuda’s quest to stop Barnaby six months previously, Brett had met a beautiful nurse named Elaine. Despite being Scottish, which Brett never let go, he seemed fairly taken with her. He nervously tucked his long brown hair behind his ear and stroked the thick brown beard that hung from his chin like a sloth. 
 
    ‘Shut up.’ A measured response. 
 
    ‘Nah, cheers to you.’ Bermuda offered his glass. ‘It’s about time you found a bonny lass.’ 
 
    ‘Eurgh, thanks for reminding me about the Scottishness, BJ.’ 
 
    Bermuda hated the nickname – it was too sexually recognisable for his liking. Within the next few moments, the glasses were empty, and Brett was at the bar, heartily chatting with a burly Scotsman and drawing a deep, booming laugh from him. Bermuda was happy for the company. Everyone he had met so far had been too keen, wanted to smash his face in, sexually aggressive, or creepy and dangerous. 
 
    Pretty much like back home. 
 
    Brett settled down opposite him again, passing him another pint of beer and disregarding any notion that they may have a problem. 
 
    ‘Hey, here’s a question.’ His words were slightly jumbled, the beginning effects of the ale. ‘Is Argyle here?’ 
 
    ‘In Glasgow?’ Bermuda hiccupped. 
 
    ‘No, here. Now. I miss our beers together!’ 
 
    ‘You’ve never spoken one word to him,’ Bermuda stated. 
 
    ‘Yeah, but I have through you. I know, I know, he’s not allowed to reveal himself to me and like you say, the guy has a stick shoved so far up his arse it wraps around his tongue, but I like it when he is here.’ 
 
    ‘Really? Why?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I guess I feel safer with a sword-wielding warrior at our table.’ 
 
    ‘Hear, hear.’ They tapped glasses. ‘To answer, no, he is back at our base in town.’ 
 
    ‘The BTCO has a base in Glasgow?’  
 
    Bermuda smiled at Brett’s knowledge and interest. It made him feel less crazy. ‘Yeah, apparently. Am trying to find one in Tenerife next.’ 
 
    Brett chuckled and took a big gulp of his ale. Someone slotted a coin into the jukebox and coaxed it to life, but then let the entire pub down by selecting an Abba song. Bermuda shook his head, storing the Swedish mega-band into his own personal room 101. The grimace on Brett’s face told Bermuda that his friend agreed. 
 
    ‘So, what you doing here in Glasgow then? It clearly isn’t for the ladies.’ 
 
    ‘Your girlfriend is from here – you know that, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but she is unique,’ Brett retorted, saving his skin. 
 
    ‘Something weird, man. Something is killing one woman per night at complete random and then removing their heart.’ 
 
    ‘Like a game of Operation?’ Brett offered, his fingers wrestling a packet of tobacco from his pocket and instantly reigniting Bermuda’s cravings. 
 
    ‘No. More like a test of strength. It’s ripping them out with its bare hands.’  
 
    Brett made a disgusted face.  
 
    ‘The thing is, I think it has a reason for doing it. I met it last night, and it seemed human. But there is something underneath. It kept talking about being trapped in the dark, how whatever held it prisoner had taken someone from it and had requested the heart of these women.’ 
 
    ‘Wait, if you met it last night, why didn’t you arrest it?’ Brett asked, running his tongue down the cigarette and clasping it shut. 
 
    ‘Because it seems human. Like, it’s a human body and called itself Kevin Parker. Also, it nearly broke my jaw and pushed me in front of a tram. I’d have died last night if once again Argyle hadn’t saved my life.’ 
 
    Brett nodded and sipped his beer. Bermuda could almost see the lightbulb ping above his head. 
 
    ‘Wait, a tram? Did Argyle derail that tram last night? It was all over the news.’ 
 
    Bermuda sighed and nodded his head, lifting his glass again. 
 
    ‘Man. Argyle is a fucking boss.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, well instead of a get well soon card, apparently Monty back home is after my ass for destroying more public property. I guess he has a point. I should probably be a little more discreet.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Brett chimed in. ‘Blowing up Big Ben and derailing trams hardly emanates secret organisation. So, what you going to do?’ 
 
    ‘About?’ 
 
    ‘About this heart-stealer? This Kevin Parker.’ 
 
    ‘Find him. Catch him. Send him back to the Otherside.’ Bermuda took a final swig and emptied the glass. ‘Simple.’ 
 
    Brett patted him on the shoulder as he stood, popping outside to the heated smoking area to quench his nicotine addiction. Bermuda watched on enviously before pulling out his e-cig and taking a long, thoughtful puff. A cloud of berry-filled smoke bellowed out, encasing him like a game show prize reveal. 
 
    He staggered to the bar slightly, requesting their fifth pint of the evening. The pretty barmaid began pulling them and he looked around the room. Everyone seemed in high spirits, groups of lads sharing banter while a clutch of girls surrounded two tables and watched on in a mixture of attraction and disappointment. They could do a lot worse than take one of them home. 
 
    They could end up with him. 
 
    Furiously, he scolded himself for his self-pity. Sure, the job had pulled him further away from his daughter again, but he would make his way back to her. He always would. 
 
    He was away. Not gone. 
 
    Just as he was pulling his mind away from the fracture of his relationship with his daughter, his mind flickered to Sophie Summers. Brett had met her that spring, even secretly texting her to bring the two of them closer together. He was thankful that his friend hadn’t brought her up or made any jokes. 
 
    He still missed her. 
 
    She had rightly decided she was better off without him, but now, sat drinking with his best friend, his mind went back to that London evening, where they had shared wine and thoughts about both worlds. 
 
    Where she finally believed him. 
 
    A thick Scottish accent caught him by surprise. 
 
    ‘Disaronno and Coke. Double.’ 
 
    Bermuda turned, and his drunken eyes slowly returned to clarity. DC McAllister stood before him, dressed in a nice black top and a well-fitted pair of jeans that hugged her slim frame. Her hair, usually a bird’s nest in a blender, was slightly curled and cascaded down her sharp face like a waterfall. 
 
    ‘What the hell do you want?’ Bermuda sneered, clearly at his most charming. 
 
    ‘Look, I think we need to clear the air between us. I mean, we probably couldn’t have got off on a worse foot, and if we are going to work together, then I think maybe we should bury the hatchet?’ 
 
    Bermuda sized her up for a moment as the barmaid placed the two beers next him. McAllister offered an awkward smile. 
 
    ‘Can I have a double Disaronno and Coke as well, please?’ 
 
    McAllister nodded her thanks and then pointed to the table. 
 
    ‘Yeah, I’ll bring it over. My friend is outside but will be back in a minute.’ 
 
    ‘You have friends?’ she smiled. 
 
    ‘Shocking, isn’t it?’ Bermuda tapped his card on the machine that was presented to him. It beeped with success. ‘You?’ 
 
    ‘Sort of. It’s a long story.’ 
 
    ‘Well, we aren’t planning on leaving until they kick us out, so feel free to share.’ 
 
    The two of them left the bar and headed to the table, the group of girls and guys and smashed together like a bizarre cocktail and one of them nearly knocked the drinks from Bermuda’s grip. A harsh scowl drew a whimper of an apology and Bermuda settled back down at the table, McAllister sliding herself into the chair next to Brett on the opposite side. 
 
    They sat in silence for a few moments; the notion of being civil to each other was completely alien. Bermuda took the first step. 
 
    ‘So, What’s up?’ 
 
    ‘First off, I wanted to apologise for the whole sex thing.’ 
 
    ‘Wow, you sound like me after my school prom.’ Bermuda sipped his ale through his smile. 
 
    ‘I mean, I know we were drunk, but I shouldn’t have acted like that and—’ 
 
    ‘Forget it. Water under the bridge.’ Bermuda waved his hand, dismissing it entirely. 
 
    ‘Thanks. And I know I haven’t made life easy for you since you got here. I was angry about what happened, but also that higher-ups have sent you here. It feels like they don’t believe I can catch this bastard. I’ve spent a long time on the force, Jones, and believe me, I’ve dealt with a fair share of shit and my fair share of discrimination. I wasn’t going to give up this case if my life depended on it.’ 
 
    Bermuda took a careful sip of his Doom Bar, letting the bitter taste accompany her words. She continued. 
 
    ‘But you were right. As much as it pains me to say it.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, I was what?’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ McAllister sipped her own drink. The red nail polish on her fingers was recent. 
 
    ‘I’ve been called many things in this world, but right usually isn’t one of them.’ Bermuda took a triumphant swig. ‘By the way, what was I right about?’ 
 
    ‘The murders. It’s happened before. I had a fellow DC, a good guy, hunt through some archives for me. I’ve spent the whole afternoon reading through some chicken scratch reports from the eighties of a murdering bastard ripping hearts from the victims. They even labelled him the Heart Snatcher.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like a crap rom-com novel,’ Bermuda chortled, refusing to share that he had nicknamed Kevin ‘the Absent Man’. He fished into his pocket and tossed an envelope across the table which slid to a stop before McAllister. ‘Here.’ 
 
    ‘What’s this?’ she asked, her eager fingers ripping the top open. 
 
    ‘It’s that print. It was lifted off of a photo from Nicola Miller’s flat.’ 
 
    ‘How did my guys miss this?’ McAllister muttered to herself. 
 
    ‘Because the guy you are looking for looks human, thinks it’s human, and even calls itself a human name.’ Bermuda shook his head. ‘But it isn’t human. It’s something else, something so fucked-up it would make your head spin. When that fucked-up shit happens, that’s when they send for me.’ 
 
    McAllister’s hand shook slightly as she knocked back the last of her drink, the ice shaking gently as she dropped it back down. Her eyes were wide, a cocktail of fear and amazement, when suddenly the blustering wind flew through the pub, a sea of groans and complaints turning the freezing air even colder.  
 
    Brett approached the table with confusion plastered across his wet face. 
 
    ‘Hello.’ He offered a hand to McAllister, who half stood to greet him. ‘I’m Brett.’ 
 
    ‘Sam.’ She shook, firmly. 
 
    ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you.’ He turned to Bermuda and winked. 
 
    ‘It’s not like that. I mean, we did sleep together, but it was sort of an accident.’ Bermuda looked to McAllister, who had suddenly become the poster child for ‘if looks could kill’. ‘Anyway, Detective McAllister here is working the case with me.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, you’re a detective?’ Brett took a massive gulp of his ale, quickly playing catch-up. ‘I won’t hold it against you.’ 
 
    McAllister chuckled, a pretty smile spreading across a face that Bermuda had pinpointed as looking predominantly sad – that despite all of her bravado, something dark and upsetting simmered just below like underlay on a fresh new carpet. 
 
    ‘So What’s BJ done?’ Brett asked, jabbing a thumb in Bermuda’s direction. 
 
    ‘Umm … it may sound crazy, but I think we may be dealing with something more than human?’ McAllister offered, throwing a hopeful glance in Bermuda’s direction.  
 
    Bermuda shuffled on his seat, offering her a comforting smile. 
 
    Brett lifted his pint glass and downed the rest of his pint, winking at them both before leaping to his feet and snatching his coat up. Before he left, he smiled at McAllister. 
 
    ‘Believe me, if you think it is completely batshit crazy and there is no way it can be true … if they called Bermuda in … then it’s true.’ 
 
    Brett offered them both a smile before dramatically bowing before them.  He flung open the door and ventured out into the freezing darkness, with the night’s wind dancing back through the pub and running a chill down everyone’s spine as if a herd of Others had just run through the building. 
 
    After a few awkward moments of silence, McAllister lifted her head, looking Bermuda dead in the eye. ‘What the hell is going on?’ 
 
    Bermuda finished his pint and set the glass down firmly. ‘Oh, we’re going to need another drink.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The piercing scream that ripped out of Emma Mitchell’s throat was haunting, like a wolf howling at the moon. 
 
    Her bare feet slapped the concrete that led her to the end of her front garden. The gate was rocking furiously in the wind and collecting whirling leaves. The rain was relentless, almost as frenzied as the creature back in the house. Tears ran from her eyes, merging with the rain and completely drenched her cheeks. Half of her clothes were on the floor of the living room, her underwear-clad body shaking in the cold of the night. 
 
    That didn’t matter. 
 
    It had Mark. 
 
    That creature. 
 
    She scolded herself as she fumbled with the wooden gate, screaming for help at the top of her voice.  
 
    A light flicked on in the neighbouring house, a curtain twitched across the road. No one raced from their homes. The only knight in shining armour she knew was being dismantled by Kevin Parker in the living room of their family home. 
 
    A home they had built together. 
 
    One she had destroyed with a single act of infidelity. 
 
    She had been out after work with the usual drinking crew, all of them working round the clock as part of a marketing team for a high-end insurance broker – nothing too fancy, but it paid well and had a good social crowd. Within their usual watering hole, weaving in and out of all the suits and after-work conversations, she had met Kevin Parker. 
 
    She had been blown away. 
 
    Foolishly, after a few hours of more drinking and overly flirtatious conversation, she had decided to heed her colleague’s advice and take advantage of her husband’s work trip. 
 
    When the cat’s away, etc. 
 
    But her husband had surprised her with an early train back, to stumble into the house just as Kevin Parker’s eyes had changed to black. When the monster that coursed under his skin like a wolf in sheep’s clothing leapt to the surface. 
 
    He had meant to kill her, she knew that. 
 
    As she ran from the house, she had seen Parker’s hand rip through the flesh of her husband’s throat, the love of her life gurgling blood as fear overtook him, his bladder emptying down his leg as the blood poured over Parker’s hand. 
 
    She was already up the garden path, racing through the cold rain as he wrenched her husband’s head from his shoulders and discarded both parts of him like yesterday’s trash. 
 
    With a snarl and the need for another heart causing him to shake, he set off after her. 
 
    Emma screamed helplessly again, her voice struggling against the downpour as she raced up the middle of the road, praying for a set of headlights to approach her. Her throat burnt with soreness, her vocal cords straining as she roared for a saviour. 
 
    Footsteps clattered behind her, and suddenly she felt the full force of Kevin’s hand on the back of her neck – and with the flick of a powerful arm, he sent her flying to her right, her hip snapping as it collided with the bonnet of a parked Mercedes. 
 
    The alarm began its usual song, a bright orange glow illuminating the pained face of Emma in intermittent flashes. 
 
    She mumbled quietly to herself, begging for her life. As he approached, her eyes fell to his hand; the blood that covered it confirmed what she knew. Mark, her loving husband, was dead. 
 
    All for nothing more than a cheap fuck with a handsome stranger. 
 
    She didn’t even resist as he wrenched her up from the ground, his phenomenal strength hoisting her high above his head like a makeshift umbrella. The rain washed away the urine that trickled down the inside of her thigh. 
 
    Her pleas were barely a whisper. 
 
    Kevin Parker pulled her closer to him, his face twisted, the teeth gritted together in fury. The eyes burnt through her, searching her soul for answers she would never have. 
 
    ‘I must find her.’ 
 
    His words were laced with malice and she muttered a feeble plea for her life. 
 
    A few neighbours watched in shock from their doors. Some spoke to the authorities. Others hid in fear. Somewhere in the distance, sirens wailed, announcing the arrival of police officers who would find nothing but a massacre. 
 
    Still holding her up to the starlit sky, Kevin Parker launched his right arm forward, the blood-soaked hand taking another bathing as it ripped through her skin and shattered her ribs, the bones ripping out of her chest like an overstuffed grocery bag. 
 
    His fingers latched around her heart. 
 
    Her eyes flashed in agony before rolling back into her skull. 
 
    He let her slide down his arm into a crumpled mess on the floor at his feet. 
 
    Slowly, Kevin Parker lifted his right hand and felt the final beat leave her heart. Then, as the panic levels rose in the surrounding houses and the shrill call of the sirens ripped through the night sky, he turned and lost himself in the shadows. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    On the other side of Glasgow, two sets of feet were also stepping across rain-soaked pavement. Bermuda and Sam McAllister walked quietly, their hands stuffed in their pockets and their chins pressed against their chests, shielding their eyes from the bitter bite of the rain. 
 
    It had actually been a relatively peaceful evening. 
 
    Almost enjoyable. 
 
    After Brett had made his exit, the two of them had shared a few more drinks, burying the hatchet the last two days had created. They even joked about the shoddy sexual encounter they had shared, unbeknownst to them both that they’d be hunting a vicious serial killer together just hours later. 
 
    Bermuda had cracked that it was better than most second dates. 
 
    As the evening progressed, the drinking slowed, and while both of them realised that the original attraction between them had been exacerbated by alcohol, they were both fighting on the same side. Bermuda was certain that what was killing these women wasn’t human, and when he began to relay this point to McAllister, he could see the scepticism in her eyes. 
 
    He had seen it a million times from hundreds of people. 
 
    After a few more drinks, McAllister had been more open-minded, the wine unlocking the sensibility and setting it free from her mind. She had asked for proof beyond a fingerprint she would have to investigate – that, according to the report, belonged to a hand that was last logged on record over eighty years ago. Despite his protests, she had struggled to believe a monster was quantum leaping through time to steal hearts. 
 
    It just wasn’t possible. 
 
    They marched in silence, both of them lost in the case, the feeling of helplessness at knowing that somewhere this evening, another woman would be found dead. The press were cottoning on now, with a story about to hit the morning papers it would bring even more pressure down on both of them. Bermuda weighed up who he would rather be facing, Montgomery Black or DCI Strachan, and decided that either one would be as enjoyable as sticking his bollocks in a blender. 
 
    McAllister stopped, the wind rushing through the hair that poked out from under her woolly hat so it sprayed out like tentacles. 
 
    ‘This is me.’ Hands stuffed deep in her pockets, she motioned with a nod.  
 
    The house was quaint, slightly bigger than the one Bermuda had broken into with the help of Argyle on their first night in Scotland. The home that Nicola Miller was murdered in. 
 
    ‘Okay. Cool.’ Bermuda offered a Doom Bar-infused smile. ‘It was good to clear the air.’ 
 
    ‘Do you want a tea or coffee or something?’ 
 
    ‘Umm, I’m not sure that’s a good idea.’ Bermuda shuffled uncomfortably in the rain, and the lamppost above them shone down like a spotlight. Bermuda looked over his shoulder, almost positive that he could see something in the alleyway. 
 
    Something watching them. 
 
    ‘Jesus, I’m not going to try to jump your bones, if that’s what you’re worried about.’ She rolled her eyes. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry. I’d love one.’ He smiled again, trying to dispel the nervousness that was brewing. 
 
    Something was out there. 
 
    She strode through the gate, past the recycling bins that lined her front garden. Bermuda noted the number of empty wine bottles. McAllister had kept up with him throughout the evening, but the bottles were a sure sign that she didn’t just like the occasional glass of red with dinner. 
 
    The warmth of the house was welcoming, the nicely decorated hallway minimal but stylish. McAllister dumped her keys on a small wooden hallway table that was strewn with unopened letters and a dead plant. She whipped off her hat, releasing a nest of flat, wet hair. Staring into the mirror, she tried to fluff it up, but gave up with a shrug before tossing her coat over the bannister. 
 
    ‘I’ll put the kettle on.’ Five of the most comforting words a human can say. 
 
    Bermuda shook himself out his coat before placing it over hers and ventured through the door to the dark living room. A flick of the switch and the room illuminated, again a simple but fashionable look. A grey corner sofa rested across the far wall, with a large metal clock pinned above it. Opposite sat a modest TV on a stylish unit, surrounded by dead plants. A bookcase rested beside it, the shelves and books all wearing a thick coat of dust. 
 
    Bermuda looked over the photos that sat on the shelves – photos of McAllister as a child, presumably with a sibling. The standard picture of her with proud parents, the smart uniform suggesting it was the day she had marched out as a police officer. Next to the photo of her smiling folks, a photo frame lay face down. By the surrounding layer of dust, it had been for a while. 
 
    Bermuda flashed a quick glance over his shoulder. The faint clattering of crockery emanated from the kitchen and he quickly lifted the frame. 
 
    It was McAllister and a man kissing. On their wedding day. 
 
    Bermuda quickly placed it back and felt a tinge of guilt. McAllister hadn’t mentioned a husband, and he was almost positive she wasn’t wearing a ring. Knowing the full weight of a dysfunctional personal life, he turned towards the sofa just as McAllister entered with a tray. 
 
    It had two cups of steaming hot tea and a bottle of vodka, along with two shot glasses. 
 
    Bermuda flashed her a look with raised eyebrows. 
 
    ‘The night is still young.’ She smirked, placing the tray down on the white rectangular coffee table in front of them. She poured out two shots, knocking hers back instantly and hissing through her teeth as it burnt. 
 
    ‘When in Rome,’ Bermuda muttered, whipping the shot back and letting the vodka burn the back of his throat. He coughed slightly before reaching for his tea. ‘You have a nice house.’ 
 
    ‘It’s okay.’ McAllister looked around with a look of disdain. Empty bottles lined the side of the sofa, and random items of clothing were dotted about.  
 
    Bermuda lowered himself down, gently pushing a work shirt over the arm of the chair. ‘You live alone?’ He was prying – the photo had piqued his interest. 
 
    ‘Yup.’ The answer was stern enough to end that line of questioning. ‘What about you?’ 
 
    ‘What about me?’ Bermuda sipped the tea, hesitant to comment on the overbearing amount of milk. 
 
    ‘You have a partner?’ She sipped hers without a problem. ‘Besides your imaginary friend.’ 
 
    ‘Argyle isn’t imaginary.’ 
 
    ‘No?’ She smirked. ‘Everyone has an invisible warrior, we just don’t like telling people.’ 
 
    ‘Fuck you.’ They both giggled. ‘No. I have an ex-wife who thinks I’m batshit crazy and a daughter whose heart I keep breaking. But beyond that, I’m pretty much a family man.’ 
 
    She scoffed, her eyes focused on a random space in the carpet. Bermuda wanted to ask about the photo, but the tension had ramped up slightly. She twiddled a finger through her dark, knotted hair. 
 
    ‘So, What’s the next move?’ He cut the silence. 
 
    ‘No idea. We will run your print, see what comes up. Beyond that, there are no links between the victims, no witnesses to any of the attacks. The only difference we have seen is that it looked like Rosie tried to fight back – there were signs of a struggle with her. All that got her was a slightly more painful death.’ 
 
    Bermuda grimaced inwards. The vision of the young woman having her heart wrenched through her spine would haunt him.  
 
    McAllister let out a deep sigh. ‘Beyond that, nothing. Our officers didn’t see the guy you were chasing, but a few witnesses did confirm he was by the station and threw you in front of the tram. None of them, however, made any sort of notion towards him being a … what do you call your shadow monsters?’ 
 
    ‘Others.’ Bermuda sighed. ‘And they are not shadow monsters. They are creatures that seek refuge from the Otherside.’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ McAllister didn’t even bother hiding the sarcasm in her tone. ‘Before we even touch on how you derailed a whole fucking tram, I need to take a leak.’ 
 
    Bermuda chuckled. Sometimes a woman could really catch you off guard. McAllister was tough, he knew that. She had clearly been a prodigy in the police due to being a lead detective on a serial killer case at such a young age. Bermuda had guessed she was early thirties, but wouldn’t have been surprised if she was younger. The booze clearly didn’t help, and the confrontational behaviour married with the drinking told him there was a darkness there. 
 
    He knew, because he had lived it. 
 
    Her abrupt end to a conversation about having a partner told him that whoever had watched her walk down that aisle whenever that photo had been taken wouldn’t be waiting if she did it again. A flush echoed from upstairs, followed by hurried footsteps as McAllister bounded back into the room.  
 
    Bermuda stood up, pointing upwards. ‘Toilet upstairs?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, to the left.’ She added extra emphasis with a hand gesture.  
 
    Bermuda nodded appreciatively before leaving as McAllister poured out another shot. He ventured up the cream carpeted stairs, past another few photos as well as vacant picture hooks. A logical guess would be they once proudly displayed the husband. 
 
    Empty bottles of wine greeted him on the landing floor. The bathroom door on the left-hand side was slightly open, the white and black lino covered by a fluffy, dirty, white bath mat. Two doors opposite him were closed completely, but the door to the right was slightly ajar. Bermuda glanced at the gap for a split second but was instantly drawn to the paper that scaled the wall. 
 
    It was of teddy bears. 
 
    Confusion gripped him, and like a tractor beam he was drawn to the door, pushing it open with measured care. It opened silently, the light from the landing gushing in like lowering a dam. 
 
    An empty cot stood before him, the blanket neatly tucked down the sides, a row of teddy bears propped against the wooden bars. Their warm, comforting smiles and cuddly bodies were shrouded in darkness. A changing table was pushed to the far end of the room beneath the window; the brightly coloured curtains were drawn tight. 
 
    The wardrobe was open, with a number of outfits all neatly ironed and hanging from their hangers like an up market boutique. Except every item of clothing was for a newborn baby. 
 
    To the left of the cupboard was a chest of drawers, with more tiny clothes neatly folded, along with unopened packets of nappies and baby wipes – the essentials any new parent would need. As he ventured into the room, a memory crashed against him like a wave: the image of his Chloe, as delicate and tiny as a snowflake, crying in her cot as he came in to comfort her. 
 
    Her knight in shining armour. 
 
    His fist clenched involuntarily. The rage of being so far from what he treasured most was soul destroying, but this entire room was heartbreaking. He took one last look at the feeding chair in the corner, the cushions as crisp and plump as the day it was bought – a sure sign it had never been used. 
 
    This wasn’t a nursery. 
 
    It was a shrine. 
 
    Bermuda turned to exit and came face to face with McAllister, her face twisted in fury while tears poured from her eyes. She wobbled slightly, undoubtedly from countless hits of vodka. He had no idea how long he had been in the room, but she had eventually come looking. And now, as she shook with venomous anger, he had never seen someone look so devastated. 
 
    ‘What the fuck are you doing in here?’ Her words bubbled with menace. 
 
    ‘I’m so sorry.’ 
 
    ‘I said the door on the fucking left.’ Her fists clenched till the knuckles turned white. Her nails punctured her hand, and a trickle of blood oozed through her bony fingers. 
 
    ‘What happened?’ 
 
    ‘GET OUT!’ she screamed at him and lashed out, her open palm slapping hard against the side of his face.  
 
    Bermuda hunched his shoulders up, raising a forearm too as the drunken detective rained a few more desperate slaps in his direction, directing him to the stairs. With a shove, she followed him down while Bermuda quickly whipped the coat from the bannister before he got to the bottom. 
 
    ‘Sam, I am so sorry,’ he tried to offer. He received another strike to the arm. Her face gleamed from the tears, the agony resting on her like a horrific Halloween mask. 
 
    ‘Just get out.’ Her words were quieter; the will to stay angry was submitting to the sheer pain that was crippling her. She leant against the wall and howled one pain-filled scream before sobbing wildly.  
 
    Bermuda watched without a clue – a crying woman was not exactly his forte. 
 
    Especially one that was clearly in mourning. 
 
    ‘I’m going to go.’ Bermuda’s words were weak. He felt pathetic.  
 
    McAllister didn’t respond, she just cried silently, hunched down on the bottom step. She was drunk, but he had trespassed somewhere sacred. 
 
    He had caused her this pain tonight. 
 
    Guilt pressed down on his mind like a weight, and he reached for the door. Only as he began to turn the handle did he notice the blue lights flashing from the other side of the glass. As Bermuda pulled the door open, a police officer had his fist raised, ready to knock. 
 
    It was DC Greg Butler. 
 
    Both men looked shocked, with Butler instantly taking a stance that told Bermuda he was trained.  
 
    McAllister stood up, wiping her eyes with the backs of her sleeves. She pushed Bermuda roughly to the side. ‘Butler.’ 
 
    ‘McAllister.’ He shifted his glance to Bermuda, pushing out his broad chest as a sign of strength. ‘Everything okay?’ 
 
    She nodded. All three of them didn’t believe her. 
 
    ‘What’s going on?’ Bermuda asked. 
 
    ‘Police business,’ Butler snapped. 
 
    ‘Something tells me you didn’t turn up here because you boys are out of doughnuts.’ 
 
    Before Butler could react, McAllister slid her sleeves into her coat. 
 
    ‘Take me to her.’ She stepped out into the rain, followed by Butler as they shuffled quickly to the car. Bermuda closed the door and followed. Another woman had been killed – that much was obvious. As he marched to keep up, he heard the faint words of Butler mention that the husband had been killed too. 
 
    Two dead? 
 
    Reluctantly Butler let Bermuda hop in the back of the car, and they sped off into the rain with the tension in the vehicle more volatile than the elements around them. 
 
    Bermuda shut his eyes as they left the street, wondering what the hell had happened. 
 
    One thing he had been right about was the eyes that stared from the dark alleyway as the hooded creature watched with intent before disappearing into the dark.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
      
 
    Half of the street had been cordoned off, and a few unfortunate officers stood by the police tape, hands firmly being their backs. Despite the raincoats and the small plastic shower caps over their hats, they were defenceless against the rain. 
 
    The journalists had arrived, a crowd of them snapping their cameras and shoving a microphone under anyone’s chin, eager for any scraps from the table. 
 
    A few feet from them, Emma Mitchell lay slumped on the concrete, half-naked and heartless. The blood that had pooled around her had been washed away by the night. Only a faint tint of red remained, like lipstick on a collar. There was a sizeable dent in the car – the shattered bones of her hip would connect the two together. 
 
    SOCOs littered the area, dressed in their white boiler suits. Bermuda was pretty sure they wouldn’t get much – the elements would see to that. Cause of death was obvious too. Emma lay hunched over on her front, her body being slightly propped up by the open rib cage that had pierced the skin. Kevin Parker had ripped her heart from her body and she had felt every moment of it. Now she had been dropped on the street like a piece of litter, with a chest looking like the welcoming mouth of a Venus fly trap. 
 
    Beyond the hustle and bustle of the busy street, more SOCOs swarmed over what Bermuda assumed was the family home like an army of highly trained ants. Her husband, Mark Mitchell, had apparently returned home early and wished he had caught his wife with another man. What he interrupted instead had cost him his life, his head removed from his body after having his throat ripped out. 
 
    Again, by Parker’s bare hands. 
 
    The very idea sent a chill down Bermuda’s spine, as did the raindrop that slyly fell behind the collar of his dark shirt. He wrapped his arms around his chest and shivered, nodding respectfully at a few SOCOs who looked at him in wonderment. 
 
    A hulking presence loomed next to him. 
 
    ‘This is a sad night.’ 
 
    Argyle’s words were apt as he glanced up and down the crime scene. His grey eyes flickered over the movement, absorbing every minute detail and committing it to an alcohol abused memory. Bermuda watched him in awe, the dedication to his duty and the pain he felt when he saw what his own kind were capable of. 
 
    ‘It sure is, Big Guy,’ Bermuda agreed. 
 
    Just outside the front door to the house, McAllister stood, deep in discussion with the head SOCO, Mullen, and DC Butler. It annoyed Bermuda to think that DCI Strachan was probably sat in the back of her warm car while her underlings ran the crime scene in the freezing rain. 
 
    That and the fact that Strachan was a first-class bitch. 
 
    Bermuda took a puff on his e-cig, coughing as he came to the end of the liquid and tasted nothing but burning. McAllister slowly made her way across the crime scene, carefully dodging past a few forensics specialists as they carefully scanned the pavement for anything of use. 
 
    They’d find nothing. 
 
    Argyle leaned down to Bermuda, his breath warm but odourless. ‘Is she the one you mated with?’ 
 
    ‘Argyle.’ Bermuda spoke from the side of his mouth as not to draw attention. ‘Not now.’ 
 
    Argyle stood silently and obediently as McAllister approached. Bermuda wished beyond anything she would notice the hulking protector beside him, but it would do no good. He had met eyes with her a few times as they had scanned the crime scene. Wisely, he had stayed away from her. After half hour or so, she had offered him half a smile, a pitiful flick of the mouth to build a bridge. 
 
    Now she stood before him, her arms wrapped around her thin frame, struggling for warmth. Or to keep the anger in. 
 
    ‘I think I owe you an apology.’ Her words struggled to find their way from her mouth. 
 
    ‘No worries.’ Bermuda looked around dismissively. ‘We both drank too much, and I stuck my nose where it wasn’t wanted or invited.’ 
 
    ‘I shouldn’t have … I mean I …’ McAllister trailed off.  
 
    Bermuda sighed. ‘Look, we all got shit. I get it. But right now that woman right there is dead.’ He pointed at the crumpled, mutilated body of Emma Mitchell as a paramedic slowly placed a white sheet over her. ‘Kevin Parker is still out there, and we need to find him. So whatever shit we do have, or whatever problems we have, we need to put it to the side.’ 
 
    ‘Agreed.’ She nodded purposefully, her words picking up strength. 
 
    ‘Good. Look, run that print and see what you can find. I’m going to head back to my office, see what I can dig up my end.’  
 
    She looked at him in surprise at the mention of an office.  
 
    ‘I’ll meet up with you again tomorrow?’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ She smiled, the first time it seemed genuine.  
 
    Just as Bermuda was about to turn and leave, DC Butler strode over, his suit soaked through and stuck to his impressive frame. He was built like a boxer and Bermuda was pretty sure he fought like one too. Training with Argyle aside, Bermuda didn’t fancy having his arse kicked. 
 
    He was too cold and too tired. 
 
    ‘Everything all right, guv?’ Butler spoke to McAllister but stared at Bermuda, who couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    ‘Just fine,’ she replied. ‘Jones was just about to leave.’ 
 
    ‘Aye, leave it to the real police, eh?’ Butler chortled. 
 
    Bermuda stopped and turned back, smiling. ‘Yeah. Keep an eye out, they’ll be here soon.’ 
 
    Bermuda turned and walked off, triumphant, while McAllister smirked. Butler’s face went even redder, the anger joining the cold to flush his cheeks. The rain clattered both of them as they watched Bermuda walk away. 
 
    The other eyes that peered from the shadow belonging to two hooded creatures watched Bermuda and Argyle. 
 
    As they passed a group of reporters that Bermuda ignored, Argyle looked back to the crime scene, noticing Butler still staring angrily in their direction before being summoned away by McAllister. He turned back to his partner, confused. 
 
    ‘That DC does not like you, does he?’ 
 
    ‘Not a lot of people do.’ Bermuda shrugged, popping two wet Tic Tacs into his mouth as he yawned, his body craving the apparent comfort of a Premier Inn bed. 
 
    ‘He doesn’t wear a uniform like the other officers.’ 
 
    ‘That’s because he isn’t a police officer.’ 
 
    Argyle looked back one final time. ‘Then what is he?’ 
 
    Bermuda smirked. ‘A cunt.’ 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Kevin Parker had stood at a distance, the shadows cast down from the houses either side enveloping him and kept him hidden. The usual pathway through the tombstones was blocked. The entire Necropolis was swarming with humans, all of them in their thick vests, flashing their torches as they swept the area in pairs. 
 
    They were there for him. 
 
    He could feel his grip on the heart tightening, pressuring the muscle to bursting point. 
 
    He had to get through them. He could see the vehicles that had been carefully driven up the slanted graveyard to the tomb, the pinnacle of his journey. He needed to deliver this tonight. This would be the one. 
 
    They would return her. 
 
    He felt a twinge of pain course through his body, a horrible reminder of her face as they led her from him, trying desperately to look back over his shoulder as they chained him to the wall. 
 
    To the darkness. 
 
    His skin was crawling; the feeling it didn’t quite fit him was too familiar. This was his body. 
 
    He was Kevin Parker. 
 
    He looked around the quiet street, noticing a lot of passers-by staring up through the large iron gates that surrounded the land. The flashing blue lights were rhythmic, almost soothing. 
 
    On and off. 
 
    Blue then dark. 
 
    Ahead, he could hear a thudding noise repeating itself, a helicopter that hovered above them. 
 
    All of this for him. 
 
    They were trying to stop him. 
 
    Like that agent. The man who had been waiting in the tomb for him, the one who claimed not to be the voice in the dark. He was a man who wanted to stop him. Keep him from her yet again. 
 
    Jones. 
 
    Again, he felt the muscles in his arm tighten, the sensation travelling like an electric current to his fingers. 
 
    He felt hatred for that man. 
 
    Agent Jones. 
 
    The creature that had been guarding the door, he was not human. The broad shoulders, the shining armour. The giant blade that swung from his back like a pendulum in a grandfather clock. When he had smashed the rock over its skull, it had crumpled. Possibly died. 
 
    Caleb squeezed the heart again. 
 
    No, not Caleb. Kevin. 
 
    Kevin Parker. 
 
    A light burst down from the helicopter, illuminating random tombstones, basking them in an undeserved spotlight. 
 
    This was meant to be a quiet place. 
 
    A place where he gave them what they wanted, and they returned her to him. 
 
    These men were here now because of Agent Jones, who interfered. Who was trying to stop him from collecting the hearts that he needed to find her once more? 
 
    Slowly he edged his way from the darkness, ducking behind a few parked cars that were littered with raindrops. His hand was red, the dried blood of Emma Mitchell crusted to his arm like a cheap tattoo. 
 
    He tried his best to feel remorse for the death of both her and her husband. 
 
    He felt none. 
 
    With a watchful eye, he waited until the gate was completely clear and laid the heart at the threshold, hoping that it would still be enough. That they would still collect. 
 
    In an instant, he was back in the shadows, hoping beyond hope that this would be the one. That she would be returned. Then, with a crooked snarl across his handsome face, he made a silent promise regarding Agent Jones. 
 
    That he would kill him. 
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    Despite the bitterness of winter, the sun decided to make its unwelcome return three hours into Bermuda’s slumber. The beams cut through the curtains he had roughly drawn when he had stumbled in and slashed across his face. His head pounded slightly from the alcohol, the heaviness of the evening keeping him firmly against the pillow as he blinked himself awake. 
 
    What had been a nice evening with his friend had turned into a decent drink with a colleague. Eventually, it had descended into emotional breakdowns with a side of violent outbursts. 
 
    Oh, and a double murder. 
 
    Without looking, he slapped his hands slapped across the bedside table, clattering his phone and watch to the floor before he clasped the plastic bottle. The water was room temperature and populated with bubbles, but he drained it like a vampire. 
 
    Slowly, he pushed himself to a seated position, his heavily inked body hunched over as he stared at the floor. It had been three days that he had been in Glasgow, but it felt like a lifetime. As he puffed his e-cig, which had been topped up with a fresh apricot flavour, he recounted the trials of his trip so far. 
 
    One count of breaking and entering, along with scarring a police officer for life. One horrifying sexual experience with the lead detective of the case. Several dead bodies, a confrontation with the killer (who also tried to kill him), and also the destruction of an entire public transport method. 
 
    ‘Not bad,’ he muttered to himself as he hauled himself to his feet, stretching his back as he walked across the room. The pain from colliding with the wall and the concrete had subsided. So had the ache in his jaw. He showered quickly, the soap sliding across the scars that he wore on his chest, a painful reminder of the dangers he faced. 
 
    Of the Otherside. 
 
    It was easy to forget sometimes just how thin the ice was that the truce sat upon. While Neithers such as Argyle, Denham, and Vincent were allies – even friends in some cases – it was easy to overlook the world they came from. The giant beast that had chased him through London wasn’t interested in being friends. Nor was the behemoth that had sent Bermuda crashing through a poop deck. 
 
    Barnaby had tried to end the world. 
 
    Kevin Parker was murdering women. 
 
    The Otherside was dangerous, and what terrified Bermuda the most was he could feel it coursing through his veins like a drug. When he ran his fingers across the nail scratches on the Necropolis walls, he could feel it calling to him, trying to lure him back across the doorway. 
 
    He marched out of the room once he was dressed. The traffic was roaring and echoing off the overarching buildings that lined the streets on either side. As impatient Glaswegians honked and hurled obscenities, Bermuda tucked his headphones under his hat and clicked play on his phone; the guitar riff for ‘Back in Black’ by AC/DC accompanied his footsteps. 
 
    The sunshine was still painting itself across Glasgow, but the temperature was just above zero. His breath puffed out of his mouth like a cheap imitation of his electric cigarette. He strode past the homeless man who patrolled the street outside his hotel, the music drowning out the muffled yells and pointing. 
 
    The man was trying to say something, but Bermuda didn’t have time this morning. He followed the cheap Christmas decorations that snaked around the lampposts, the trail of muted festive cheer leading all the way into the centre of town where he, for the third day running, stood in awe as the door revealed itself in the cardboard. A dark corridor and steep concrete steps later, and he was in the small, overly stuffed office of the BTCO. He could hear the clicking of Kelly’s nails on the keyboard, but couldn’t see which cubicle she was at. 
 
    ‘Hello?’ he called out, sliding his hat from his head and pushing his hair off his skull.  
 
    She shot up from behind a stack of papers, her eyes magnified by her thick glasses. 
 
    ‘Bermuda!’ she exclaimed, scurrying out from the cubicle, a horrendous homemade Christmas jumper wrapped around her plump frame. ‘Welcome back. You have a message.’ 
 
    ‘Is it from Argyle?’ he asked, suddenly concerned for his friend’s whereabouts. 
 
    ‘Oh no. Argyle is fine. He is resting in his quarters.’ 
 
    Bermuda chortled to himself at the idea of Argyle laid back on a bed, arms behind his head and listening to the soothing sounds of Enya. 
 
    ‘No, you have a message from the London office.’ Kelly returned to her desk. ‘You can use the communications device in the conference room.’ 
 
    Before Bermuda could ask for directions she was gone again, her fingers clattering against the keys once more. He rolled his eyes and slowly wandered through the office until he found a modern-looking room with a screen attached to the wall. Making a logical guess, he entered, shutting the door behind him. 
 
    An oval oak table sat in the centre of the room, with six high-backed leather chairs around it. They looked unused, which Bermuda wasn’t entirely shocked by, considering he was more likely to see a tumbleweed than another agent. 
 
    Beside the screen was a small panel, a few buttons, and a flashing red light next to it. Beneath was a card reader, which Bermuda slipped his agent badge into. The scanner beeped his ID like a self-service check out. 
 
    The screen burst to life and began dialling. On the third ring, Vincent appeared on the screen, turning in bewilderment like Nosferatu. His pale skin looked almost transparent, like it was stretched across his sharp, featureless face. 
 
    ‘Jones.’ His greeting wasn’t the most exciting. 
 
    ‘Hey, Vinnie. You rang?’ 
 
    ‘No, that would be Montgomery Black. He is currently indisposed, but he wanted to discuss the incident with you. According to him, you haven’t been careful.’ 
 
    ‘He said that?’ Bermuda asked, a trail of apricot smoke filtering from his lips. 
 
    ‘His wording was slightly more … colourful.’ 
 
    Bermuda smiled. 
 
    ‘I needed to speak to you to tell you some bad news.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you dare tell me I am being reassigned up here full time, Vinnie.’ Bermuda scowled. ‘I swear, I will kill you all.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Again, very matter of fact. Suddenly, a sadness fell across Vincent’s face, which caught Bermuda off guard. ‘It is Mr Ottoway.’ 
 
    Bermuda, sat on the table cross-legged, looked up, concern hauling his eyebrows upward. ‘What about him?’ 
 
    ‘Jones, it is with great sadness that I inform you that Mr Ottoway has been battling cancer for a few years. He didn’t want it to be public knowledge due to the moral of the organisation.’ Vincent paused. ‘He has been taken into hospital.’ 
 
    ‘Fuck.’ Bermuda gasped. 
 
    ‘We need you to continue the case. The Oracles have relayed worrying information that this Other may be more dangerous than we thought.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, no shit,’ Bermuda responded, his mind flicking back to the moment Parker had introduced him to a stone wall. 
 
    ‘I know how much Ottoway means to you, Jones.’ 
 
    Bermuda smiled to hide his anger, nodding gently as he pushed himself off the table. ‘I need some help.’ 
 
    ‘Anything.’ Vincent’s words were earnest and true. 
 
    ‘I uploaded a print through the technician here in the Glasgow office – which, by the way, is horrible.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, Malcolm is one of our top technicians.’ 
 
    ‘How does everyone know Malcolm?’ Bermuda shrugged. ‘Anyway, run the print past the Oracles. Also, have them look for Kevin Parker. It’s a pretty common name, but go back like eighty years. Whoever this Other thinks he is, he isn’t from our time.’ 
 
    Vincent nodded firmly. ‘Consider it done.’ 
 
    ‘Also, I get this feeling that something is wrong. Argyle seems nervous. He wasn’t able to detect Kevin Parker, which is odd considering he is an Other. But there’s more.’ 
 
    ‘More?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I keep feeling I’m being watched. I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘Hmmm.’ Vincent took a moment. ‘There has been an increased level of Other detection within your area. More so than what yourself and Argyle would bring.’ 
 
    Bermuda shuddered at the reminder of his condition. Vincent realised but didn’t apologise. 
 
    ‘I shall have the Oracles focus in and try to decipher why. Anything else?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, pass on my best to Ottoway. Tell him I’ll be back soon.’ 
 
    ‘Just focus on the case, Jones. Remember, two worlds—’ 
 
    ‘One peace,’ Bermuda interrupted. ‘Yeah, I get it.’ 
 
    ‘You seem to have recovered well,’ Vincent offered.  
 
    Bermuda shrugged, the memory of falling from the Hammersmith flyover was still fresh in his mind. ‘Well, I have a slight advantage don’t I?’ 
 
    Suddenly, the door behind Vincent burst open and in stormed the irate figure of Montgomery Black. His glasses sat at the end of his hooked nose like an angry headmaster’s, his thinning white hair giving up the comb-over and flapping like a flag in the wind. 
 
    ‘There you are!’ Black pointed a furious finger at the screen. ‘Do you have any idea just how much damage your little stunt on the high street has caused?’ 
 
    Bermuda began to make a crackling noise. ‘Oh no … crrrrkkk … you’re breaking up.’ 
 
    ‘Jones! Are you even listening to me?’ Black’s face was turning red, a vein becoming worryingly visible. 
 
    ‘I’m losing … crrrrkkk … you.’ Bermuda hopped off the table and approached the screen. ‘I’m going through a … crrrrkkk … tunnel.’ 
 
    ‘Jones!’ A fist thumped a desk in London. ‘This is a video call. I can see you.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry … crrrrkkk … horrible signal.’ 
 
    With that, Bermuda ended the call. He let out a deep sigh, knowing that poking a bees’ nest was usually a good way to get stung. Running up and booting it full pelt probably wouldn’t end any better. 
 
    Nervously, he reached for his Tic Tacs, popping two into his mouth and making a hasty exit. Kelly offered a goodbye, but Bermuda had already stormed through the large iron door that separated the crazed woman from the real world. He stomped through the dark, taking each step in his stride. 
 
    He thought about Ottoway, the man who had shown unwavering belief in him. He was dying and Bermuda knew there was a good chance he wasn’t going to see him before he made it back. 
 
    The man had been the father figure Bermuda had never had, his own dad disappearing when he was younger and never coming back. From the stories of drink and drugs, Bermuda saw it as good riddance. But Ottoway would leave another hole in his life. 
 
    Another glaring hole that he would never be able to fill. 
 
    As the door revealed itself and presented the cold streets of Glasgow, Bermuda stepped out, feeling more alone than ever. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    McAllister spun on her chair, immediately regretting it as the room whizzed by. She felt the effects of the hard drinking rumbling up her from her stomach and caught herself before she vomited over her desk. 
 
    DC Butler had left a coffee on the side of her desk and she devoured it gratefully, the caffeine burning on its way down. It would bring her back from her hangover. She popped a few paracetamols into her mouth and dry-swallowed them, frantically searching her drawers for a bottle of water. 
 
    ‘Everything okay, guv?’ Butler asked, taking his seat in the adjacent cubicle.  
 
    They had been partnered for a few years now; he was aware of her heartache. A few years older than McAllister, Butler was as open about his failed boxing career as he was about his homosexuality. 
 
    No one gave him any stick for it though. Not because the Glasgow Police Service was a beacon of equal opportunities, but more for the very real possibility that Butler would systematically smash your face in.  
 
    Without even waiting for McAllister to answer, he tossed his bottle of Evian across the office. She caught it and knocked it back. 
 
    ‘Rough night?’ His question was clearly rhetorical. 
 
    ‘Yup. Two dead.’ 
 
    ‘That wasn’t what I was asking.’ The silence hung between them for a few intense moments. Butler shuffled forward slightly on his wheeled chair, his voice just above a whisper. ‘You can’t keep doing this to yourself, Sam.’ 
 
    ‘Doing what?’ Her green eyes lit up with fury. 
 
    ‘Drinking yourself to death.’ Butler opened his hands and shrugged. ‘And maybe don’t keep fucking every random guy you meet.’ 
 
    ‘Pot. Kettle. Black.’ 
 
    He glared at her. She knew that was out of line. Butler had been in a committed relationship with Kieran for over ten years. That had come to an abrupt end when Butler had had an affair with a young officer who no longer worked in Glasgow. 
 
    Temptation had taken everything from him. 
 
    She wasn’t giving in to temptation. She was just surrendering to self-destruction. 
 
    They both turned back to their desks, neither one even moving. After a few, guilt-ridden moments, McAllister turned again. 
 
    ‘Greg, I’m sorry. That was uncalled for.’ 
 
    ‘Aye. I’m tougher than most. I’m just more concerned about your liver and the fact that you’re spending more time shagging that arrogant prick than communicating with Ethan.’ 
 
    ‘Ethan and I are through.’ The words came out broken. 
 
    ‘Well, you will be if you keep straying.’ Butler shook his head. ‘I should know.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not screwing Jones.’ She sighed. 
 
    ‘Then why the hell was he at your house last night when we turned up?’ Butler turned and face her, his eyebrows raised as if he had just solved a riddle.  
 
    McAllister felt her hangover tap dance across her brain. ‘We were clearing the air. Look, we have a serial killer on the loose and not one lead. Despite how much of a prick he can be, Jones is here to help, and he at least has some theories on what is happening.’ 
 
    Butler sternly crossed his arms. If McAllister had to guess, she would have said he was jealous that she was listening to Bermuda over him. 
 
    ‘Like what?’ 
 
    ‘He thinks that this could be linked to a creature from a separate world to ours – one that his organisation monitors. That is why he is here.’ 
 
    Silence for a few seconds. Then Butler burst out into a deep, hearty laugh. McAllister sat unimpressed as her partner hunched forward, hands clasped to his muscular stomach as he roared at the implausible theory. A few colleagues looked over the office partitions that separated the desks, and after a few moments Butler began to reclaim his breath. 
 
    ‘Ah, thanks for that, Sam. I needed that.’ He turned back to his desk, still chuckling at the idea put forward by his partner.  
 
    McAllister tutted, pushing herself out of her chair and through the doorway next to their desks. The incident room was empty, the few chairs and desks unfilled as the team were out trying to solve the case. A huge whiteboard sat on the nearside, covered in photos of the victims. She could see the smiling face of Nicola Miller, the beautiful blue eyes of Rosie Seeley. These were mixed in with photos of the open chest cavity of Katie Steingold as well as the brutal slaying of Emma Mitchell and her husband Mark. 
 
    A wall of death, staring back at her and mocking her inability to stop it. 
 
    It was inhumane. 
 
    As her eyes fixated on the sheer brutality that ended these women’s lives, she wondered if Bermuda Jones’s theory was that insane after all. 
 
      
 
    Bermuda took advantage of the random sunshine to enjoy his coffee on a bench, the heart of Glasgow passing by. As he sat in the city centre, he watched as a construction crew got to work on the decimated tram tracks; the project to undo his and Argyle’s handiwork was well underway. A few Others slithered by, their movements ghostly as they filtered around the side of a building before disappearing into the alleyways. 
 
    Bermuda kept checking the surrounding streets that wrapped around the shops, his paranoia telling him he was being watched. 
 
    He had been sure he had seen a hooded figure. 
 
    As he sunk the last of the caffeine into his body he pushed himself up, walking back past the station where he had confronted Kevin Parker and nearly lost his life. The whole memory flooded back, and he felt a shiver race through his body. If Argyle hadn’t been there yet again, Bermuda would have been killed. 
 
    It was getting to a point where a simple thank you just wasn’t enough, yet Bermuda didn’t peg Argyle as the hamper basket type. 
 
    Making his way back through the city centre, he saw a Santas of different heights, girths, and skin colour which was sure to confuse those children who still believed. A smile spread across his face as he mocked the notion of jolly old St Nick when he spent his life hunting monsters with a warrior from another world. 
 
    Maybe he should leave out some carrots and milk. 
 
    As his mind raced with possible theories of Kevin Parker’s motives, Bermuda’s autopilot brought him back onto the street of the Premier Inn. Without realising, he was approaching the concrete steps that led to the automatic doors. Sat beside them was the same homeless man as always, his possessions bursting out of a few plastic bags that sat scruffily beside him. 
 
    Despite the sunshine, the wind carried a chill that nipped like a teething puppy. Bermuda stopped in front of the homeless man, who was mumbling under his breath as he played with the frayed threading of his tatty blazer. 
 
    ‘Hello, mate.’ Bermuda spoke, aware of how cockney he sounded. ‘Can I get you a coffee?’ 
 
    The man looked up. His wiry hair looked like he had been recently electrocuted. His beard was wispy and greasy and clung to a thin, gaunt face. 
 
    ‘Where’s the other one?’ He looked back at his blanket. 
 
    ‘Other one?’ Bermuda questioned, before reasoning that the man spent most of his time inebriated. Having spent many evenings drowning his sorrows at the Royal Oak under the watchful eye of Paul back in Bushey, Bermuda was more than familiar with double vision. 
 
    Now, as the day slipped seamlessly from morning to afternoon, Bermuda politely smiled and turned, ready to leave the man to his sobriety. As he took two steps away, the man spoke again. 
 
    ‘The one with the sword.’ 
 
    Bermuda froze. Slowly, he turned back, meeting the keen eyes of the homeless man. ‘Excuse me?’ he spluttered. 
 
    ‘The one with the sword.’ The man gestured. ‘And the armour. He stands there, by the stairs, and keeps a vigil.’ 
 
    ‘Argyle?’ Bermuda asked, completely flabbergasted. 
 
    ‘If that’s his name. Is he not here?’ 
 
    ‘You can see him?’ Bermuda ignored the original question. He knew people had ‘the Knack’, but never in his near four years as an agent had he met someone that he didn’t know about. 
 
    ‘Aye.’ The man slowly scrambled to his feet. ‘My name is Gordon Foster. And yes, I do see monsters.’ 
 
    He offered a grubby hand which Bermuda, still speechless, shook instantly. The sun shone down, casting both their shadows high against the wall behind them. Bermuda slowly began to come round and stumbled over a few words. Gordon smiled a row of faintly yellow teeth. 
 
    ‘I think we should have that coffee now.’ 
 
      
 
    The waiter at Costa looked at Gordon with unease as he approached the table. The idea of a homeless man sat in their store obviously wasn’t what their ‘all welcome’ sign on the front window was intended for. Bermuda glared at the waiter as he plonked two large coffees down as well as a toasted panini. 
 
    Gordon didn’t bat an eye as he began shovelling the hot bread into his mouth, long strands of cheese latching to his beard like spider’s web. Tatty plastic bags sat on the other chair at the table which was surrounded by empty tables as the public backed away from them. 
 
    ‘Thanks, lad.’ Gordon spoke, breadcrumbs crashing to the table. ‘This is bloody delicious.’ 
 
    ‘My pleasure.’ 
 
    They sat in silence as Gordon demolished the hot snack, even taking the time to pick the crumbs off the tray and pop them into his mouth, like the final sock into a full washing machine. Once it had been swallowed, he reached his freshly washed hands around the mug and drew the coffee in. 
 
    ‘Smells good.’ He smiled. ‘Not like that shite from Starbucks.’ 
 
    Bermuda chuckled, as he was sure all the high street coffee shops tasted exactly the same. ‘Tell me about yourself, Gordon.’ 
 
    Gordon took a few more sips of his coffee and then placed it down carefully. He sat back, the buttons on his tatty shirt opening slightly, showing thick spools of chest hair. 
 
    ‘I wasn’t always a gross mess.’ He smiled with self-deprecation. ‘Aye, I had a family once. A wife, beautiful lady named Linda. We were married for, oh it must have been twenty years. University sweethearts. You know how it goes.’ 
 
    Bermuda nodded but refused to interrupt. He gently sipped his coffee as the eccentric man continued. 
 
    ‘We tried but couldn’t have kids, so we focused on our work. She was a scientist and worked for University here in town. I worked for the Herald.’ 
 
    ‘The paper?’ Bermuda interjected, the logo of the paper appearing in his mind’s eye. 
 
    ‘The very same. Usual puff pieces for a few years, but then I started getting meatier stories. Some real investigative journalism. That was when I really had to confront my problem.’ 
 
    ‘Your Knack?’ 
 
    ‘My what?’ Gordon sipped his coffee with confusion spread across his face thicker than his messy beard. 
 
    ‘Sorry, the Knack. The ability to see the Otherside.’  
 
    Gordon’s eyes were blank.  
 
    ‘Creatures and beasts, usually confined to the shadows. Creatures like Argyle.’ 
 
    ‘Aye, you boys call it ‘the Knack’?’ 
 
    ‘I work for an organisation that monitors that world and their impact here. We get advances in medicines and science, et cetera, and they get to escape their world. It’s a shaky truce, but it exists for now.’ 
 
    ‘For now? You don’t like it?’ 
 
    ‘I think it’s very dangerous. Six months ago, an Other nearly brought this world to its knees. I watched him kill a colleague of mine like he was swatting a fly. Eventually we managed to stop him, but he was pure evil – an evil that I don’t think is worth keeping the door open for.’ 
 
    Gordon polished off his coffee and looked at Bermuda with pleading eyes. Bermuda smiled and motioned to the young waiter for another. Despite the man scrunching up his face, the bistro machine roared into life. 
 
    ‘Like this bastard killing those women.’ 
 
    ‘You know about that?’ Bermuda sat forward on his chair, needlessly lowering his voice. 
 
    ‘I am homeless, Bermuda. Not crazy.’ Gordon suddenly shuffled in agitation. ‘Linda told me I was crazy. Told me that science dictated that there were no monsters in the dark. That the creature that lived in our back garden couldn’t exist due to its nutritional needs not being met. No matter what I told her, or my boss, they just labelled me crazy. One by one, they turned their backs on me.’ 
 
    Bermuda felt sympathy rattle through him like a lightning bolt. He could relate to this man. One wrong turn and he could have been looking in a mirror. 
 
    ‘But I’m not crazy. I know I’m not and you have confirmed it.’ 
 
    The waiter, with a slightly friendlier demeanour, placed another coffee down in front of Gordon, and a few extra dipping biscuits. He collected the tray and left. Neither of them even registered it. 
 
    ‘So, what do you know about the killings?’ Bermuda spoke in hushed tones. 
 
    ‘He’s been here before. About thirty years ago. I didn’t cover it then, I was still relatively new, but I had access to the stories. It was fascinating. Every one of them had their heart removed.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, sounds like our guy.’ 
 
    ‘But it isn’t a guy. It’s one of those … what do you call them?’ 
 
    ‘Others,’ Bermuda stated with a tinge of hatred. 
 
    ‘That’s it.’ Gordon turned and started rummaging through one of his bags. ‘Look at this.’ 
 
    He removed a large folder, a thin, worn string holding it together as papers hung out of the side like an overstuffed sandwich. It slapped down on the table, shaking both cups of coffee, before Gordon rummaged through its contents. 
 
    ‘I did some digging. Despite them telling me that I was crazy and it couldn’t be possible, I tried to find further proof – further evidence that it wasn’t human.’ 
 
    Gordon was frenzied, flicking page after page of scrambled notes over, so indecipherable they reminded Bermuda of the books back in the archives. Eventually he stopped and slapped a newspaper article in front of Bermuda. 
 
    It was dated July 12, 1926. The grainy paper had withered – a gentle rub and it would smudge like a moth. The ink on most of the article itself had run, pooling together like that blood from Emma Mitchell’s chest. The photo and the headline were still, all things considered, in decent condition. 
 
    The article was from the New York Post. 
 
    The headline announced the opening of a new nightclub, one of many to hit the famous city during the well-documented ‘boom’ period, where flapper girls and mob bosses ran roughshod over the country and every bank was setting the economy up for the biggest crash since Nicholas Cage’s career. 
 
    The photo was grainy but sure enough, a host of scantily clad women stood in a row, ready for the can-can theme to kick in. The apparent owner, fat and well-groomed, stood with a beaming smile as he shook hands. 
 
    With Kevin Parker. 
 
    Bermuda sat upright, like he had just sat on a pin. Parker’s face, this time twisted into a happy grin, was clear as day. The suit looked the same, just without the extra trimming of blood. On his arm was a beautiful woman, her dark skin only highlighting her beauty. She clung lovingly to his side as his arm protectively ran around her waist, clutching her floral dress. 
 
    Was that the one? The one he must find? 
 
     The spoons on the table began gently rattling the saucers, and it was only then that he realised he was shaking. 
 
    ‘That’s him,’ he finally managed to gasp. 
 
    ‘Yup.’ Gordon nodded firmly. ‘That right there is the man you are after.’ 
 
    ‘I have to go.’ Bermuda fished into his pockets and pulled out his wallet. He removed the final few notes, a measly twenty-five pounds, but he slapped it down on the table. 
 
    ‘I don’t need your money, Franklyn. Your time has been enough.’ 
 
    Bermuda refused to collect it. He gently folded the picture and slipped it into the inside of his pocket. He then leant forward, his palms against the table. ‘Gordon, don’t go too far, okay? When all this is done, I will come back for you.’ 
 
    ‘Aye. I am hardly likely to go jet-setting, am I?’ he motioned to his body and mishmash of loose possessions.  
 
    Bermuda smiled. ‘I will come back for you. I promise.’ 
 
    Bermuda pushed himself back up and made for the door. McAllister already had images of Parker from CCTV. But now, with this piece of evidence, she might finally believe him that Parker wasn’t what they thought. That the man killing those women wasn’t a man after all. 
 
    He was something else. 
 
    Bermuda gripped the handle of the door and pulled it open when Gordon called after him. 
 
    ‘Just catch this bastard.’ 
 
    Bermuda stepped out through the door and into the rapidly fading sun, determined to do just that.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    McAllister sat at the desk opposite the incident board, her head planted firmly against the wooden table and the will to live dripping away like a leaky tap. The photos of smiling women were pinned symmetrically across the wall like trophies. Below them, photos of their nightmarish ends. 
 
    The desk before her was a makeshift pillow of paperwork and hard wood and she squeezed her eyelids harder together, willing herself to come up with the answer. 
 
    Strachan had already read her the riot act; her disdain for Agent Jones was apparent, and the fact he was still actively investigating the case was clearly pissing her off. McAllister had reported in to Strachan for over two years now and knew full well the wrath of her superior. If Jones was to solve the case before them, she was pretty sure Strachan would have a heart attack. 
 
    What she gathered from the monumental roasting from her boss was that she needed to start coming up with viable leads quickly as staking out the Necropolis and waiting for another woman to die were not good enough. The press had smelt a story and Detective Chief Inspector Alex Fowler wasn’t one for shying from the cameras. Strachan had her orders, and with gravity usually the deciding factor in which way the shit travelled, her anger was taken out on McAllister. 
 
    She sighed deeply, slowly rising up from the desk. A sheet of randomly scrawled notes and messy doodles flopped from her forehead, the sweat sticking to the paper. McAllister peeled it off and dropped it onto the rest of the paperwork, none of it making any sense or pointing in any direction. 
 
    The entire case was like a constantly spinning compass. 
 
    DC Butler had gone to follow up a potential eye witness to the murder of Emma Mitchell. A fifteen-year-old girl had watched in horror from behind the curtains of her bedroom as this killing machine had brutally removed the woman’s heart in front of her. 
 
    Two other neighbours, whose craving for the spotlight far outweighed their bravery, also spoke about the murder to the local news team. 
 
    Both had said the killer had removed her heart with his bare hand. 
 
    Both had been scared shitless by McAllister when they were sat across from her in the interview room. 
 
    Slumping back in the chair, her body ached for a glass of wine. McAllister knew it was becoming a problem but refused to acknowledge it. There were more important things to worry about right now than her ever-increasing reliance on several bottles of wine. Or her need to confront anyone who possibly rubbed her up the wrong way. Or to seduce and screw random men at a second’s notice. 
 
    She snapped back to the room, locking her long list of character defects away along with the reasons for them. 
 
    Focus on the now. 
 
    Focus on finding this bastard. 
 
    After what felt like a few more hours of staring blindly at the wall and seeing nothing, she looked around the office. A sea of blank screens and empty chairs. The team had slowly filtered out and home to their lives, all of them with something or someone to care about. 
 
    There was nothing waiting for her except several glasses of wine and another evening under the overarching wing of failure. Rubbing her temples, she sighed again, pushing herself up from the uncomfortable chair and slipping her arms into her blazer. 
 
    She was doing no good to anyone sitting here. 
 
    With a heavy heart, she walked out of the incident room, clicking off the light and accepting the failure of the day. 
 
    Another day where they had failed to catch Kevin Parker. 
 
    Another night of murder awaited them. 
 
    It was just after eight o’clock. That would mean there was roughly three to four hours before another innocent woman was ripped from this world, and all McAllister could offer was an apology and a toast from her wine glass. 
 
    It was days like to today when she questioned whether she was the detective her superiors thought she was. Maybe she had been once – before everything that happened. When she had had Ethan in her corner and an entire future riding on her. But now, her job was just a place that surrounded her with horrors while she waited to drink them all away again. 
 
    She had no hope of catching Kevin Parker. She was just too scared to admit it. 
 
    Resigning herself to failure and taking on the responsibility of the deaths still to come, she strode through the doors to the police station and stopped at the top of the concrete steps. A couple of officers walked out from behind her, sending her an unreciprocated greeting as they marched towards their beat and another freezing night watching over the city of Glasgow. 
 
    She slowly descended the steps, unsure of how to greet the handsome smile that welcomed her at the bottom of the stairs. McAllister shrugged it off, pulling on her armour and taking purposeful steps towards Bermuda Jones. 
 
    ‘Very brave of you. Coming here.’ 
 
    ‘I have something you need to see.’ 
 
    His response had her intrigued, and she followed him as he turned and walked off, heading towards the one place they both knew as sanctuary. 
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    McAllister settled into the booth at the back of the bar. The red leather seat that lined the wall had seen better days. The table, old and scratched, wobbled gently, a number of folded coasters stuffed beneath it. Two chairs, both on their last legs, sat opposite her. She watched as Bermuda walked over, his fingers clutching a pint of Doom Bar and a glass of wine along with a manila envelope. 
 
    There was something about him that was different. 
 
    A spring in his step. 
 
    He set the glasses down and removed his jacket, draping it over the back of one of the chairs before lowering himself into the other. She noticed the flashes of ink that lined the bottom of his neck and the cuffs of his sleeves. She had a blurry flashback to their night of misguided passion, remembering the tattoos that covered his body. 
 
    And were there scars too? 
 
    ‘Cheers.’ Bermuda broke her concentration, gently tapping her glass. 
 
    ‘Aye.’ She took a deep sip, the frustration of the day disappearing as quickly as the wine. ‘What’s got you all excited then?’ 
 
    Bermuda tapped the envelope.  
 
    Curiously, she gently eased it open and slid out the tatty paper clipping. She scanned the article, some nonsense about a new bar opening in New York, when suddenly her eyes bulged. 
 
    It was him. The same man from the CCTV. 
 
    Kevin Parker. 
 
    McAllister’s eyes flashed to Bermuda, who raised his eyebrows and nodded. He calmly sipped his pint as she stared in amazement. A fruit machine somewhere behind them sprang to life, followed by a few cheers as money fell from it. A lucky punter scraped it out, promising his supporters a free drink as McAllister slowly lowered the photo, her hand shaking slightly. 
 
    A few more moments of disbelief passed in silence. 
 
    ‘How?’ she finally managed. 
 
    ‘Remember how I told you that there is more going on than what you can see. And how I told you that I work for an agency that monitors and maintains a truce between our world and another.’  
 
    She nodded slowly.  
 
    ‘I wasn’t lying.’ 
 
    ‘But … but …’ McAllister stared at the paper. 
 
    ‘Yeah, I know. It’s like that moment all over again when you find out Santa isn’t real. Everything I told you was true.’ 
 
    ‘But it can’t be.’ McAllister spoke, more to herself. 
 
    ‘This isn’t the only world,’ Bermuda offered. ‘And it certainly isn’t the most dangerous one. There are creatures and things I have seen from the Otherside that would haunt your dreams.’ 
 
    ‘The Otherside?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what we call it. It has some official name, but I leave that to the higher-ups. The creatures that come from it, they are all clumped together and known as Others – except Neithers.’ He had lost her, causing him to sigh. ‘Basically, this guy right here, he looks and acts human. But he isn’t. Not by a long shot.’ 
 
    McAllister necked the rest of her wine and rocked back on her seat, the beaten leather providing little comfort for her back. She ran her fingers through her matted hair and stared in disbelief. Her eyes watered; the realisation that her reality had been shattered by a single photo was beginning to overwhelm her. She placed a hand on the table to steady herself, trying her best to breathe heavily. Bermuda’s fingers slid over her hand and she grasped it tight. 
 
    ‘It’s okay.’ His words were calm.  
 
    She breathed deeply and wiped away the tears with her other hand before shaking her head and returning to him. His handsome face greeted her with a warm smile and he stood, striding across the empty pub to the bar and getting them another drink. She gratefully clutched it upon his return, the glass shaking as she battled the fear and excitement of having her mind blown. A few more moments passed in silence when she finally looked up at him. 
 
    ‘Please explain.’ 
 
    ‘What do you want to know?’ Bermuda took a big swig from his glass, wiping the foam moustache that optimistically clung to his lip. 
 
    ‘Everything.’ 
 
    Bermuda nodded and started from the very beginning, telling her how for his whole life he had seen monsters. How he had told his alcoholic mother, who had just dismissed him and blamed it on his deadbeat drug addict father that he had never met. How he had tried to hide from them, that he had seen monsters sitting on the end of his bed, their eyes shiny and grey.  
 
    The years spent as an outcast until he met Angela, their whirlwind love and marriage, the birth of his beautiful daughter – which he noticed caused her to fidget on her seat. How his wife had slowly turned on him, worrying that his behaviour and beliefs were putting their daughter in danger, and the soul-crushing sound of a padded cell being shut with him on the wrong of it. 
 
    The months spent in a cell protesting his sanity that he could see the truth that encompassed this world and that everyone else was blind. The realisation that all he was doing was pushing his family away and vindicating their diagnosis. 
 
    The divorce. 
 
    Before he could continue, Bermuda felt a tear trickle down his cheek. The painful trip down this heartbreaking road had caused him to finish his drink.  
 
    McAllister slid out from the booth and returned moments later with a fresh drink for them both. She settled back in, her face and eyes filled with wonderment, as if listening to a ghost story around a campfire. 
 
    Bermuda wet his whistle and continued, telling her about the doorway which had opened in his cell and beckoned him through, the dark, ashen world that had flickered to him like a grainy TV with a dodgy aerial. The eyes that had latched onto him, the moment he had realised he was going to die. Everything had still been fuzzy, but he had felt himself being carried back to the light, and he had crossed the divide once more and was in a small town in Morocco. 
 
    The BTCO had come then, instantly locating him, expunging his medical records and putting him to work tracking down people and dealing with crimes that our world could never comprehend. As he spoke about his job, McAllister cut in. 
 
    ‘What’s an Argyle?’ 
 
    ‘Argyle is my partner.’ Bermuda smirked. ‘He has been at every crime scene with me.’ 
 
    ‘Wait. Has he? I can’t see him, can I?’ Her words came out slowly, as she remembered the rules to the world. 
 
    ‘No, because you don’t have the Knack. Also, you would have remembered him. The guy isn’t exactly the most inconspicuous.’ 
 
    ‘Well none of us can see him. So he ain’t too bad!’ 
 
    They clinked their glasses together. 
 
    ‘Touché.’ Bermuda took a sip. ‘I owe Argyle my life so many times over it’s become almost redundant. If he hadn’t have been there the other night that tram would have killed me. If he hadn’t have helped me stop Barnaby, I would have died in Big Ben.’ 
 
    ‘He’s like your guardian angel.’ McAllister smirked, sipping her wine. 
 
    ‘No, he’s my best friend.’ 
 
    Silence sat between them for a short while as McAllister dealt with the discovery of another world. She scolded herself a few times, convinced that Bermuda must be a charlatan of some sort, a con man with an ulterior motive. But she found herself leaning towards him. 
 
    She wasn’t sure if she fully believed him. 
 
    She did know that she wanted to. 
 
    It had been a long time since she had felt she could trust someone. Her heart was yearning for Ethan but she immediately shut it away, refocusing on the chilling truth of another world and the case in front of them. 
 
    ‘So Kevin Parker is an Other.’ McAllister returned to the picture. ‘Why is he doing this?’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t the foggiest. He asked me if I was the voice in the dark.’ Bermuda frowned, remembering the painful night. ‘He wanted to know where “she” was.’ 
 
    ‘Who is she?’ McAllister’s tone was all detective. 
 
    ‘Beats me. All I know if that whatever Parker is, he isn’t going to stop until we find him.’ 
 
    They sat in silence, the gravity of their task pulling them downwards. Bermuda felt tired, the pain of the last week or so hanging from his neck like a weight. McAllister quietly sipped her drink and placed the empty glass back down, her entire body screaming for another. 
 
    Bermuda cast a curious eye in her direction, watching as her finger gently caressed the stem of the glass. 
 
    Addiction had never been so blatant. 
 
    ‘You know, Bermuda isn’t my real name.’  
 
    She turned and faced him as he spoke.  
 
    ‘It’s actually Franklyn.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ McAllister’s eyes fell back to the empty wine glass. 
 
    ‘I was nicknamed Bermuda after a few of my first cases. I found missing people.’ He looked at her, seeing if she got the reference. 
 
    ‘Well we are not dealing with missing people. These women have been murdered.’ 
 
    McAllister’s words were curt and Bermuda leant back in his chair, his toned arms folded tightly across his chest. 
 
    ‘I wasn’t talking about them.’ He braced himself. ‘I’m talking about you.’ 
 
    Suddenly McAllister’s head snapped up, and the fury he had seen during their drunken tryst and the anger that had exploded within her the night before gleamed from her eyes.  
 
    Bermuda refused to break her stare. ‘You are lost, Sam.’ 
 
    ‘Fuck you.’ 
 
    ‘Look, you keep telling me I’m not a detective. But I don’t have to be one to see the signs. The bottles of wine. The anger. The nursery. The downturned pictures of your husband that litter your house.’  
 
    Her head dropped.  
 
    ‘Whatever it is, it’s pulling you deeper and deeper underground.’ 
 
    She lifted her head, her eyes glistening with fresh tears that began to barrel down her cheeks.  
 
    Bermuda, despite the guilt, maintained his gaze. 
 
    ‘I don’t know what to do.’ Her words were hopeless. 
 
    ‘What happened?’ Bermuda finally leant forward, placing a hand on top of hers. ‘What did this to you?’ 
 
    Sam took deep breaths, the pain and torment rising up and crashing inside her like a tidal wave. After a few composing exhales, she gritted her teeth and shot Bermuda a bloodshot look. 
 
    ‘Ethan and I got married two years ago. He’s a really good guy – too good for me and this job.’ She sniffed a few times, trying her best to pull back the tears. ‘All he wanted was to love me. And our little girl.’ 
 
    Her voice cracked, but she breathed through, Bermuda watching silently. 
 
    She needed to speak it. 
 
    Confront it. 
 
    ‘We were going to call her Emily.’ McAllister swallowed her sadness. ‘We picked out her nursery together one Saturday. Ethan was so sure it would be a girl, and so he bought everything before we even knew. Then a week later we had our sonogram, and they said he was right. He squeezed my hand so tight …’ 
 
    She broke off, the memory calling to her and causing a fresh batch of tears to rise up.  
 
    Bermuda watched, his heart slowly breaking for her. After a few more moments and some sharp breaths, McAllister turned back to him with a measure of calm. 
 
    ‘When I was just over seven months, I woke up one morning and I felt wrong. Worse, I felt alone. I couldn’t feel her.’ 
 
    Bermuda raised a hand to his mouth, the horror of her story causing his stomach to turn. 
 
    ‘When I got to the hospital, she was already gone.’ Silent tears lined her face once more. ‘There was nothing they could do. She just didn’t make it. My poor, sweet Emily.’ 
 
    ‘Sam, I’m so sorry.’ 
 
    McAllister lifted a hand. She hadn’t finished. 
 
    She needed to finish. 
 
    ‘I had to carry her for four more weeks, and then they removed her from me. They took away my baby girl. She was so tiny, Jones. She was so delicate, and for some goddamn reason I will never know, she never got to feel the air in her lungs. Or feel my heart beat next to hers.’ 
 
    McAllister sobbed a few times. A few other customers peered over at the emotional outburst and quickly decided to look away. 
 
    ‘She never got to hear me say, I love you.’ She took a deep breath, the pain finally leaving her and a sense of relief bursting through. ‘After that, Ethan and I spent six months trying to pick up the pieces of our shattered lives, but I just couldn’t do it. I couldn’t stand to look at him and see how damn devastated he was every time our eyes met. So I started drinking, we started arguing, and eventually I told him to leave.’ 
 
    ‘Did you want him to go?’ Bermuda asked, his own eyes shiny from sadness. 
 
    ‘Of course not.’ McAllister shook her head. ‘But it was easier to push him away than deal with the pain. Soon we lost contact, and I just started doing whatever I could to punish myself. Drink, men, whatever. None of it matters.’ 
 
    ‘Bullshit.’ Bermuda’s words cut through the air with precision. 
 
    ‘Excuse me?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve spent my whole life pushing the people I care most about away from me for reasons that are out of my control. I spent so long hating myself and fucking everything up. It took me a long time to realise that some things just can’t be controlled. Sometimes, shit really does happen.’ 
 
    McAllister stared at the table, sullen.  
 
    Bermuda stood up, slipping his arms into his jacket. ‘What I’m trying to say, Sam, is don’t do what I did. I spent six years pushing my daughter away. I’m doing my best to fix that now.’ 
 
    Bermuda walked around the table and squatted down slightly, his eyes meeting hers and projecting warmth into the pain. 
 
    ‘Don’t let the things you can’t control destroy the things you can.’ He smiled warmly and squeezed her shoulder. ‘Your husband is out there, wishing you were too.’ 
 
    Slowly, and with an ache skiing down his spine, Bermuda stood and turned, heading towards the door and the bitter world awaiting him. After a few steps, McAllister’s voice followed him. 
 
    ‘Thank you, Jones.’  
 
    He turned back to her grateful face.  
 
    ‘You’re not so bad after all.’ 
 
    Bermuda flashed her a gentle smile. ‘Don’t tell anyone.’ 
 
    They nodded, a friendship forged and cemented. Bermuda headed to the door, knowing full well that a killer of two worlds was most likely ready to strike again. He pushed through the doors to the whipping cold of the Glasgow night, a freezing rain dancing on the cusp of the wind. He pulled his hat down lower over his ears and his collar up, cocooning as much of his face as possible. Through squinted eyes he looked up. 
 
    And saw a hooded figure in the alleyway ahead. 
 
    It stood, monstrously tall and broad, with a hood casting a shadow that cut its white mask in half. The streetlight cast a shine across the two buildings, with the edge splitting the creature into part light and part darkness. 
 
    It didn’t move. 
 
    ‘HEY!’ Bermuda yelled, dashing across the road and barely missing a cab hurtling through the downpour, a cocktail of car horns and expletives filling the air. Bermuda held up a hand in apology before continuing. He looked again. 
 
    The alleyway was empty. 
 
    The rain clattered the pavement where the figure had stood, and Bermuda could feel the eyes on him still. The Otherside was nearby, and it was slowly stalking him. 
 
    Stuffing his hands into his pockets, he dipped his head and headed back towards his hotel, knowing that the Otherside was watching every single step.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Argyle stood on top of the Premier Inn, casting his eye out over the city of Scotland. In the building beneath him, his partner had retired to his quarters, sleeping a tortured sleep that would undoubtedly shake him to his core. He worried for Bermuda, a man who had so much pain trapped in his body but the heart of a warrior. 
 
    A man who would surely die protecting the world. 
 
    As noble a death as that would be, and one that Argyle would accept with glee, it was his job to ensure it wouldn’t happen. He had sworn an oath, not just to the BTCO but to Ottoway himself, that he would protect Bermuda. They both knew that he would the moment he had crossed the divide and joined Earth when he had looked Ottoway in the eyes and their silent agreement was made. 
 
    He would stand between Bermuda and the Otherside. 
 
    Even if it meant death. 
 
    The wind circled him, spinning raindrops into his shiny armour. He didn’t move; he stood, stoic and proud, as his eyes scowled at the city below. Somewhere in the darkness, a creature that he had more in common with was killing innocent women and destroying the lives of countless others. 
 
    Somewhere in the darkness, death was waiting. 
 
    But something didn’t sit correctly within. Argyle was one of the greatest warriors the Otherside had ever produced, despite the lifetime of abuse and hatred from his own kind. Despite being beaten and despised, he had become a soldier of extreme capability, and the sword which clung to his spine had ended many a battle. 
 
    But this Kevin Parker, they knew he wasn’t human. 
 
    He was an Other. 
 
    Yet Argyle could not sense him. Ever since he had crossed to the human world, Argyle could sense when another creature of his world was nearby, a voice whispering in his ear to notify him of their presence. Usually, a firm stare from his grey eyes was enough to let them know the consequences if they were to leave the shadows. 
 
    His mighty blade had delivered them to those who dared. 
 
    But Kevin Parker had walked up directly behind him and left him bloodied and beaten. A mighty hand reached up and rubbed the back of his skull, the wound healed but the skin felt scarred and rigid. In time it would fade, like every other wound. Yet the memory of it wouldn’t. It wasn’t the pain or the surprise that would stay with him. 
 
    It was the fear. 
 
    A feeling as alien to Argyle as he was to this world, he had been brought up through the barracks of his world to face it head-on. To wrestle his fear to the ground and execute it without hesitation. 
 
    Argyle hadn’t even seen him coming. 
 
    Knowing that protocol was for him to return to the BTCO HQ and rest, Argyle kept vigil. His eyes fixated on the city below, the small orange squares of car windows whipping by. Shadows of humans moved between the windows on the surrounding buildings. Creatures that humans wouldn’t even concoct in their nightmares slithered through the shadows. 
 
    Argyle watched. 
 
    Kevin Parker was out there somewhere. Another sundown had come, which meant another woman would die. 
 
    They would find her. 
 
    They would not be able to save her. 
 
    With a solemn shake of the head, Argyle returned his gaze to the city, doing his best to sense Parker. To sense anything that could stop him that would alleviate the fear. 
 
    All he sensed was that he and Bermuda were in serious trouble. 
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    Bermuda shot up from his dream in a cold sweat. The image of the Otherside ripping his daughter to pieces had become all too familiar. After a few deep breaths he muttered a curse or two before swinging his legs round and pushing himself out of the bed. He tapped his phone, the screen bursting up like a spotlight in the dark room. 
 
    It was quarter past five, which meant he knew that McAllister was probably at a crime scene. 
 
    He sent her a quick message which simply said, ‘where?’ A quick blast under the shower and Bermuda was raring to go, running the toothbrush back and forth across his teeth as he checked the cupboard for what clothes he had left. The ‘system’ in the corner of the room, which consisted of his previously worn clothes, was yet another mess he was keen to avoid. 
 
    A check shirt and jeans, along with his beanie and coat, would suffice, and Bermuda turned as his phone rumbled. Within minutes he was in a taxi, hurtling down the dimly lit wet streets of Glasgow as the rest of the city was still safely in bed. 
 
    As the taxi rumbled on, Bermuda watched the dark streets as they passed. The city was a labyrinth, thin dark streets lined by tall gothic buildings. Each alleyway was crawling with Others, the darkness that enveloped most of the city was alive. 
 
    Kevin Parker was in that darkness, reaching out and taking these women. 
 
    Bermuda had to stop him. 
 
    They turned onto the street and instantly stopped. The flashing blue lights of two police cars signalled the way, and Bermuda paid the man and then stepped out into the cold. The taxi slowly reversed and left him to it. A cordon had been set up, a few early risers trying their best to get a peek of the action. Bermuda could see DC Butler, his wet shirt clinging to the muscular arms that would choke him out in a heartbeat. He stood by the door, his face like thunder as he spoke angrily to a SOCO. McAllister appeared through the doorway, ushering Butler away from the house and talking quietly to him as they headed towards a tented area. 
 
    Partners looked out for each other. 
 
    As if on cue, Bermuda felt an invisible shadow cast over him. 
 
    ‘Morning, Argyle.’ 
 
    ‘It is indeed,’ Argyle said sternly. ‘Another human has been murdered.’ 
 
    ‘Yep. This is what happens when we make no fucking progress,’ Bermuda said, angry at himself.  
 
    He marched towards the cordon, lifting the police tape and entering the crime scene. A police officer moved to stop him but Bermuda flashed him his badge for a second and continued through, shocked at how much easier it was to get this far in with such little resistance. Back in London, he had to jump through more hoops than a basketball just to even see the police tape.  
 
    Argyle gracefully entered the crime scene too, doing his best to avoid an invisible collision. Bermuda ducked into the tent, almost causing his own head-on smash with two SOCOs, one of whom muttered something inaudibly Scottish. 
 
    ‘Jones.’ Butler’s voice was as welcoming as a red-hot poker to the genitals. 
 
    ‘All right, mate.’ Bermuda flashed him a grin before turning to McAllister. ‘What’s the story?’ 
 
    Before McAllister could speak, Butler stepped forward, his nose a few inches from Bermuda’s. 
 
    ‘The story is you getting the fuck out of here and leaving this to the real police.’ He smirked. ‘Sam’s already told me about your ghosts and goblins. Why don’t you fuck off back to your comics and leave us to work, aye?’ 
 
    Bermuda sighed and looked past Butler to McAllister, who offered an apologetic shrug. 
 
    ‘Can you tighten his leash?’ Bermuda asked, instantly feeling the full force of Butler as he shoved him in the chest. Bermuda stumbled back a few feet before quickly regaining his balance. 
 
    ‘DC BUTLER!’ McAllister yelled. 
 
    ‘Don’t do that,’ Bermuda warned, his mind racing back to the moment Hugo LaPone had shoved him in the brightly lit corridors of the BTCO HQ in London. A sudden twinge of guilt hooked his heart like an expert fisherman. 
 
    ‘I swear to God, if he utters one more word to me, I’m gonna smash his teeth down his fucking throat,’ Butler said to McAllister, loud enough for Bermuda to register the threat. Never had Bermuda heard truer words spoken. With a grunt, Butler stormed out of the tent and into the mayhem of the crime scene.  
 
    McAllister slowly walked up to Bermuda, who went to call after him. 
 
    ‘Just don’t, Jones,’ McAllister suggested. ‘He is aching for a reason to go all Mike Tyson on you.’ 
 
    ‘What, speak with a lisp?’ 
 
    McAllister rolled her eyes and approached the small refreshments table. A large, metallic cylinder was surrounded by a few jugs of room temperature milk. She pressed down on the black lid, syphoning the tepid coffee out of the container and into a plastic cup. 
 
    Bermuda shuddered, as the Glaswegian Police Department were hardly going to erect a pop-up Starbucks at every crime scene. McAllister forced the coffee down before transforming into detective mode. 
 
    ‘The woman is a young foreign exchange student named Mika Hayagashi. Only nineteen years old. We are trying our best to contact her parents, who live back in Tokyo.’  
 
    Bermuda nodded, realising he hadn’t noted any of it down and immediately couldn’t be bothered.  
 
    ‘Same as before. Heart ripped clean out. Her left wrist is broken, which indicates a small struggle, but again, the force in which the bone has been snapped indicates…’ 
 
    ‘That Parker isn’t human.’ 
 
    Both of them stood silent in the tent, the crime scene alive with activity beyond the flapping tarpaulin door.  
 
    After some careful consideration, McAllister spoke. ‘Butler spoke to Strachan about your theories and, well, suffice to say she wasn’t too keen on them.’ 
 
    ‘Shocking.’ Bermuda’s tone was heavy with sarcasm. 
 
    ‘I’ve been ordered to abandon all investigation into Parker not being human and dedicate all my time to other leads.’ 
 
    ‘Oh come on. You know I’m right.’ 
 
    ‘Franklyn, I’m sorry.’ McAllister looked beaten. ‘Maybe I was just so upset about everything that I wanted to believe you, I don’t know. But I can’t go hunting ghosts with you.’ 
 
    ‘Really? You’re going to deny the fingerprint, the photo, everything?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been instructed to have you removed from all crime scenes going forward. Strachan says she has spoken to a Mr Black at your organisation and has agreed to your dismissal from the case and your leaving the city.’ 
 
    Bermuda stood quietly, the failure of his case almost outweighing the betrayal he felt from McAllister. They had shared some heated moments, but had opened up to each other when no one would listen. 
 
    She had been one person who hadn’t turned her back on him. 
 
    Until now. 
 
    A few more moments of silence passed. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ she offered meekly. 
 
    Bermuda forced a smile and retrieved his hat from his pocket, slicking his damp hair back against his head and then slipping the wool over his skull. 
 
    ‘All the best, Sam.’ He held out a hand. ‘I hope you find what you’re looking for.’ 
 
    She clasped his hand and squeezed, the two of them nodding before Bermuda turned and threw open the tent door and strode back across the crime scene. A few police officers looked on with intrigue. Paramedics carefully wheeled a table out of the gate towards the ambulance, the blood-drenched blanket failing to keep Mika’s death a secret. SOCOs stood silently in respect as the dead was transferred to the vehicle, Butler one of the few stood in silence with his head dropped. 
 
    Bermuda kept his head up and his eyes focused as he passed, only for Butler to step out behind him, his thick Scottish voice travelling through the rain. 
 
    ‘Good riddance to ya.’ 
 
    Bermuda stopped. He muttered to himself not to turn around and instantly ignored his own advice. Butler, sensing the impending confrontation, cracked his neck slightly and rolled his shoulders. Bermuda stepped up to him, but then to his shock, extended a hand. 
 
    ‘All the best,’ Bermuda offered.  
 
    Butler sneered and slapped it away. ‘Fuck you,’ he spat. ‘Why don’t you piss off back to London and go back to chasing your tail?’ 
 
    Bermuda smirked. ‘I could do that. However, due to the complete incompetence of Glasgow’s finest, I’m actually going to stay and stop a serial killer.’  
 
    Butler’s eyes widened with rage.  
 
    ‘Feel free to stay the fuck out of my way.’ 
 
    Butler swung, but instinct overtook Bermuda with surprise. He ducked and instantly raised his knee into Butler’s solid stomach. The detective arched over, the air leaving his body, and Bermuda stepped back, watching as Butler fell to his knee.  
 
    Two police officers raced forward, each grabbing him by the arm and dragging him through the crowd of onlookers towards the tape. 
 
    McAllister rushed out of the tent and stopped by her partner, helping him to his feet only to be shoved away. Butler was tough, but even he could have his pride hurt. McAllister sent a sad glance towards Bermuda, who shrugged as the two officer threw him under the tape. He hit the hard concrete and rolled slightly, his body covered in dirt and rainwater. A civilian offered him a hand up, muttering something about police brutality that Bermuda ignored. 
 
    He straightened his coat by its lapels and stormed up the road, determined more than ever to catch Parker. 
 
    ‘You handled yourself well and applied your training,’ Argyle complimented, walking powerfully beside him. ‘I am impressed.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, Big Guy,’ Bermuda responded, ignoring the pain of his scratched hand. ‘He had it coming.’ 
 
    ‘Because he is a cunt?’ 
 
    Bermuda stopped dead and tried not to laugh. A sadness swept through him which he wouldn’t know due to his absence, but it must have been the feeling a parent gets when their child swears. The word seemed so harmless and innocent coming out of Argyle’s mouth. It struck Bermuda dumb how something so large, powerful, and deadly could be the personification of innocence. 
 
    ‘Don’t use that word, Argyle. Trust me.’ 
 
    Argyle nodded, never questioning a direct order.  
 
    They continued their march towards the BTCO office, with Bermuda affording himself a wry smile. McAllister may have abandoned their case, but beside him, he knew Argyle would be there until the bitter end. 
 
    Whenever that might come. 
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    Kevin Parker sat on the stone floor, his legs crossed. Some rain had infiltrated the brickwork of the tomb, and a faint sound of water splashing against concrete could be heard in the darkness. On the stone wall before him, he could see a smudge of dried blood, undoubtedly from where that human had collided with the wall two nights ago. 
 
    The one they called Bermuda. 
 
    The one he wanted to kill. 
 
    As the shadows of the tomb encompassed him, he reached his hand outwards, his fingers gently caressing the scratched markings on the stone. 
 
    The very markings he had made when held here, locked in this stone prison. The only solace he had was that one day he would see her again. That he would hold her, let her know that he loved her. 
 
    They would return her to him. 
 
    As fury filled up inside him, he heard the slow, purposeful footsteps behind him as his handler entered the cage. Parker knew the rules; he was never allowed to turn. To lay eyes on his captor would result in her death. 
 
    He remembered when they had brought him two of her fingers, the blood still fresh from where the bone had been severed. 
 
    Parker closed his black eyes and held his breath. A hand gently landed upon his shoulder. 
 
    ‘You have done well, my child.’ The voice was seasoned and well spoken as each word sent a chill down Parker’s spine.  
 
    He slowly turned his face, resting his cheek on the hand like a loyal guard dog. ‘Can I have her now? Have I done enough?’ 
 
    The hope in his words bordered on pathetic, and he refused to turn to face the voice in the dark. It clearly didn’t belong to Bermuda, whose interference might now impact her return. He had made a sworn promise that the moment he saw Bermuda again, he would tear him apart. 
 
    ‘Not yet.’ The voice broke his concentration, the pain returning. The hand gently soothed his face. ‘We are so close.’ 
 
    ‘But I did what you asked.’ He looked to the altar that sat in the middle of the tomb, the bloodstained heart of Mika resting in the centre. ‘I brought you the heart. Same as before.’ 
 
    The voice soothed him, gently shushing away his concerns. ‘One more.’ The voice was almost pure, gentle and soft. ‘For tonight, we will take him. My men have followed his every move, and tonight we will manoeuvre him to where we need him. He will kneel before me, right where you are now, and will surrender.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ Parker’s voice rose with worry, his understanding of the agreement slowly disappearing like a sandcastle in a rising tide. 
 
    ‘The one who walks in both worlds.’ The words slithered through gritted teeth, laced with menace.  
 
    Parker nodded, pretending to understand. All he needed was to see her again. He didn’t care why. 
 
    ‘How many more do you desire?’ he asked the shadows, the hand tightening its grip on his shoulder. He felt the darkness of another world pulling him back; the name Caleb filtered through his mind and was instantly dismissed. 
 
    He thought of her. 
 
    Only her. 
 
    ‘One more.’ The response made him sit up straight. ‘Bring me one more and let that be the end of it. Either we will return what was taken or end it completely.’ 
 
    ‘You promised.’ His words were feeble. 
 
    He felt the face of his captor drop down to his ear level. 
 
    ‘We will see, after I have spilt the blood of the one we have come for.’ 
 
    And with that, the fingers left his shoulder, and within moments Parker was surrounded by nothing but cold concrete and curtains of shadow. The rain hammered the outside of the tomb, echoing through the stone structure like chattering teeth. Tonight, one more woman would have to die. 
 
    One more heart would have to be stolen. 
 
    He slowly closed his eyes, dreaming fondly of what they would do when they took what they came for. 
 
    The death of Bermuda Jones. 
 
    For the first time in decades, Kevin Parker slept soundly, knowing it was time for his final collection.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bermuda sat at a small table at the back of Costa, watching as the first few customer filtered in, all of them yawning and with heavy bags under their eyes – the price to pay for having intense jobs. As he sipped his latte, he waited impatiently for McAllister to message him back. 
 
    The very thought of her caused him to tense up with frustration. She believed him, he knew she did. But obviously toeing the line was more important than the truth, and he found himself respecting her less. She had been through hell outside of the police force, so she was always going to look for the easier path at work. 
 
    But she knew the truth. 
 
    Ignoring it would just lead to more hearts being ripped out and more women being killed. 
 
    Bermuda knocked back the last of his coffee, his body screaming for the caffeine after his half-five start. The world was still enveloped in darkness, the sun a long way off from waking. Bermuda left the coffee shop and headed back out into the cold, the wind whistling through the narrow streets. Luckily the rain had died down, but the temperature still clung to him like a frozen koala. 
 
    Argyle had headed straight to the BTCO HQ, which was where Bermuda was headed to now. Furious after McAllister’s rejection and his confrontation with Butler, Bermuda had needed to be alone. To gather his thoughts and to grab a coffee. Without question, Argyle had stepped away, as loyal as ever. 
 
    What would Bermuda do without him? 
 
    With his hands stuffed in his pockets, Bermuda walked down the high street, the streetlights reflecting off the shutters that covered the front of every shop. A few early birds wondered through, wearing expensive suits that their long-houred, highly paid jobs dictated they wore. A few homeless people lay huddled in the front doorway of a River Island, straining for warmth and begging for a better tomorrow. 
 
    An Other strolled past on the other side of the street, refusing to allow its black eyes to meet Bermuda’s. 
 
    They all knew who he was. 
 
    The Other broke into a faster stride as soon as it passed Bermuda before joining a shadow and merging with it. 
 
    Bermuda was only interested in one creature. 
 
    Kevin Parker. 
 
    As he approached the damp boards that acted as the front door to his office, he thought back to that night. The loathing in Parker’s voice. 
 
    The desperation. 
 
    Bermuda descended the large steps, going deeper underground and into the secrecy of the BTCO, consumed with the thought of finding Parker and catching him. 
 
    Of saving the next young woman who he would slaughter. 
 
    The office was dark and empty as he walked in, the old school desk lifeless and covered in dust. He slid his hat off his head, his hair spiking up like a pineapple. Argyle would undoubtedly be in his chambers; Bermuda smirked at the idea of him sleeping upside down like some sort of vampire bat. He closed his eyes, appreciating the warmth and the silence of the BTCO office. The isolation was welcoming, the loneliness for once sliding around him like a loving hug. 
 
    He opened his eyes and saw the bespectacled eyes of Kelly McDonald staring back at him. 
 
    He jumped back, cursing under his breath. She smiled a smile of pure adulation. 
 
    ‘Hello, Bermuda.’ Her words were thick and Glaswegian. ‘Can I get you a cup of tea?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, sure.’ He wrestled his heartbeat back to normal. ‘Why are you here so early?’ 
 
    ‘Someone has to water the plants.’ 
 
    Bermuda shook his head in amazement as the small, tweed-wearing ball of chaos disappeared amongst the desks, not a plant in sight. He found a quiet corner of the office and checked the PCs on the surrounding desks; the bulky white machines were a decade out of time. He blew away the dust and booted one to life, the components within screaming in pain as they were called to action for the first time in eternity. 
 
    The heavy screen burst into life, the Windows Vista logo proudly displayed despite its expiration. Bermuda almost felt guilty for the state of the office compared to the one underneath the Shard, with technology only seen in a Philip K Dick novel. However, for all the advanced computers and nude blue creatures tracking other monsters, the BTCO HQ back in London didn’t have a tornado of tweed jackets, woollen jumpers, and nailed-on spinsterhood quite like Kelly McDonald. 
 
    Bermuda provided her with a knee-weakening smile as she placed a cup of tea down, her hero-worshipping causing her to walk away backwards to maintain eye contact. When she had finally disappeared, he logged into his terminal and was instantly confronted by a demand from the one thing the BTCO HQ in London did have. 
 
    Montgomery Black. 
 
    A barrage of emails flooded Bermuda’s inbox, all of them finding new and colourful ways to tell him he had ruined the case and was relieved of duty. The final one, a video recording of the furious Scotsman, demanded Bermuda return to London immediately, and that he was more than likely going to be relieved of his duty, especially now that Ottoway looked unlikely to resume control. 
 
    That hit Bermuda hard. 
 
    Throughout the years as a BTCO agent and through the acceptance of his curse, Bermuda had two people he had relied upon. One of them strapped a sword to his spine and followed him into the darkness. 
 
    The other sat back in the office, defending his actions and fighting his corner after every indiscretion and every broken landmark. 
 
    Ottoway had put an arm around him when the world had turned their backs. 
 
    Now he was dying. Laid up in a hospital bed with more tubes than the London Underground. Bermuda felt a sadness swell in his chest, the thought of losing one of the few people left in his life filling him with sadness. 
 
    Six months ago, Sophie Summer had walked away, her fear of his life far outweighing their growing attraction. Chloe had been broken by his failure to be there at her birthday. Not calling her had just added a dot to the already painful exclamation point. 
 
    Ottoway was the closest thing he had had to a father figure, his own father nothing more than a rejected footnote that never had an input in his life. 
 
    As the thoughts swirled in his head like a vintage wine, he realised he had shed a tear. Embarrassed, he wiped it away and unlocked his phone. He thumbed through the bizarre names that formed his address book before selecting the direct line to Ottoway, hoping beyond hope that the voice at the end of the line was the welcoming one. 
 
    ‘Hello.’ It was. 
 
    ‘Vincent.’ Bermuda exhaled with relief. ‘It’s Bermuda.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, Agent Jones. We have been trying to get hold of you.’ 
 
    ‘I can see.’ Bermuda rolled his eyes. ‘Has Monty ever heard of spam?’ 
 
    ‘Spam?’ 
 
    ‘Never mind.’ Bermuda leant back in his chair, sipping the tea that was basically hot milk. ‘How’s Ottoway?’ 
 
    ‘Lord Felix is comfortable.’ Vincent’s sadness betrayed the calmness of his voice. ‘We are in the final stages of a potential cure.’ 
 
    ‘For cancer?’ Bermuda sat up straight. The idea of vanquishing one of the world’s greatest evils was remarkable. 
 
    ‘We can but try,’ Vincent said, dampening the optimism. ‘As you know, the breakthroughs in science we have provided for your race have been substantial. Yet cancer is a different beast entirely.’ 
 
    ‘Speaking of beasts,’ Bermuda started dryly. ‘This Kevin Parker chap, he isn’t a normal Other.’ 
 
    ‘The information we are gathering from the Oracles seems to correlate this. Due to his heightened strength, ability to be seen by the human world, and Argyle’s lack of detection, they are categorising him as an Exceptional.’ 
 
    Bermuda laughed. The new labelling system was too scattergun for him – he wanted to label all of them a threat and close the goddamn doorway. Yet with Ottoway laid up in bed, his life slowly being eaten by something worse than any Other, Bermuda knew why they kept it open. The Otherside would one day kill him, he knew that. Kill him and claim him. 
 
    It had already started. 
 
    But it was still Ottoway’s best chance of survival. 
 
    ‘Agent Jones.’ Vincent refocused him. ‘Did you hear me?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, yeah. An Exceptional or whatever it is you are calling your new project.’ 
 
    ‘That is exactly what we are calling it.’ Vincent spoke almost as matter-of-factly as Argyle. ‘You are to return to London immediately under orders of Montgomery Black, and in no way are you to engage with Kevin Parker until we can develop a greater understanding of his powers.’ 
 
    Suddenly, a door slammed on the other end of the phone and Bermuda could hear a rustling sound, like somebody wrapping the phone in a paper bag. After a while, the volume of the call got louder. Another voice told him he was now on speaker phone. 
 
    And in a hell of a lot of trouble. 
 
    ‘Jones, you are to come back to London right now, do you hear me!’ Bermuda could almost hear the veins straining against Black’s forehead. 
 
    ‘Hello, Monty.’ 
 
    ‘Shut up.’ Venom spat from his lips. ‘You just shut your mouth. Not only have you disobeyed direct orders from your acting commander, but you have also brought the entire investigation into disarray. In fact, I’ve had Detective Chief Inspector Fowler, someone I admire very much, call me and demand I remove you from the goddamn case.’ 
 
    ‘Based on what I have seen so far, I wouldn’t go on any decision made by a member of Glaswegian Police Service.’ 
 
    ‘Just shut up!’ Black snapped. ‘You assaulted a detective at a crime scene.’ 
 
    ‘To be fair, he swung at me first.’ 
 
    Vincent interjected. ‘Argyle has corroborated that fact, and Jones is a trained agent. Self-defence is necessary.’ 
 
    ‘So you could say I was just doing as trained, right?’ Bermuda cursed himself for antagonising. 
 
    ‘Trained? What you have done, Jones, is discuss the Otherside with a detective who has pushed the idea higher. Not only has it been laughed out of the door and put her career in jeopardy, you have actively gone against one of the fundamental rules that we abide by here at the BTCO.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, fuck your rules.’ 
 
    A collective gasp echoed down the phone. Kelly McDonald rose from behind a partition, her mouth wide open, a look of pure horror across her face. Bermuda felt every muscle in his body tense. Silence. 
 
    ‘How dare you speak to me like that?’ Black finally uttered, astounded by the offence. 
 
    ‘You know what? In case you haven’t realised, this thing is killing. Every day. Without fail. Innocent women are dying. Now we know what the fuck is going on, but that doesn’t mean we keep it to ourselves. Now if I get laughed out of every damn room, if I get swung at by every fucking inept detective, then so be it. I am not going to stop hunting this bastard until I bring him to his fucking knees. 
 
    ‘So you can fire me, you can threaten me, whatever. I’m not leaving. I’m not going anywhere until I stop Kevin Parker.’ Bermuda stood, his hand on his hip. ‘You got a problem with that, Monty, then you know where I am.’ 
 
    Bermuda ended the call amidst Black’s threats of coming to Glasgow immediately and tossed the phone down onto the desk. He looked at Kelly, who slowly slunk into her seat, her fears of meeting her hero clearly solidified. With a deep sigh, he slid his hand to his back pocket and retrieved the small leather wallet, his BTCO Agency card securely fastened behind the clear plastic. 
 
    He placed it on the table alongside his phone. 
 
    The gentle clicking of a keyboard was the only sound in the room and Bermuda decided against an awkward goodbye. With purposeful steps, he strode through the giant steel doors and up the steep, dark stairwell for the final time. As he emerged through the reality-shattering door, the rain hit him hard. 
 
    The next few words hit him harder. 
 
    ‘I don’t want you to go.’ 
 
    Bermuda’s mouth pulled into a thin line and he turned, shielding his face from the hard downfall. Argyle stood to the side of the door, his arms folded across the armour plate. His eyes, piercing and pupilless, stared at Bermuda with hope. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, Big Guy.’ Bermuda shrugged. ‘But I can’t just turn my back on this and go home. It’s not an option.’ 
 
    ‘We have strict orders …’ Argyle began. 
 
    ‘To hell with the orders,’ Bermuda interrupted, immediately regretting it. ‘Look, Argyle, I know you are a soldier and you were drilled from whatever age to be this well-oiled machine. But there are times when the orders shouldn’t be followed.’ 
 
    Argyle’s brow furrowed. ‘I don’t understand.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t expect you to, buddy.’ Bermuda let out a deep sigh, the pain of the goodbye coiling around his heart like an anaconda. ‘My whole life, I have been scared of this other world and what was waiting for me in the shadows. I have hated this curse, no matter how many times I have tried to accept it. It has brought me nothing but pain. Except you.’ 
 
    ‘I was assigned to you by Lord Ottoway,’ Argyle said with the clarity of a football commentator. 
 
    ‘I know. You have been the best friend I could have asked for, and you have saved my arse more times than I care to remember. But I can’t walk away from this, Argyle. I just can’t. I have to stop him.’ 
 
    Argyle stood silently, casting his eyes back to the entrance of the BTCO Headquarters and the only life he had ever known on this side of the divide. 
 
    ‘It has been an honour to serve by your side.’ Argyle stood proudly, resting his fist across his chest in a sign of respect. ‘And a pleasure to call you my friend.’ 
 
    Bermuda felt tears slowly welling behind his eyes, but puffed his chest out and offered the same salute to his partner. They nodded their final respect. 
 
    ‘Take care of yourself.’ 
 
    Bermuda’s final words hung in the following silence, the rain clattering the short distance between the two of them. As the conversation ended, Bermuda turned and headed back towards the town, his hands stuffed into the pockets of his coat. Argyle watched his partner walk away, a pathway he could not follow. 
 
    They had their orders. 
 
    Argyle turned slowly and headed back to the secret office below the bustling city, trying his best to maintain his formidable composure. A sadness swept through his body, a feeling that was both overpowering and alien. The BTCO had been his saviour, pulling him from the Otherside and protecting him from all the horrors that would surely await him should he ever return. Bermuda had been assigned to him after what had happened. 
 
    Argyle had saved him more than he knew. 
 
    But the sadness Argyle felt was for the fading essence of Bermuda in his senses. He knew Bermuda was connected to his world, and like his own kind, he could sense his partner. 
 
    That feeling was fading. 
 
    The case, like their partnership, had come to an end, and he was to return alone. 
 
    There was no essence of Otherside on the street anymore. Only the rain. 
 
    Bermuda had gone.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The afternoon was brisk, with a dark cloud painting itself across the skyline. The darkness it cast loomed heavy over the Necropolis as Bermuda felt the mud squelch beneath his Converse. Whatever colour they were before, they were mud brown from now on. Inching his way between gravestones, he ascended to the top of the hill, the broken stone of the tomb the cherry on a depressing, muddy cake. 
 
    It was empty. 
 
    Frustrated at his lack of availability, Bermuda called for Tobias, his words dancing their way to oblivion on the howling wind. Leaves spun up off the ground, swirling through the dark graveyard and clattering the monuments to the dead. Bermuda entered the tomb, shuddering as he looked at the wall that Kevin Parker had sent him crashing into. 
 
    The large platform in the centre of the room smelt damp, with flecks of dried blood scattered across the surface. The edges of the wall still showed the finger scrapings of a madman. 
 
    Or a captive? 
 
    Bermuda called out to Tobias again, immediately scorning himself for thinking he was hidden in one of the small coves within. Maybe he should have brought Argyle with him. The posh old groundsman was keen to meet his partner. Bermuda slid his notepad out and flipped it open, fanning the pages of crude notes until the day he met Tobias. 
 
    Argyle? 
 
    Bermuda scoffed; the senile old gatekeeper was certainly as bizarre as Monty had made out. It had probably been a long time since he had met a Neither, especially one with the reputation of Argyle. Bermuda said Argyle’s name a few times in the overly posh tones of Tobias, then stopped suddenly, checking the corners of the tomb in case he was there.  
 
    The shadows offered nothing but cold silence. Rain dropped through a crack in the wall, splattering against the back of Bermuda’s neck. Wiping it away as he turned, Bermuda noticed the broken stones of one of the walls, the brick a shaky foundation on borrowed time. 
 
    Everything here was dying. 
 
    With a sudden chill tunnelling through his body like a starving termite, Bermuda wrapped his arms around his body and stepped back out into the world. Carefully treading through the slippery graveyard, Bermuda turned as he approached the gate, casting an eye back up to the tomb. The shadows of the Necropolis loomed from every angle, like thousands of ghastly fingers all reaching in from the edges of our world. 
 
    He stepped through the gate and back onto the pavement, only then realising that he had been holding his breath. 
 
    The entire walk back to his hotel was spent running through the case in his mind, trying his best to figure out how Kevin was selecting his victims and who he was looking for. He had spoken of a voice in the darkness, promising her return. They needed to know who her was. 
 
    After a while the rain failed to register with him, his body soaked through to the core. He dipped into a coffee shop, stepping out a few moments later with a hot cup in his hand and a fresh stream of caffeine trickling down his throat. Checking his phone, Bermuda immediately ignored the fifty-seven missed calls that he assumed were from Montgomery Black, the impending bollocking and likely sacking the furthest thing from his mind. 
 
    Veering into the town centre, Bermuda was surprised at the volume of the footfall, the downpour doing little to discourage shoppers from buying into the Christmas spirit. Trying his best to remember what day it was, Bermuda walked towards the dismantled tramline, his heart racing as he revisited yet another near-death experience. 
 
    Another life owed to Argyle. 
 
    Bermuda frowned, the amicable breakup with his partner still a very raw wound that he knew the Otherside couldn’t heal. Without his partner, Bermuda felt every shadow slowly stalking him, knowing that the Otherside could sense his vulnerability. 
 
    Occasionally, he had spun his head quickly and thought he had seen a hooded figure in a dark alley. Or a featureless, white face watching from a building above. 
 
    He was alone. 
 
    Finishing the last of his coffee and dumping the disposable paper cup in the nearest bin, Bermuda scanned his eyes across the dislodged tram track. He recalled the venom in Parker’s eyes as he had held him close, the sheer desperation to get away. A desperate creature was a dangerous one – even he knew that. 
 
    But why? 
 
    Bermuda sighed, time slipping through his fingers like raindrops. The streetlights that lined the high street burst into life, casting bright orange glows amongst the grey. Shop fronts lit up, showing a library of discount posters, all of them offering the best deals in a hope of attracting customers. 
 
    A busker wrapped in a thick coat strumming a guitar with frozen fingers, grateful for any coin that was tossed into his bag, suddenly found himself under a spotlight. A few passers-by watched as he strummed another Ed Sheeran rent-a-song. 
 
    The lights bore down on parked cars, families strolling through the town, and on the other side of the road the streetlight cast a shine across a pop-up florist. The portly gentleman grinned as he wrapped a bouquet up in a few sheets of paper before handing them over to an overly ambitious young man. 
 
    Flowers either meant an anniversary or a fuckup. 
 
    Bermuda never remembered either. 
 
    The new brightness brought a beautiful burst of colour to the otherwise dreary street, with Bermuda’s brain forcing him to look. The tulips. The daisies. 
 
    The roses. 
 
    Slowly, Bermuda began walking towards them, his mind trying its best to decipher a message at the back of his mind. Slowly, dots began to land on a canvas, with lines connecting them, an image gradually becoming clearer and clearer. Like a page in a child’s dot-to-dot, Bermuda connected them, his eyes widening in realisation. 
 
    ‘Can I help you, lad?’ The florist offered a big, boorish smile.  
 
    Bermuda stared at him, the answer dropping on him like an anvil. 
 
    Without answering, he slowly backed away before turning on his heels and running off into the gloomy Glasgow evening. 
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    ‘How’s it going, Greg?’ 
 
    McAllister leant against Butler’s desk, one arm folded across her stomach and the other lifting a warm cup of coffee to her mouth. 
 
    She wished it was something stronger. 
 
    ‘Aye, can’t complain.’ Butler didn’t look up from the mountain of paper before him, different sheets laid out in no obvious system. It drove McAllister mad how messily Butler worked, but then she shrank under the blanket of hypocrisy when she thought of her own life. 
 
    ‘What’s our play?’ She took another sip as he dropped his pen and looked up. 
 
    ‘We don’t have one.’ 
 
    ‘We need one.’ 
 
    ‘Aye,’ he agreed. ‘We also need a fuck-tonne more funding and a pay rise for putting up with all of this shit, but it ain’t coming anytime soon. At least that prick has been sent back to London.’ 
 
    McAllister frowned at the thought of Bermuda leaving even though she agreed his theory was bizarre. As a dedicated detective, she had scolded herself many times over for entertaining his wild stories of other worlds and a scorned monster who was killing for the return of a woman. 
 
    But what else did they have? 
 
    Glancing beyond Butler’s desk, she saw Strachan stood in the incident room, pointing to the pictures of the deceased and their brutal murder scenes, the whiteboard covered in different-coloured inks that all pointed to a massive question mark. 
 
    No one had a clue how to catch Kevin Parker. 
 
    All the proof they had, besides the bodies, was a fingerprint from decades ago and a photo that proved he was alive almost a hundred years ago. 
 
    All of it came from Bermuda. 
 
    And none of it made any sense. 
 
    Realising Butler had returned to his work, McAllister gently rubbed the bridge of her nose, annoyed at the unravelling of her career. She had lost Ethan after the devastation that had fallen upon them. The loss of their child had broken their marriage and her resolve, and she now relied upon bottle after bottle of wine. But her career was different. She had always been at the front of the line, fast-tracking to detective and proving herself to be one of the brightest minds in the service. Strachan had already earmarked her for the sergeant’s chair. 
 
    Putting forward theories of the boogie man was not going to help her cause. 
 
    Throughout it all, Butler had been her rock. He knew the shattered life she kept hidden away, the devastating self-hatred that led to such destructive behaviour. On more than one occasion, he had covered for her with Strachan or collected her, drunk and disorderly, from a bar where she had overstayed her welcome. 
 
    He had been her friend. 
 
    Yet now, after the altercations with Bermuda and her propensity to believe his wild theories, she could feel him pushing her away. 
 
    She was alone. 
 
    Suddenly, a wave of sadness rose inside her like an elevator and she pushed herself off of her partner’s desk and headed to the bathroom. Keeping her head down to hide the tears building in her eyes, she passed the other cubicles and the incident room – where her superiors were undoubtedly discussing her failings – until she hit the corridor. Throwing open the door, she entered the bathroom and quickly shut it, leaning against the door for a few moments as she struggled to catch her breath. 
 
    McAllister leant down, checking under the doors, and was relieved to see no evidence of any occupants. Splashing some lukewarm water onto her face, she angrily scowled at her reflection: deep sunken eyes on a sleep-deprived face, with a mess of thick hair perched on top. 
 
    She looked like hell. 
 
    As the water droplets slithered down her pale skin, McAllister let out a deep breath. She felt calmer, the numbing feeling of isolation slowly rising from her like steam. She hated second-guessing herself. Having built a career as a strong detective, her conviction had always been heavily praised by DCI Fowler and above. 
 
    She had laughed off Bermuda’s original theories. Her life as a detective was surrounded by hard evidence and pure fact, not wild speculation and proof of existence beyond our world. Yet the nagging doubt hung from her brain like a sloth, pulling her back to the idea. 
 
    Kevin Parker was not of this world. 
 
    The evidence and the facts that she lived by backed that theory. Bermuda had been removed from the case and admonished, sent back to London to face the superiors of his secret organisation which, if Bermuda’s descriptions of the other world were correct, would be a horrifying experience. 
 
    What if he was right? 
 
    McAllister rolled her eyes and reached for her phone, her loneliness taking control of her hands, her head and heart wrestling for control. Neither won as she began typing, repeating Bermuda’s words in her head like a mantra. 
 
    ‘Don’t let the things you can’t control destroy the things you can.’ 
 
    Slowly, with tears falling between her eyelashes, her unpainted nails clattered the bright screen of her phone. McAllister took a deep breath as she dabbed at her eyes with the back of her hand and read the message. 
 
      
 
    Ethan. I miss you. Xx 
 
      
 
    Guilt and pain combined in her chest, shaking her body like an earthquake. The world had moved them in different directions; the devastating loss of their child had brutally ruptured their life together. God knew what he had been doing. 
 
    She had been self-destructing. 
 
    And then some. 
 
    McAllister scowled in the mirror. The once proud, tough female detective she had built herself to be was nowhere to be seen. She looked frail and beaten. 
 
    She looked alone. 
 
    Determined to be that woman again and get her life back, she pressed send. Instantly, she slammed the phone facedown on the sink, splashing tepid water over her face and running some through her matted hair. She pulled it into a ponytail before straightening her jacket. 
 
    She was going to take her life back. 
 
    And catch Kevin Parker. 
 
    As her mind raced to think of a new angle to take on the case, a vibration echoed through the bathroom. McAllister stopped dead. 
 
    Slowly, she turned the phone. 
 
    It was Ethan. 
 
      
 
    Miss you too. Xx 
 
      
 
    McAllister let out a small sigh. Just the idea of hearing from him brought back a joyful feeling she had long since forgotten. Almost instantly, the gaping hole she had been trying to fill with drink and random men began to shrink. 
 
    They had a lot to talk about. 
 
    None of it would be nice. 
 
    With a steely determination, McAllister pulled the door open and marched back towards her office, phone in hand. She would organise a time to meet Ethan, then she would bring Kevin Parker to justice. As she pushed through into the office, her entire concentration was broken by the huge commotion at the other end, the clattering of bodies as paper flew through the air and everyone watched open-mouthed. 
 
    McAllister’s eyebrows raised with surprise as the person wrestled Butler out of the way and made a march towards her. 
 
    It was Bermuda.



 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘McAllister!’ Bermuda called out as DC Butler manhandled him to the wall, slamming his face against the plasterboard with a sickening thud.  
 
    The detective was certainly strong, and from the roughness of his actions, Bermuda ascertained he was champing at the bit to meet him again. Butler, with years of training, roughly pulled Bermuda’s arms behind his back, clutching his wrists before slamming his face against the wall again. 
 
    ‘This is a police station, you little prick.’ His words oozed with Glaswegian menace. ‘You know, where the real police work.’ 
 
    ‘Look, mate, I know you can’t stand me, but I need to talk to McAllister.’ 
 
    ‘What? More stories of ghosts?’ 
 
    The surrounding group of officers laughed, all of them clearly behind Butler. Bermuda was used to resistance from the police, but not to the point of tasting the paint of the walls. 
 
    ‘I know how to find him!’ Bermuda spoke, his cheek pushed against his teeth and the taste of blood filling his mouth. 
 
    ‘Look, pal, you got more chance of finding Santa.’ Butler shook him again, rubbing his face against the rough wall. ‘Just as fucking make-believe as your monsters.’ 
 
    ‘Let him go.’ 
 
    Butler turned in surprise but made no effort to stop the pressure against Bermuda’s neck. Bermuda, unable to turn his head, rolled his eyes. 
 
    He could recognise the voice of DI Nicola Strachan anywhere. 
 
    ‘Ma’am?’ Butler asked. His upset at not being able to take Bermuda apart was evident. 
 
    ‘Take him to the incident room. DCI Fowler wants to speak to him.’ She turned sharply, her fierce eyes latching onto McAllister and digging in. ‘You are not to speak to this man under any circumstance. That is a direct order.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Ma’am,’ McAllister spoke, her feet planted and her words directed to them. The rest of the office slowly returned to normal as Strachan, with a sneer across her sharp face, turned back to Butler, allowing him a few more moments of retribution. 
 
    ‘DC Butler,’ she eventually ordered. ‘Incident room.’ 
 
    She turned on her heels, which clapped against the lino covered floor as she headed to the room. 
 
    ‘There’s a good dog,’ Bermuda needlessly added, ensuring another painful slam against the wall and a twisting of his wrists.  
 
    Butler manhandled him through the door and shoved him angrily into a desk. The wood clipped Bermuda in the thigh and he hunched over, gently massaging his wrists. 
 
    ‘Prick,’ Butler muttered before offering a respectful salute to the two other officers.  
 
    Bermuda slowly stood straight, his wrists burning. The shutters covering the large window were pulled to, blocking out the rest of the office. Three rows of desks sat in neat rows, usually full of detectives and officers getting the latest details of a case. The incident board behind him was three whiteboards pressed together, all of them decorated with smiling photos of the brutally slain, and the evidence of the slaughter below them. 
 
    Random scribblings of useless facts surrounded them, all of them leading to the name KEVIN PARKER in the centre of the board. Next to it were the CCTV footage and the photo he had provided, along with the fingerprint. 
 
    Bermuda smiled, knowing he had provided their only hard evidence, despite their constant reminders of his lack of police training. 
 
    A gentle cough caught his attention and his focus turned to the tall man clearing his throat. 
 
    ‘Let me guess – Alex Fowler, right?’ 
 
    ‘That’s Detective Chief Inspector Fowler to you.’ Fowler’s voice was as authoritative as it was calm. His greying hair sat like a cloud atop his cleanly shaven face. He stood proudly, his tunic immaculate and his hat resting neatly under his arm. 
 
    ‘No it’s not.’ Bermuda slammed his last Tic Tacs into his mouth. ‘Your boy out there keeps telling me I’m not a real detective.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not,’ Strachan interjected with disgust in her voice. 
 
    ‘She has a point,’ Fowler interjected before Bermuda could respond. ‘You are not technically supposed to be here. Now before you go waving your little badge at me, I will stop you. I have never heard of your organisation, and believe me, I’ve heard of everything in my nineteen years.’ 
 
    ‘Have you heard her laugh?’ Bermuda chucked a thumb in Strachan’s furious direction. 
 
    ‘Very funny.’ Fowler’s voice was cold. ‘Now you have already been informed by McAllister that we have requested your removal from the case, and I spoke with a Montgomery Black, who agreed this would happen. I don’t know how things work in your little ghost-hunters club, but here in the GPS we respect the chain of command.’ 
 
    ‘I do. Just not when it’s wrong.’ 
 
    ‘An answer for everything,’ Fowler uttered under his breath. ‘Well, considering your blatant disregard for the order and your trespassing here today, I have no choice but to raise a formal complaint with the London Metropolitan Police Service.’ 
 
    ‘For what?’ Bermuda stepped forward, his patience finally thinning.  
 
    Fowler, not to lose authority, stepped forward too. ‘For assaulting my officer.’ 
 
    ‘Fuck off.’ Bermuda chuckled. 
 
    ‘I will not. We have a number of witnesses swearing that you kneed him in the stomach in retaliation to being asked to leave the crime scene this morning.’ 
 
    Bermuda shook his head at the obvious lie. The smirk on Strachan’s face, mirrored by Fowler, told him that he couldn’t undo this one.  
 
    After a few moments, Strachan leant forward. ‘Maybe you should run along now?’ 
 
    ‘Agreed.’ Fowler spoke, his stare unwavering.  
 
    After a few more moments, a smile cracked across Bermuda’s face, splitting his stubble. He shrugged, turning to the door as Fowler sent a victorious nod in Strachan’s direction. As he passed the whiteboard, Bermuda picked up a black marker pen and flicked the cap off. As it clattered to the floor, he stopped near a poster on the wall of a body lying face down on the floor, a message about ‘good crime scene etiquette’ framing it. 
 
    Quick as a flash, he wrote the letter E on the elbow and an A on the buttocks. He tossed the pen back across the room to a bewildered Strachan. Fowler stepped forward, scratching his head. 
 
    ‘What on earth is that for?’ 
 
    ‘E is for elbow. A is for arsehole,’ Bermuda said, opening the door. ‘For the next time you guys realise you haven’t got a fucking clue.’ 
 
    Slamming the door and trapping any response, Bermuda strode with purpose back towards the entrance. Butler instantly pushed his chair back, the legs screeching against the floor.  
 
    Bermuda held out a calming hand. ‘Down boy.’  
 
    Butler raised a middle finger in response, to Bermuda’s amusement. As he rounded the corner that led to the corridor, he almost collided with McAllister, pressed against the wall. 
 
    ‘Bermuda.’ She shook her head at the nickname. ‘What the hell did you come here for? Do you know how much trouble you are in?’ 
 
    Bermuda peered around the corner again, noticing the partitions of the blinds flickering. ‘Oh yeah. I’m knee-deep in shit.’ 
 
    ‘I told you that this was over.’ McAllister spoke softly, Bermuda detecting her sadness at the situation. 
 
    ‘Sam, I know how to find him.’ 
 
    She perked up. 
 
    ‘What? How?’ She scrambled inside her blazer jacket, looking for her notebook. As she did, Butler rounded the corner, soon followed by Strachan. Bermuda could take the hint and pulled open the door to the corridor. 
 
    ‘The roses, Sam.’ Bermuda offered her his warmest smile in a way of goodbye. ‘It’s the roses.’ 
 
    McAllister looked on in disbelief as Bermuda disappeared into the corridor, sliding his hat over his head and pulling the collar of his coat up. He reached the front door and without even turning, threw out a hand to wave goodbye. McAllister found herself waving back as Butler and Strachan instantly reprimanded her. 
 
    She didn’t listen to a word of it. 
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    As Bermuda walked through the town centre, every fibre of his being told him to hail a cab or check to see how Uber was getting on in Glasgow. He ignored his own weakness, braving the elements as a freezing drizzle swept the dark Glasgow evening clean. The Christmas lights were beaming down from the buildings, the late-evening shopping in full force as he weaved his way through endless mobs of consumerism. He spotted a few Others fighting over what looked like an old violin in an alleyway. Knowing his tenure as a BTCO agent was probably at an end, he opted not to check to see the validity of their latch stones. 
 
    Did Kevin Parker have a latch stone? 
 
    Bermuda threw his mind back to their meeting a few nights prior, the monstrous human gently stalking him around the tomb. While he spoke of his desired and the voice in the darkness, Bermuda couldn’t see the stone. 
 
    Was he human? 
 
    Argyle hadn’t been able to sense him like he usually could. Not an Other got by Argyle without him at least knowing it was in the vicinity. But Parker was too strong, moved too fast. 
 
    Bermuda had seen the darkness in his eyes. 
 
    The Otherside. 
 
    Convincing himself that Parker was just another creature to go back across the divide, Bermuda felt the phone in his pocket begin to vibrate. As the chilling grip of the night wrapped its fingers around him, he hoped it was his daughter, offering her forgiveness and mending his heart back together. 
 
    Or perhaps his sister Charlotte, just calling, because unlike his deceased dad or deadbeat mum, she was one of the few people in the world who gave a damn about him. 
 
    He prayed it was Sophie, realising theirs was a love that she couldn’t be without. 
 
    With a deep sigh, he answered the unknown number, praying his hope wasn’t misguided. 
 
    It was. 
 
    ‘Jones.’ Montgomery Black’s voice bellowed down the phone, the audible squeal of an airplane in the background. ‘What the hell do you think you’re playing at?’ 
 
    ‘Are you at an airport?’ Bermuda asked, surprised more than anything that Black wasn’t bluffing. 
 
    ‘You’re damn right I am.’ Black was breathing heavily, telling Bermuda he was walking somewhere. ‘I just touched down in the motherland, and what do I receive? A call from DCI Fowler saying that you practically broke into the police station?’ 
 
    ‘Technically I didn’t break in.’ 
 
    ‘For Christ’s sake, do you actively try to piss me off?’ Black continued before a smart response came. ‘Go to your damn hotel room and wait there. Vincent and I will be with you within the hour.’ 
 
    ‘Great,’ Bermuda said dryly, turning the corner, the Premier Inn appearing at the end of the road in all its purple majesty. 
 
    ‘Don’t get smart with me, Jones,’ Black warned with venom. ‘Do you know how much damage you have caused? Not just to the investigation or the great city of Glasgow, but to the whole organisation? No, of course you don’t. Because you don’t care. Because you think you are above the rules and regulations that we need to abide by to keep the truce steady.’ 
 
    ‘No offence, Monty, but I couldn’t give a shit. I know how to find this guy and I’m going to stop him. You’re welcome to wait in the bar until I get back.’ 
 
    Bermuda climbed the steps of the Premier Inn and entered through the automatic door to the empty reception, so engrossed in his phone call that he failed to notice the row of hooded figures that lined the other side of the street, all of them burning a hole in him with their jet-black eyes. 
 
    Eight white masks all turned in his direction. 
 
    He failed to notice them advance towards the hotel. 
 
    Bermuda pushed open the door to the stairs and began his ascent, ignoring the tirade of abuse like a school child who didn’t care about detention. 
 
    ‘You’re finished, Jones. Do you hear me?’ 
 
    ‘Tell me something I don’t know.’ 
 
    Bermuda heard the sound of car doors closing and an engine roaring to life. They were on their way. 
 
    ‘Well, you are on your own now. Unlike you, Argyle knows how to follow orders. He is a soldier. He was until you corrupted him.’ 
 
    ‘Argyle is a good man. Leave him out of this,’ Bermuda pleaded angrily. He pushed open the door to his floor, his thighs and calves burning. 
 
    ‘Did he enjoy his reunion?’ Black asked, his words calmer, as if arguing had taken a physical toll on him. Bermuda thought about Black’s age, and for a second actually felt a twinge of sympathy. 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘Argyle.’ 
 
    ‘Reunion?’ Bermuda stopped in the hallway. It was eerily quiet. ‘What the hell are you going on about?’ 
 
    ‘Argyle and Tobias.’ Black spoke with an irritated tone.  
 
    Bermuda stopped, nothing made sense. ‘What? Tobias kept asking to meet him. He said he had heard things about Argyle.’ Bermuda tried to force it all to make sense. ‘He was really keen, in fact.’ 
 
    Black chuckled as if he had heard a terrible joke. ‘The silly old fool. They’ve met before.’  
 
    Black sighed while Bermuda tried to place it all. There was something that didn’t sit right with him. 
 
    Something about Tobias. 
 
    Black suddenly shattered his concentration. ‘Above everything Jones, I’m actually surprised you understood a word the man said.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ Bermuda asked, unease coursing through him like a pulse. ‘Apart from talking like he belonged on Downton Abbey.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell are you talking about? The man has thicker Glaswegian accent than I do!’ 
 
    With that, Bermuda froze. There had been something the entire time – something nagging him about the way Tobias spoke. The way his skin sat on his body, like he had withered and it hung loose. 
 
    The way he knew more than he should. 
 
    Tobias. 
 
    At that moment, the corridor became entrenched in darkness. Every light cut instantly, painting the entire hotel in shadow. Bermuda looked at the screen of his phone, and a warning saying his battery was low greeted him. The screen, refusing to light up to preserve battery, projected nothing but a pathetic, faded imitation of his daughter’s face. 
 
    Pocketing his phone, Bermuda walked slowly into the darkness, his fingers wrapping around his e-cig. Bringing it to eye level, he pressed down on the button and a small blue light burst out, illuminating a few feet before him like a torch. The e-liquid bubbled as he burnt through it. He took a few steps forward before pressing again, the blue light guiding him down a few feet further before it dipped and faded. 
 
    He heard footsteps behind him. 
 
    Bermuda swivelled, holding the e-cig like a weapon. The only damage it provided was to the tobacco industry. He pressed the button again in the direction of the shuffled footsteps, but the blueness provided nothing. 
 
    Slowly, he turned with his finger down on the button. 
 
    A pure white mask greeted him. 
 
    The hooded figures moved so quickly that Bermuda was unconscious within moments, the e-cig clattering to the floor and switching off. 
 
    The creature uttered a crude grunt before more of his kind emerged from the shadows, surrounding the motionless body of Bermuda. 
 
    They were the Legion. 
 
    They had claimed him. 
 
    With no piercing blue bulb to light the way, Bermuda was dragged into the darkness. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Argyle blamed himself. 
 
    Stood at the entrance of Bermuda’s temporary quarters, Argyle watched as the rain fell down upon the glorious city before him. The high, gothic towers that lined the roads reminded him of home, each one a monument to endurance and sacrifice. All of them built by hand, all of them a shadow that threatened to move. 
 
    He should have seen it coming. 
 
    Ever since they had arrived in the city, he had sensed it. From the very moment he accompanied Bermuda from the train station, he could feel the eyes upon them. Every movement, every moment. 
 
    They had been waiting. 
 
    Outside Steingold’s residence, Argyle had seen them in the alleyway. Vincent had even spoken of a rise in the Other activity in the city. The signs were there, every alarm was ringing, but Argyle had failed his primary objective. 
 
    Protect Bermuda at all costs. 
 
    It was Ottoway himself who had decreed it, and their last interaction on the viewing platform of the Shard six months prior had reiterated it. Then, with Bermuda hunting Barnaby, the importance of his life was stressed heavily. 
 
    Now, with Ottoway on his final journey, Argyle had let that objective slip. 
 
    He had followed his orders. 
 
    But he had failed. 
 
    Vincent had contacted the BTCO HQ when they arrived in Glasgow, asking Argyle to meet them at Bermuda’s hotel. They were to relieve him of his duty and Vincent had permitted Argyle the opportunity of a farewell. Argyle had already made peace with their split, but assumed Montgomery Black wanted to hurt Bermuda further. 
 
    Soldiers follow orders. 
 
    Argyle watched as a few police officers waited at the bottom of the steps, their bright jackets reflecting off the flashing blue lights of their vehicles. Argyle scoffed at the memory of him lifting one, causing panic amongst the humans. If only they knew what surrounded their world. What lurked in the shadows. 
 
    Inside, Vincent and Black were combing through Bermuda’s chambers, looking for any sort of clue. Argyle knew they would find none. All they found was his e-cigarette in the hall, a few doors down from his own. 
 
    They had taken him far from here. 
 
    Argyle felt restless, his command to stay and watch the entrance felt needless. Whatever had taken Bermuda wouldn’t be back. They should have been combing every alleyway of the city, searching through the darkness like Argyle had all those years ago. 
 
    When he had found Bermuda on the Otherside. 
 
    As Argyle began to replay the memory in his mind, a voice behind broke his concentration. 
 
    ‘Bad night, eh?’ 
 
    Argyle turned his neck slightly to see the homeless man they had seen on a number of occasions. The man was soaked through, his filthy clothes glued to his wiry frame. His hair, plastered to his head, ran in uneven clumps, framing a face that needed a wash and a shave. 
 
    He was a disgrace. 
 
    Argyle eyed him up and down, convinced the man was speaking to the police officers, and returned his gaze to the downpour ahead. 
 
    ‘Hey. Big man.’ The voice grew. ‘You with the sword.’ 
 
    Argyle instantly spun round, his blade finely slicing a number of raindrops as they hurtled to the ground. The tramp stumbled backwards, steadying himself before falling. 
 
    ‘Are you addressing me?’ Argyle’s shadow, cast by the light hanging above him, completely enveloped the man.  
 
    ‘I’m sorry, I thought you were with that guy, Bermuda.’ The man held his hands up in surrender.  
 
    ‘I apologise,’ Argyle offered, bowing his head. Being seen as a monster was something he truly hated. ‘I, of course, mean you no harm.’ 
 
    ‘Aye. Good to know.’ The man flashed a toothless grin. ‘The name’s Gordon.’ 
 
    Argyle grunted a response and turned his attention back to the front door. 
 
    Back to his orders. 
 
    A gentle cough behind him caused him to turn back. 
 
    ‘I saw them. The shadow people.’ Gordon rustled in his bag, pulling out a surprisingly clean apple. He sunk his remaining rotting teeth into it, drawing a loud crunch which alerted the officers. 
 
    ‘The shadow people?’ Argyle questioned. 
 
    ‘You know. Your kind. The kind normal folks can’t see.’ He took another bite, bits of apple falling into his beard. ‘Aye, there were a number of them.’ 
 
    ‘How many?’ Argyle turned, towering over the informant. 
 
    ‘Seven. Maybe eight.’ Gordon gestured to the street, indicating where they went. ‘All of  ’em had big hoods on, you know? But they weren’t human.’ 
 
    Argyle’s face tightened, the fury bubbling within him. Despite the BTCO taking him in when he had betrayed the Otherside, Bermuda had been his friend. His orders may have come from them, but his loyalty was with Bermuda. The man may have had zero respect for authority, but Argyle had never met a human with a clearer understanding of right and wrong. 
 
    Above all else he was his partner. 
 
    His friend. 
 
    Gordon took a step forward, standing beside the rain-soaked giant. ‘Argyle, isn’t it?’  
 
    The eye contact told him he was correct. The grey, pupilless eyes sent a shudder down his spine.  
 
    ‘I don’t think they were taking him anywhere nice.’ 
 
    ‘Why do you care?’ Argyle spoke through gritted teeth, his inner turmoil wrestling inside him. 
 
    ‘I sit on these streets every day telling this world I ain’t crazy.’ Gordon chuckled. ‘For years, no one has listened. Except your pal. Now I can’t do much for anyone. But you can.’ 
 
    Argyle exhaled before standing up straight. The blade gently swung from its latch, the smooth, polished steel grazing the back of his legs. He reached out his rough hand and placed it on his new acquaintance’s shoulder. Argyle knew with enough focus he could track Bermuda. He did whenever they needed to travel long distances, a skill that always surprised his partner. He had done it a hundred times, but was about to do one thing he had never entertained. 
 
    Defy his orders. 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    Gordon looked up at him in awe, slowly chomping another lump out of the apple. Argyle burst forward with such power that he almost collided with the police officers, who wobbled slightly as he dashed past. They glared at the homeless mess before them, infuriated when all he offered them was a hopeless shrug. Gordon smirked as Argyle raced across the road, whipping between two cars before disappearing into shadows. 
 
    At that moment, an old man stormed out of the Premier Inn, his glasses almost slipping from his large nose. He wore a smart, three-piece suit and walked with an air of arrogance that immediately identified him as the one in charge. 
 
    ‘Argyle?’ Montgomery Black’s accent was thick and welcoming. He looked around vacantly. 
 
    ‘The big guy with the sword?’ Gordon offered, scraping the scraps from the apple core.  
 
    Black hobbled down the steps and approached him with a scowl on his face. ‘Who the hell are you?’ 
 
    ‘Just a handsome stranger.’ Gordon tossed the core back into one of his bags.  
 
    The rain began to hammer an agitated Black before a noble-looking creature with a large head and long, thin fingers genuinely floated across with an umbrella.  
 
    Gordon nodded at Vincent, who returned with a warm smile. 
 
    ‘What did you do?’ Black demanded. 
 
    ‘Me, nothing.’ Gordon turned to walk away. A few taxis slowly veered down the street, a fresh spray of water lifting from their tyres.  
 
    Black grabbed Gordon and turned him back. ‘Where is he? What is Argyle doing?’ 
 
    ‘Judging by the look of him…’ Gordon removed Black’s hand and looked at both man and monster. ‘What he does best.’ 
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    The damp smell of concrete and moss greeted Bermuda as he slowly regained consciousness, his head beating like a marching band. His eyes blinked a few times, all the dingy colours of his surroundings gradually coming into focus like someone was tuning an old television. He was lying on his front, and the ground beneath him was cold and solid, the concrete stretching all the way to crumbling walls. 
 
    Light danced across the room; a few torches had been lit and lodged in the gaps of the brickwork. Six shadows were hazily cast against the wall, and the hooded figures stood still and straight. As Bermuda pushed himself to his knees, he pressed a hand to the back of his skull, the warm claret he retrieved evidence of a head wound. 
 
    It hurt like hell. 
 
    As he looked around the room, he saw the six hulking creatures, their hoods pulled forward, their entire faces bathed in shadow. Outside, two more stood guard. In the centre of the room, the large stone table stood, the bloodstains still splattered across it. Bermuda knew where he was. 
 
    He was in the tomb at the top of the Necropolis. 
 
    And he was in deep shit. 
 
    ‘It’s nice to see you again.’ 
 
    The voice echoed from behind him, heavy footsteps soon following. He recognised the voice instantly. 
 
    Tobias. 
 
    ‘Yeah, well I wish it was mutual.’ Bermuda did his best to keep the trembling from his voice. He didn’t succeed. 
 
    ‘It’s okay to be afraid, Agent Jones.’ Tobias walked slowly, his hands clasped behind his back. The skin hung slightly from his fingers. ‘In fact, I would expect you to be.’ 
 
    Bermuda took stock of his situation, knowing full well with his imminent concussion and the eight hooded bouncers that he had no chance of running. 
 
    All he could do was keep Tobias talking. 
 
    And hope. 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, not the best disguise, was it?’ Tobias stopped in front of Bermuda, his offset face twisted in a horrific grin. The skin dropped slightly beneath one eye, a darker grey skin evident. Behind the human teeth, a few sharper, greyer ones revealed themselves. ‘It is a little tight.’ 
 
    Bermuda watched in horror as Tobias reached a crooked hand to the back of his own head, and like a zip on the back of a dress, he pulled open his own skin. Like a peeled banana, the skin flopped over and dropped onto the floor like Bermuda’s discarded laundry. The inside was a dark red, the remnants of Tobias’s blood. 
 
    Human blood. 
 
    Bermuda’s mind raced back to his first case, and he shuddered at the brutality of these creatures. Fear dragged him back to his reality. The creature before him was terrifying, his razor teeth pressed together in a vicious smile. 
 
    ‘I am General Mandrake. Commander of the Eight Warriors of the Legion. I have come to claim he who walks in both worlds.’ 
 
    Mandrake’s voice echoed powerfully, spoken with the poise of a high-ranking soldier. His face was a dirt grey, cracked with scales. The tip of his skull veered to a point and his eyes were like two yin-yang symbols pinned to the sides of his skull.  
 
    While not as tall as Argyle, Mandrake looked just as powerful, his thick arms surrounded by impressive metal that was clearly not of Earth. His metal breast plate shimmered in the firelight, with years of war plastered across it with dents and scuffs. At his side a circular blade hung, the handle embedded within the metal to ensure the entire circumference was used. 
 
    This was a creature of death. 
 
    Bermuda suddenly didn’t feel like talking. Knowing that his final grains of sand were falling through the hourglass, his eyes searched the tomb, wanting to look anywhere but at the general before him. Mandrake noticed it and suddenly stood to attention, stomping his right foot on the floor. 
 
    ‘Legion. Recognise your commander.’ 
 
    With military precision, all six creatures slid their hoods back and Bermuda’s anxiety leapt forward. The two guarding the door slid back their hoods too, the rain gently rattling against their white masks. The flames illuminated their featureless faces, their lack of detail causing the hairs on Bermuda’s neck to stand. 
 
    With precision movements, they reached up and one by one they removed their masks. Bermuda saw them, the creatures, for the first time. Their skin, a faded grey, had the sheen of marble. Their eyes, jet-black, stared at him unblinking. A horrible gurgling sound emanated from one of them, through a vertical slit where its mouth was. 
 
    These were clearly once feral. 
 
    Conditioned to be soldiers, willingly or otherwise.  
 
    Bermuda could sense the lust for his blood in the air; the piercing stare of twelve eyes shot through him and out the other side. All of them stood taller than Argyle, clad in all-black armour, a hood slung over one shoulder. All of them had the same rounded blade on their hip, a few had visible swords hanging off the other. 
 
    All of them would slay him in a heartbeat. 
 
    Bermuda swallowed hard, thinking of his daughter and the ever-decreasing likelihood that he would see her again. 
 
    Now that their masks were removed, Mandrake slowly walked a lap of the tomb, the rain sneaking in through the cracks in the walls and splattering against the Legion. 
 
    None of them even flinched. 
 
    As their commander inspected them, they remained focused on Bermuda, who slowly started to push himself up. 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t stand,’ Mandrake warned without turning. ‘Never interrupt the inspection. They would take it as a sign of hostility and would remove your head without thinking.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’m feeling pretty fucking hostile right now.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ Mandrake returned to the centre of the tomb, a beam of moonlight shone through the rain and illuminated one side of his face, casting his monstrous shadow over Bermuda. He swung his foot forward planting it firmly against Bermuda’s chest and sending him crashing back into the stone altar.  
 
    Bermuda groaned as he collided with the solid brick, his blood joining the collection. 
 
    One of the Legion gurgled, the saliva in his throat rotating like a washing machine. Mandrake shook his head. Bermuda looked up at him in confusion. 
 
    ‘He asked if he can have the honour of killing you when all this is done,’ Mandrake said dismissively. ‘I denied him.’ 
 
    ‘Why’s that then?’ Bermuda sat up, his throbbing head trying its best to give in to gravity. ‘One human enough for you?’ 
 
    ‘Tobias was regrettable. It was quick, however.’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t matter. It’s still punishable by death.’ 
 
    ‘Ah yes.’ Mandrake’s words were slightly stunted, like a tourist searching for the next word in a second language. ‘These laws that have helped govern our worlds. Let me tell you, I have lived through over a century of the BTCO and your governance. What amazes me is that you do not know the name of my world, do you? You refer to it as “the Otherside”. You don’t know the name of my kind. You label us Others.’ Mandrake squatted down, his bright eyes hooking onto Bermuda. ‘You don’t know how to deal with traitors. You hire them and call them Neithers. Never has a species been more arrogant than the species of man.’ 
 
    ‘Is that what this is all about?’ Bermuda asked, his eyes darting from one soldier to the other. ‘Your hate for humanity? No offence, buddy, but I’ve already done this dance with Barnaby.’ 
 
    Mandrake struck Bermuda with the back of his hand so fast that Bermuda was trying to figure out what hit him. The material of his glove was as coarse as sandpaper and Bermuda felt the skin ripped from his lip. 
 
    ‘Don’t you dare speak his name,’ Mandrake hissed. ‘That creature was a treacherous disgrace who slaughtered a number of my soldiers. We spit on his memory. No, this is about taking matters into our own hands and fixing a mistake that your organisation has allowed to go on for too long.’ 
 
    Bermuda slowly pushed himself back to his knees, his eyes resting on the engravings in the stone. ‘Kevin Parker?’ 
 
    Mandrake’s laughed told him he was off. ‘His name is not Kevin Parker. His name is Caleb. And how can he be a mistake when I was the one who let him free?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ The revelation hit Bermuda like a sledgehammer to the stomach. 
 
    ‘Caleb was imprisoned here in this very tomb. He was guarded by Tobias. It was a simple job – the restraints we placed on him were unbreakable, forged within the walls of my city. Your beloved BTCO allowed us to stash him here. Shackled in the dark. He was simply too dangerous to keep in our world.’ 
 
    ‘Due to him looking human?’ Bermuda asked, battling the striking pain in his skull for concentration. 
 
    ‘Due to him possessing one,’ Mandrake explained. ‘Caleb was a unique creature. When he first came to this world, he carried with him a latch stone. He was soon struck by a carriage, and as he lay dying, he discovered his ability to transfer himself to a human body. A gift, unique, and one never recorded before in the history between both worlds.  
 
    ‘Over time he learnt to control it, making the possession less destructive to the internal workings of you humans, and began to live as one of you. He killed a number of humans, but each one was a necessary step to perfecting the merge between two species. Years passed, and he became impossible to trace, your organisation failing to act. You didn’t have your precious Oracles then. Eventually he possessed a gentleman called Kevin Parker from the land of America.’ 
 
    Mandrake shook his head and stood straight again.  
 
    Bermuda wiped a trickle of blood that ran from his busted lip. ‘Then what happened?’ 
 
    ‘He did what you humans do. He fell in love. Her name was Cynthia Blaine. She was a dancer at an establishment he frequented. No one of consequence. Not then. They eventually became companions, and he lost himself to humanity. As time went by, he began to believe he existed as one of you. He was Caleb no more. They wished to begin a family, which required our interference. We took her from him.’ 
 
    ‘You killed her,’ Bermuda stated coldly. ‘You killed her and locked him up and now he is fighting back.’ 
 
    ‘Not quite. We couldn’t bring him to our world, and as this was a decommissioned BTCO gateway, we negotiated an imprisonment. When he begged me for her return, I told him he would need to bring me the heart of every woman before he would get to hers again.’ Mandrake’s hideous grin appeared again. ‘It was merely a threat. After nearly a century in the dark, I guess he ended up taking it literally. Confinement for that length of time could send even the strongest creature insane. Eventually he began to plead with me, begging me to release him so he could bring me the hearts of humans. It’s quite sad when you think about it.’ 
 
    Bermuda shook his head in disgust. ‘So you let him off the leash?’ He glared at the demon before him. ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘We needed you here.’ Mandrake’s eyes glistened. ‘We needed to put right the mistakes that your organisation failed to act upon. So I led my squadron to your world through the decommissioned gate and killed Tobias before he could report it. But I needed a reason for them to send you to me. Therefore I released Caleb, and one request to a dear friend later, here you are.’ 
 
    Bermuda leant forward, challenging Mandrake to meet him at eye level. He accepted gleefully. 
 
    ‘Innocent women have died because of you. Because of the monster you created and because you set him free,’ Bermuda snarled. ‘You deserve the death that they will sentence you to.’ 
 
    ‘We will end Caleb when we have finished our mission,’ Mandrake stated. ‘The blood of those women is on the hands of the BTCO and their failure to correct the mistake that will be corrected tonight.’ 
 
    ‘What fucking mistake?’ Bermuda yelled, angry as Mandrake turned his back to him. 
 
    ‘We cannot have one who walks in both worlds.’ 
 
    ‘All of this is for me? To correct me? Well here I fucking am.’ 
 
    Mandrake turned, his eyes alive with anger. ‘Who said we were here for you?’ 
 
    Suddenly it fell into place. Bermuda fell back on his knees and stared into nothingness. He tried to recollect all the moments he had spent with Argyle, and was sure he had seen a latch stone – that Argyle needed assistance to serve in our world. As he ran through the archives of his mind, Mandrake stepped towards him, reaching down and lifting his head with a finger under the chin. His gloved touch was ice cold. 
 
    ‘Argyle betrayed us all when he took you through that gateway.’  
 
    Bermuda’s brow furrowed with confusion.  
 
    ‘But we will have him back with us.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ Bermuda’s brain darted in several directions, each one a different rail of thought. All he had were questions. ‘Back through the gateway? With me? What the hell are you talking about?’ 
 
    ‘Argyle was my second in command. He himself led this Legion to battle. Many have died by his watch. Whatever you see in him, whatever hero he is made out to be, there is a darkness that reached beyond any shadow of this world. Argyle is a soldier through to the core. He will have his orders from the BTCO to wait for our demands. We will trade your life for his, and once that mistake has been corrected, I will take my punishment with honour.’ 
 
    Bermuda’s head dropped in defeat. Surrounded by nine trained creatures of extreme power, he knew there was no escape. The inevitable would be a trade which would see his best friend undoubtedly murdered. The two worlds would keep spinning, with the loose ends tied up, and the truce would be one crack closer to breaking point. 
 
    Argyle would die in his place. 
 
    What hurt Bermuda the most was that he knew Argyle would do it willingly. 
 
    As the rain clattered around them, the high-pitched sound of metal piercing the air grew. Suddenly a metal chain shot through the dark opening of the tomb, a brutal spike attached to the end of it. It ripped through the neck of the Legion soldier nearest to the door, bursting out of the other side and splattering its neighbour in black blood. The spike split into four and then hooked into the skin. The life drained from the soldier’s eyes. 
 
    In an instant, the Retriever hauled the soldier out of the tomb and into a dark, wet death. 
 
    The rest of the Legion turned, refitting their masks to their faces and drawing their weapons. Mandrake, experiencing fear for the first time, took two steps back, ensuring he was protected.  
 
    Bermuda, with blood dripping from his mouth, smirked.  
 
    ‘Oh, you boys are in trouble now.’



 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    The music thumped out of the speakers, drowning out any notion of conversation, as more people squeezed into Waxy O’Connor’s, a popular bar just round the corner from Queen Street Station. Six bars spread out over three floors, it was a regular drinking spot for many of Glasgow’s police officers. However, tonight, as she sat near the bar, McAllister failed to register a single recognisable face. 
 
    Taking her spot on the quieter floor of the establishment, she marvelled at the grand building’s gothic design, the interior fitting in seamlessly with the other large, demonic structures that framed the city. With bars and balconies made of carved oak, it truly was an impressive place to drink. 
 
    Judging by the sheer number of people downing shots and shouting over the music, she wasn’t the only one who thought so. Finishing her glass of wine, she anxiously looked at her phone. Ethan had responded, yet she still wasn’t sure how to take the first step. 
 
    A bridge needed building; she just didn’t know how to lay the first foundation. 
 
    With Bermuda’s words echoing in her ear, she refused the offer of a refill, instead ordering a soda water and lime. Besides, she was meant to be working. As the bartender sorted her drink, she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror that ran around the back wall of the bar. Hidden between the reflections of the many bottles of different mixers, her face poked through. With her hair straightened and a bit of makeup on, she was impressed with how well she scrubbed up. 
 
    The rose-patterned dress she wore felt uncomfortable but clung nicely to her athletic frame. 
 
    Bermuda’s other words also hung heavy in her mind, as he had marched out of the police station earlier that evening. 
 
    The roses. 
 
    Sure enough, once Fowler and Strachan had retired to his office, undoubtedly for an undeserved drink and a back slap, and Butler had calmed and left for the evening, McAllister had snuck into the incident room. Every victim had a link to a rose of some description. Nicole had worn a rose on her hair clip whereas Katie Steingold had met Parker while wearing a rose-covered shirt. Rosie Seeley had been a florist and CCTV had captured Kevin Parker in her store the day of her murder, admiring the very flower. Emma Mitchell, despite being butchered half-naked in the street, had been relieved of a rose-patterned dress in her living room. Lastly, Mika, the poor foreign exchange student, had a rose-covered and blood-splattered rucksack. 
 
    As she had run through the case files, she had sat back in amazement. Staring at the picture of Kevin Parker from the nineteen twenties, she had zeroed in on the stunning woman beside him. 
 
    She too, wore a dress adorned with roses. 
 
    None of it made sense, but she knew that Bermuda was right. The man who had been kicked off the case for interfering had done what none of her team could. 
 
    He had found a link. 
 
    She had to admit, it was a loose one, but with another woman sure to be found dead in the morning, there were no better options. Pushing the folders aside, she had rushed home, rounded up all the empty wine bottles and binned them, and then told herself it was time to change. 
 
    It was time to control what she could. 
 
    Then, after a quick shower, she had got ready, easing her slender frame into the dress she had worn to Ethan’s sister’s wedding three years before. 
 
    Ethan. 
 
    She shook her estranged husband from her mind, promising herself she would take that step the moment she put Parker behind bars. She was still slightly unsure what he was, wanting to look beyond reason and science to admit to this other world. She wanted to believe. 
 
    One thing she knew: she trusted Bermuda. 
 
    Despite his propensity to irritate, she felt a genuine bond with him. Usually, two broken pieces tend to fit together somehow. 
 
    As the music thumped from the floor beneath, McAllister felt her chair rise with the beat. As she gently sipped her non-alcoholic drink, her eyes lit up. Quickly she grabbed her phone, flicking through it quickly and pressing dial. 
 
    Her gaze locked on. 
 
    Kevin Parker was sat across the bar. 
 
    After several rings, she tutted as Bermuda’s bored voicemail message piped through. Staring at a violent murderer, she waited for the beep. 
 
    ‘Hey, it’s McAllister. I reviewed the files and all of our victims were either drinking here at Waxy’s or nearby. Rosie’s flower shop is also on a surrounding street.’ She looked up; Parker hadn’t noticed her. Yet. ‘Anyway, I am at Waxy’s. Roses on. Parker is here. I am going to distract him. Get here as soon as possible.’ 
 
    McAllister stopped speaking as Parker turned and their eyes locked. She froze, captured by the genuine beauty of his face and also the terror. His eyes were dark and drilled holes through her skull as if looking right through her. 
 
    She hung up the phone, sliding it into her bag. She looked back, and he offered her a warm smile, one she admitted would be hard to resist. 
 
    As the music shook the building, Kevin Parker lifted himself from his stool and walked across the bar towards her, a confidence to his walk and a hidden, murderous menace that only she knew of. 
 
    She pulled her dress down, ironing out the creases and quickly fluffing her hair. Nerves pulsed through her as if she was experiencing her first kiss all over again. 
 
    As the murderous creature from another world took the seat next to her, she wished upon a god she had long since given up on that Bermuda checked his phone soon. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    With the increasing force of the rainfall, the wind howled through the tombstones of the Necropolis. Slowly, each member of the Legion filtered out of the tomb in single file, their hands to their weapons. They walked with regimented precision, splitting into equal paths that fanned out around the structure and were slowly enveloped in the darkness. One of the creatures standing guard at the door joined as six separate entities entered the darkness of the Necropolis. 
 
    One remained guarding the door, its weapon drawn and its eyes wide and searching. Inside, Mandrake stood calmly, hands behind his back as he waited for Argyle to be defeated swiftly. 
 
    None of the creatures had even acknowledged the death of their own. Bermuda shivered in the cold as he struggled to his feet, the chill of the night biting at him with razor teeth. His skull trembled with pain as he reached for the top of the altar, trying to lift himself silently. 
 
    Argyle was out there somewhere, outnumbered but willing to fight to save Bermuda’s life. Bermuda, much to his own surprise, found himself willing to fight for Argyle’s life too. 
 
    Willing to die for his friend. 
 
    Mandrake took a few steps towards the tomb wall, the bricks stacked precariously as they lost their fight with Father Time. The wind whistled through the cracks as he slowly slid his hand from its armoured glove. With an uncovered finger, he dabbed at the blood of his soldier that painted the wall. 
 
    Bermuda pulled himself to his feet. 
 
    ‘I would stay down if I were you.’ Mandrake didn’t turn. ‘I will turn you over alive, but I said nothing about mobile.’ 
 
    Bermuda froze.  
 
    Mandrake turned, a horrifying grin across his scaled face. 
 
    ‘Argyle will kill them. You know that, right?’ 
 
    ‘I think it’s entirely possible,’ Mandrake agreed, his hands returning behind his straight back. ‘Yet I know Argyle better than you and it’s his appreciation for life that will kill him. The Legion are many. They do not cry for a fallen comrade. They will surround him and he will kneel by their swords.’ 
 
    ‘Or they will die by his,’ Bermuda countered. 
 
    ‘Time will tell. However, you should be worried, Bermuda. Argyle has broken his rank and defied his orders. Without a negotiation, your life now holds little value.’ 
 
    With the threat looming, Bermuda suddenly made a dash for the doorway. In an instant, he felt the cold grip of Mandrake lock onto his arm like a clamp. Without his glove, the Otherside pulsed from Bermuda’s body into his fingertips. Mandrake’s eyes widened with fury. 
 
    ‘You are infected,’ he uttered. ‘You belong to my world.’ 
 
    ‘Get off me.’ 
 
    Before Bermuda could continue, he found himself hurled across the tomb and colliding with the wall for the second time that week. His spine cracked against the hard stone, the wind fleeing his body rapidly.  
 
    Mandrake slowly eased the glove back over his hand, his face a mask of disgust, as if he had just used it to unclog a toilet. ‘Like Argyle you walk in both worlds, and like Argyle you shall be executed.’ 
 
    Mandrake took a few measured steps towards Bermuda as he writhed on the floor, his hand pressed against the small of his back. Mandrake smirked at the pathetic human before him. While his squadron hunted one mistake and sent him to the afterlife, he would do the same with another. 
 
    He stepped forward again. 
 
    Bermuda leapt forward. 
 
    Catching Mandrake off balance, Bermuda launched his entire body weight into the murderous general, his shoulder catching him in the stomach below the breastplate. Mandrake stumbled back, growling like a rabid dog, but his mighty frame collided with the fragile stone wall. It collapsed, the thick bricks falling on top of him, slamming him to the hard ground. He roared in pain as the heavy stone toppled, the weight growing and crushing his legs to dust. Bermuda scurried back on his hands and feet, just out of arm’s length as Mandrake reached and clawed for him, his fangs gnashing wildly. 
 
    After a few moments, the noise stopped. Bermuda sat a few feet from the trapped soldier, their eyes locked. The flames from the torch fizzled out as the rain burst through the gaping hole of the tomb. It sizzled gently, and a thin line of smoke washed away into the darkness. 
 
    Mandrake went to speak, but was instantly shut down by the full force of Bermuda’s foot to the face. 
 
    ‘Fuck you,’ Bermuda spat angrily before slowly easing himself to his feet. The base of his spine felt like it was on fire and he limped to the exit, stumbling over the threshold and onto the thick mud.  
 
    Instantly the guard turned, its face a sheet of white, and it marched towards him, drawing its sword from the sheath that swung from its belt. 
 
    Bermuda tried to push himself from his knees, but the mud had engulfed his legs like thick, gooey fingers holding him in place. 
 
    He heard the blade freed from its holster, the moon bouncing from its clean steel like a floodlight. 
 
    The deathly pale face stayed locked on him as the blade was risen. 
 
    The soldier brought it down with full force. 
 
    Argyle’s blade deflected the blow before Argyle launched a kick to the soldier’s chest, sending him back a few steps. The creature growled beneath its mask before lunging forward, swinging its sword with deathly precision. Argyle leant back, the blade swinging just above his chest, before he spun on his foot and flicked his own blade across the calf of his opponent. 
 
    A spray of black shot up like a fountain, and the creature barked in pain as it dropped to one knee. Before another sound came from its gruesome mouth, Argyle spun his sword expertly before driving it down two-handed into the creature’s neck, severing its spinal cord and killing it instantly. 
 
    Bermuda watched wide-eyed, having never seen Argyle kill with such brutality before. Without flinching, his partner drew his blade up with one hand, letting his former comrade slump lifelessly into the mud. As the sword swung from his powerful mitt, Argyle turned to Bermuda and offered him his other. 
 
    ‘Are you hurt?’ 
 
    ‘I’m fine, Big Guy.’ Bermuda smiled as he took the offer, his partner helping him to his feet and once again saving his life. ‘It’s good to see you.’ 
 
    ‘You too.’  
 
    They shared a smile. Bermuda then looked past Argyle to the dead creature that was slowly being surrounded by a puddle of black blood. It was as if Argyle had struck oil.  
 
    Bermuda pointed at the body. ‘By the way, that was awesome.’ 
 
    Suddenly, the sound of twirling metal picked up in volume and Argyle dove forward, dragging Bermuda to the ground with him. As they fell to the ground, a razor disc cut through the air a foot above them. 
 
    It would have decapitated Bermuda. 
 
    As they hit the ground, Argyle ushered his scared partner to move, the two of them scrambling to their feet and shuffling through the shadows and into the darkness of the graveyard. As they passed a few rows of tombstones, they heard footsteps approach the dead body. A loud roar echoed through the grounds, shaking the trees. They reached a small yet sharp drop of about six feet, with Argyle helping his partner down. They leant back against the muddy wall, cloaking themselves in darkness. Mandrake’s voice bellowed from the broken building at the top of the hill, his words lost to Bermuda. 
 
    Not to Argyle. 
 
    ‘He is demanding our heads,’ Argyle translated as Bermuda fished his phone from his pocket. 
 
    ‘I figured.’ 
 
    He had several messages and missed calls, the majority from Montgomery Black and all of them the same message just at various stages of anger. With the battery clinging valiantly to life, Bermuda raised his phone to his ear as he listened to his voicemail. 
 
    It was McAllister. 
 
    ‘Hey, it’s McAllister. I reviewed the files and all of our victims were either drinking here at Waxy’s or nearby. Rosie’s flower shop is also on a surrounding street. Anyway, I am at Waxy’s. Roses on. Parker is here. I am going to distract him. Get here as soon as possible.’ 
 
    ‘Fuck!’ 
 
    ‘Fuck?’ Argyle echoed. 
 
    ‘It’s Sam.’  
 
    Argyle looked blank.  
 
    ‘Detective McAllister. She called me an hour ago. She’s with Parker.’ 
 
    ‘I will distract them. You go to her.’ Argyle drew his sword again.  
 
    Bermuda shoved him angrily. ‘No. Come with me.’ 
 
    ‘I must stay.’ 
 
    ‘But you will die, Argyle.’ Bermuda felt a lump growing in his throat. ‘You have to come with me.’ 
 
    ‘This is my fight, Bermuda. I will not run from it. These creatures have killed humans to face me. Those deaths will not be for nothing.’ 
 
    Bermuda raised both hands to his head, interlocking his fingers amongst his wet hair. He had to go – McAllister was in serious danger.  
 
    Argyle reached out his hand and placed it on Bermuda’s shoulder. ‘I bet you ten pounds I will see you again.’ 
 
    Bermuda smirked, Argyle turning his own joke against him and once again proving to him that he was more than a monster. Whatever he was, Bermuda knew he was the best man he knew. 
 
    His best friend. 
 
    ‘I will gladly pay you when I do.’ 
 
    Argyle placed a fist on his chest as a sign of respect and Bermuda nodded. Argyle lifted his sword and in one leap cleared the six-foot back onto the tier above and, keeping low to the ground, moved swiftly through the cold. A moment later he spun the Legion soldier around, and with one swift slice of his sword, slit its throat clean open. 
 
    Mandrake yelled another order and suddenly all the attention was back to the top of the hill. Argyle raced into the darkness, knowing he would be hunted by the five remaining Others who knew nothing but to kill. 
 
    With the coast clear, Bermuda began descending the hill as quickly as he could, navigating through the fields of death, knowing they were about to be sprinkled with even more. 
 
    As Argyle charged into the darkness to battle monsters, Bermuda made his way through the gate, covered in mud and hoping he wasn’t too late to stop a different monster entirely.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Argyle rested on his haunches, his blade held steadily over his shoulder. Ducked behind a large tombstone, he used the monument of death to plot another. The decades of training at the hand of Mandrake were flooding back to him, the perfection he expected from his soldiers. Argyle knew what was expected of them, each member of the Legion. 
 
    They were not an army. 
 
    They were a death squad. 
 
    Argyle knew – he had led them to slaughter many, and he regretted every life that fell at his command. Mandrake, with his lust for blood, never batted an eyelid. The remaining five of those stalking him had seen horrors that would give even those of his world nightmares. They had trekked the dark fields for decades, eventually landing at the gates of his city. 
 
    They were as feral as the Other Argyle had slain on that momentous land ship in London. 
 
    Mandrake had weaponised them. 
 
    Their loyalty was as fierce as their combat. There was no regard for life, be it their opposition’s or their own. They were the perfect squadron. 
 
    They were the eight. 
 
    Now reduced to five. 
 
    Argyle held his breath, allowing the rain to run down his dark face and drip onto his blade, the water joining the black blood that ran up the steel like a tribal tattoo. As Argyle drew inwards, the sound of each drop bouncing off his sword echoed through his skull. The wind howled like a wolf on a full moon. 
 
    The crunch of grass underfoot drew his attention. 
 
    Zeroing in, he estimated the distance and time he had before the soldier was within reach. 
 
    After slitting the throat of the soldier to draw them back to the top of the Necropolis, he had rushed in the direction of the fallen, knowing the soldiers’ flanking patterns. They would have regrouped at the corpse and would slice the Necropolis into four equal quarters and sweep the entire ground looking for him. One of them would guard Mandrake. From the glimpse Argyle had taken when executing the guard, the general was incapacitated and seriously wounded. 
 
    He would wait. 
 
    Another crunch as the soldier approached, its white-clad face slowly sweeping from left to right, looking for any sign of life. In both hands it clasped the circular blades, ready to end Argyle’s life without hesitation. 
 
    One more step. 
 
    Argyle spun and rolled over the tombstones, thrusting a heavy foot forward and catching the Other by surprise with a clubbing boot to the chest. It stumbled back two steps before drawing its fists up, the razor wrap shimmering in the moonlight. Argyle drew his sword and the two soldiers took a moment to acknowledge their duel. 
 
    To the death. 
 
    The creature swung fists like a champion boxer, the blades slicing the falling raindrops and narrowly missing Argyle as he ducked and weaved. Argyle ducked a fast right, but failed to spin in time as the left hook sent the blade into his arm, slicing the skin across his bicep. Without flinching he spun back, blocking the next blow with the solid band that wrapped his wrist. Deflecting the strike, Argyle swung his sword, the blade slicing through the flesh and bone of the soldier’s wrist like it was hot butter. 
 
    The creature gurgled as a stream of thick, black blood chased after its severed hand before it tried to swing its remaining fist. 
 
    But it too was severed from its arm. 
 
    A sickening dark spray splattered its white mask, but before it could muster another noise, Argyle drew the sword back and lunged, plunging the steel through the armour and into the creature’s chest. Twisting the blade, he yanked it back, watching the creature drop to its knees, its life rapidly leaving it. 
 
    Now reduced to four. 
 
    Argyle, a few tiers down and hundreds of tombstones from the tomb, bent down and pulled the severed hand from one of the round blades, impressed by the craftsmanship. The edge was dangerously sharp – the blood oozing down his arm would testify to that. Hunching down to keep low, Argyle ran quickly through the mud, the pelting rain, and the darkness. He circled the vast, towered grounds that housed centuries of death. 
 
    His steps were silent. 
 
    Ahead and to the left, another faceless member of the Legion stalked the graveyard, a sense of death in the air. Without breaking stride, Argyle whipped the circular blade through the air, the metal spinning like a propeller as it sliced through the night sky before bedding into the soldier’s neck. Severing an artery, the soldier’s jet-black blood pumped down its chest like a shadow. 
 
    As he approached, Argyle spun his blade from his back, and in one swift motion disembowelled the soldier. He moved on, not witnessing its innards fall to the ground but hearing the squelch as its intestines hit the mud. 
 
    The body followed swiftly after. 
 
    Another Legion fallen. 
 
    Now reduced to three. 
 
    As he rounded another corner, Argyle stopped behind a large tree. The leaves had long since deserted and the jagged branches reached for the sky like broken fingers. Argyle scouted the area. The faint outline of his next adversary was shuffling slowly between the protruding stones. Argyle was trained for combat, he knew that this was what he was trained to be. 
 
    But the feeling in his chest wasn’t adrenaline or the thrill of the battle, the feelings he was ordered to feel to be a true soldier. 
 
    What he felt was hate. 
 
    Hate for the Legion. 
 
    Hate for the vile commander who lay prone in his broken fortress. 
 
    Hate for what they had forced him to be all those years. 
 
    Suddenly, a searing pain overpowered his mind, and a burning roared from his side as the jagged blade sliced through his armour. The masked soldier pulled it back harshly, ripping through Argyle’s muscles and skin, the pain causing Argyle to stumble forward, his hands grasping at the gaping hole in his hip. The creature stepped forward, wielding its sword with both hands and slashing diagonally for Argyle, who dove and rolled just beyond its reach. 
 
    With another lunge, the soldier thrust its blade downwards, missing Argyle as he spun away, its blade plunging into the deep mud. Wrenching at the handle like a demonic King Arthur, the soldier reached for its side blade in vain. Argyle had already launched his blade with as much power as he could muster, hurling it through the air like a spear. Covering the short distance between them in no time, his sword ripped through the chest of the Other, the propulsion sending it blasting through its spine and bedding into the mud behind it. 
 
    Argyle could see the tomb through the gaping chasm in the creature’s chest as it fell forward, collapsing on its own blade and bleeding out within seconds.  
 
    Argyle could feel his own blood pouring down his leg. 
 
    It would hinder him. 
 
    But it would heal. 
 
    Now reduced to two. 
 
    Yanking his sword from the mud with one forceful wrench, Argyle slowly limped up the slight incline, the broken walls of the tomb in his sight. At the door to the fallen building, the guard had been joined by his final comrade, the two soldiers putting on one final, united stand. 
 
    It was to the death. 
 
    Argyle knew that there was a good chance he would die at the top of this hill, overlooking acres of death. But he would face it like a true soldier, with pride in his heart and death on his mind. 
 
    He would fight to the end. 
 
    Whatever the end was. 
 
    As he approached the final row of tombstones before the entrance, he scouted the two soldiers. Both of them towered over him, their broad frames wrapped in armour. Their white masks hid their dark eyes, but Argyle knew they were watching. 
 
    Waiting. 
 
    Argyle pressed a hand to his hip; it returned dripping with blood.  
 
    Like Parker holding a heart. 
 
    Argyle’s mind immediately jumped to Bermuda, his partner who had run willingly towards that murderous creature. The one that had left him for dead on this very hill. 
 
    Parker would kill Bermuda. 
 
    That much was certain. 
 
    With his partner’s safety now fresh in his mind, Argyle took one deep breath, closing his eyes and pushing all the anger and pain from his body. He thought of his partner, his only friend in the world. 
 
    Bermuda needed him. 
 
    Ottoway’s voice filtered into his mind, reminding him of his primary objective. 
 
    Protect Bermuda at all costs. 
 
    Argyle’s eyes shot open. His stare was of pure focus. Every raindrop that struck the earth clapped loudly like thunder. Every slight twitch of the Legion soldiers rumbled through the air like sonar as his senses heightened. 
 
    His mind cleared of everything except death. 
 
    Argyle moved. 
 
    Whipping round the final tombstone, he instantly shot his Retriever, the blade snaking through the cold air and shattering the shin of the nearest soldier. The chain tightened as the blade imbedded into the bone, and Argyle wrenched it back like a fisherman with a prize catch. With its other foot planted in the mud, the soldier slid forward like a struggling gymnast, its legs split open. Its sword was still in its hand, and Argyle ran and swiftly kicked the handle, the blade flipping into the air, while he simultaneously swung his own blade at waist height. 
 
    The blade cleanly took off the soldier’s head, the white mask falling from its face as it bounced onto the mud. 
 
    Now reduced to one. 
 
    Catching the other sword in the air, Argyle spun under the swinging blade of the final guard before planting the sword in its chest. He quickly followed it with his own blade, the two swords stacked atop one another and sticking out of the dying soldier’s chest like a terrifying dartboard. Grabbing both handles, Argyle let out a roar of anger as he swiftly pulled them outwards, slicing the soldier open, its head and shoulders falling backwards as its body flopped to the ground. 
 
    They were the Legion. 
 
    They were no more. 
 
    Stood in the rain with the two swords held down by his side, Argyle took a moment to catch his breath. Killing his own kind had always weighed heavy on his mind; the banishments he recited as he collected their essences and sent them back to his world were always trying. 
 
    This was different. 
 
    He would not honour any of those fallen. 
 
    Both worlds were better with them gone. 
 
    The blood pumped out of the hole in his side and the slice across his arm. The rest of his armour was splattered with the blood of the deceased. 
 
    All eight of them. 
 
    The sound of brick colliding with brick brought him back and Argyle dropped the second blade, returning his own to his back holster with an expert spin. With careful, measured steps, he approached the doorway to the tomb like an avenging angel of death. 
 
    Mandrake, trying his best to remove the collapsed wall from his body, looked up with the resignation Argyle had seen at many an execution. 
 
    His former commander had removed some of the bricks, but Argyle could see the damage. His legs had been flattened, the bone to dust, the muscle to paste. 
 
    Mandrake would never walk again. 
 
    The two soldiers looked at each other for a moment before Mandrake’s face turned into a hideous snarl. 
 
    ‘Do it!’ he demanded, tilting his head back and presenting his neck. 
 
    ‘Your men are dead.’ Argyle spoke softly. ‘You are relieved of your command. You will be tried for your crimes against both human and Other, and you will be held to your punishment.’ 
 
    ‘Other?’ Mandrake spat at Argyle. ‘They even have you saying it? You truly are a disgrace.’ 
 
    Argyle ignored him and continued. ‘For your mutiny of your council, you will be tried for treason. For your murder of Tobias Hendry, you will be tried for murdering a human. Punishable by death.’ 
 
    ‘Kill me then.’ Mandrake again tilted his head. ‘Go on, do it. Kill me, you coward.’ 
 
    Argyle drew his blade and held it to Mandrake’s face. The crippled commander tensed, ready for the eternal blackness. The blade sliced into the scales on his cheek, three vertical lines that bore the legacy of treachery. 
 
    The very scar that Barnaby had worn. 
 
    ‘You will wear that mark for our kind to know what you did,’ Argyle said, slowly returning the sword to his spine. ‘You will be put to death, but not by me. It is not my duty and you are not mine to kill.’ 
 
    Argyle turned and headed for the door. 
 
    ‘But you killed a human too,’ Mandrake snapped after him.  
 
    Argyle stopped and turned. ‘Your lies will not save you, Mandrake.’ Argyle dropped the rank. ‘I am sworn to protect these humans, and I will do so with my life.’ 
 
    ‘You killed her. You may not have held the sword, but it was because of you that we had to.’ Mandrake spoke with a sickening pleasure. ‘We didn’t think you would survive.’ 
 
    ‘Survive what?’ Argyle dropped to one knee, grabbing his former commander by the neck of his armour. ‘Who did you kill?’ 
 
    ‘Cynthia.’ Mandrake smirked. ‘Cynthia Blaine.’ 
 
    ‘Cynthia Blaine? Who is she?’ 
 
    The entire Necropolis froze. 
 
    ‘Your mother.’ 
 
    Argyle released Mandrake and stood, staring at the brick wall but seeing nothing. Raised in the dark barracks of Healund, he knew nothing of his lineage. Only that his appearance and very existence was despised by the other soldiers. 
 
    By every Other he had ever come across. Mandrake could see him trying to connect the dots and spoke with eagerness. 
 
    ‘Your mother was human, Argyle. She is the one that Caleb seeks. We took her when she fell pregnant – the first ever human to be impregnated by one of our own. He may have been wearing a human body, but what he put inside her was not. His seed was of our world. Our kind.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Argyle uttered under his breath, his world slowly dissolving, the drab colours of his surroundings merging into one. 
 
    ‘We couldn’t allow a hybrid to be born,’ Mandrake continued. ‘A cross-species would lead to a revolution, the chance to merge both worlds that some have taken to extremes. Like Barnaby. There would be several more like him, believing that the worlds could be combined. We took Cynthia through the threshold, back to Healund. Our atmosphere turned her to ash within seconds. But you survived. From the ashes, you were born.’ 
 
    ‘You let my mother die?’ Argyle spoke through gritted teeth. 
 
    ‘We had to protect our species. What would you know? You fight for just the humans. We took you and decided to train you, to see what you would become, if we could harness your unique structure. You look more human than any of us. You fought with the ferocity of our fathers. But you could do what none of us could. You could walk in both worlds. You didn’t need one of these.’ 
 
    Mandrake ripped the dark green emerald from his armour and threw the latch stone at Argyle. It bounced off his breast plate and clattered in a dark corner. 
 
    ‘You were our greatest soldier, Argyle. But you turned on us. You sided with the humans without knowing what you truly were.’ Mandrake shook his head in sorrow. ‘So for that, I am glad I killed your mother.’ 
 
    Argyle swung a boot, the metal plating knocking out three of Mandrake’s teeth.  
 
    The defeated former general chuckled. ‘As for your father, he never got over it. I kept him chained in here like an animal. His mind left a long time ago, Argyle. The idea grew like a seed into a tree of obsession. He will not stop. He will kill again and again. All of your precious humans. Just like your mother.’ 
 
    Another vicious kick to the face, and this time a spray of blood shot from Mandrake’s mouth. He sloshed some of it round before spitting it at Argyle. 
 
    ‘He will kill your friend, then as many as you let him. Your father, the murderer. Your mother, the human whore.’ Mandrake sneered. ‘The shame that will hang from you will be heavy.’ 
 
    Argyle leant down, a mere few inches from his fallen foe’s face. ‘I will send them to collect you and will watch with joy when they put you to death.’  
 
    Mandrake’s cockiness fell.  
 
    ‘You raised me to kill, to be a weapon that I will no longer be. Whatever fate awaits me, I will face it with the conviction that a soldier carries. But I will stop him.’ 
 
    Argyle stood, towering over the entire Legion, their blood and limbs littering the famous graveyard. Argyle turned, heading for the door and back to the town, to find and protect Bermuda and bring his own father to justice. 
 
    As he stepped through the door, he stopped one final time as Mandrake’s voice echoed after him. 
 
    ‘There is only one way to stop him. You know that as well as I do.’ 
 
    Argyle grimaced, the thought of agreeing with the vulgar creature sickening him. He marched through the anarchy of his battle, the severed corpses of the Legion littering his path to the streets below. 
 
    The entire way to the gate, Argyle gritted his teeth with frustration, ignoring his handiwork as he battled the thought that burrowed into his skull like a ravenous termite. 
 
    Mandrake was right. 
 
    There was only one way for this to end.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Bermuda reached the gates of the Necropolis, he stopped. Casting a glance back towards the dark hill, he heard the clanging of metal. Argyle was fighting a heavily trained army to the death. 
 
    For him. 
 
    For humanity. 
 
    Fighting every urge to turn back and run headlong into a brutal slaying, he pushed through the wet metal bars and felt the hard surface beneath his feet. The Necropolis had been churned up by the downpour, the mud welcoming each step and the ground doing its level best to swallow him. 
 
    He looked like he had dived into a mud bath. The thick, wet earth clung to his clothes. It dotted his face and thick clumps had engulfed his hair. Turning towards the city, he ran without caring. A few passers-by stepped carefully aside as this crazed, mud-covered man sprinted past. Bermuda focused ahead once again commending himself for giving up smoking. 
 
    He still wished for a cyclist to approach like the previous evening, but he carried on. As he dashed through the rain, the bright lights of the gothic city soon emerged, beckoning him to the case’s conclusion. 
 
    It would end tonight. 
 
    Bermuda hoped Argyle was okay, refusing to accept that they had experienced their final goodbye. He turned down the hill where the cars had crashed that fateful night. There was no traffic and Bermuda ran in the middle of the road, pushing through the pain barrier. 
 
    His lip had stopped bleeding, but the dirt had caused it to swell. 
 
    His spine shook, the bones bruised after colliding with the wall again. 
 
    He would heal, he told himself. 
 
    He always healed. 
 
    Turning onto High Street, Bermuda pushed forward. Soon he would be on George Street, which would lead him straight to the city centre. Someone would know where the bar was. As his breathing became heavier, Bermuda hoped to God he wasn’t too late. 
 
    After almost a mile, he stopped outside the front of Queen Street Station, hunched over with hands on his knees. Doing his best to reclaim his breath, he felt the bitterness of the night nip at his skin like a playful puppy. He looked around, reminded of the confrontation he had had with Parker in this very spot.  
 
    The hard crack of the concrete on his skull. 
 
    The moment he thought he would die. 
 
    Argyle saving him at the last second. 
 
    As he controlled his breathing, Bermuda asked a young couple walking by where Waxy O’Connor’s was. Understandably cautious due to his appearance, the girl stepped away. The young man pointed over his shoulder and Bermuda offered a half-hearted thanks before he pushed himself forward again, racing as fast as he could to save McAllister’s life. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    McAllister had sat smiling for the entire evening, listening to the soothing voice of Kevin Parker. The more she studied him, the more alien he appeared. He seemed slightly off beat as if his movements were too sharp. His words were a struggle at times, overlapping each other as he struggled for cohesion. 
 
    He was not human. 
 
    McAllister had played along, smiling beautifully and chuckling at his attempts at humour. Every second felt like an hour, the company of a killer causing her spine to tingle like it was her own personal ski slope. When he placed his cold fingers on her arm, every hair stood to attention. 
 
    Her stomach turned, and she was almost sick. 
 
    Parker didn’t seem to notice, his dark eyes locking onto hers. His gaze was almost hypnotic and McAllister understood the attraction the women felt. As he ordered another drink, she checked her phone. 
 
    Nothing from Bermuda. 
 
    She was in the process of texting Butler when Parker turned back to her, his eyes flicking to her phone. 
 
    ‘Who are you contacting?’ His voice was calm, yet oozed menace. McAllister suddenly wished they were in the noisier bar. 
 
    ‘No one.’ 
 
    Unconvinced, Parker snatched the phone and read the screen. The plea to Butler was half written, her request for him to bring backup causing Parker’s jaw to tighten. Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath. 
 
    He squeezed. 
 
    The phone shattered in his hand, causing McAllister to jump and a few neighbours to turn with interest. Through gritted teeth, he spoke. 
 
    ‘You will leave with me right now.’ Parker met her terrified gaze with his own. ‘Or I will butcher these people.’ 
 
    ‘Look. Just come with me. I can help you.’ 
 
    Parker laughed, stepping off his stool and suddenly seeming a lot more imposing. ‘You know who I am and what I must do.’  
 
    He looked to the door where a bouncer had noticed his intimidation. The burly man, wearing an ill-fitting black shirt, bounded across the bar, the lights reflecting off his shiny bald head. As he approached, he ignored McAllister’s shake of the head. 
 
    ‘I think you should be leaving, pal.’ The bouncer spoke threateningly, his mouth a few inches from Parker’s ear. Parker moved so fast he was a blur. 
 
    Reaching the back of the man’s skull, he drew it down ferociously, shattering the man’s jaw against the bar. The customers gasped and screamed, all of them leaping from their seats and backing away. The bouncer dropped to the floor, a collection of his teeth falling into the pool of blood. Parker gently rested his foot on the back of his head. 
 
    ‘I will not ask you again.’ 
 
    McAllister held her hands up to placate him, slowly rising from her stool. Parker’s eyes never left her as she stood, collecting her bag and slowly heading towards the exit. Two more bouncers rushed through the door to the bar, but stopped as they saw their damaged colleague. Parker stared at them, the two men allowing them to leave and following a few steps behind to ensure the offender left the premises. 
 
    Then he would be the city’s problem. 
 
    They stepped out into the street, the cold wrapping itself around McAllister’s bare shoulders and shaking her to her core. Parker pressed his palm on the small of her back, ushering her to the left, towards a dark, secluded street. A few patrons of Waxy’s stood in the roped-off area, clouds of smoke surrounding their curious gaze. The sound of her heels echoed as they marched past a closed Starbucks, the chairs all upturned and shrouded in darkness. They turned left at the NatWest, onto a small road that was framed by Forbidden Planet and the back gates of many establishments. Parker stopped, his hand clasping on her shoulder and spinning her to him. 
 
    His eye spilled into the iris, turning it black. 
 
    ‘You shall be the final one.’ He tilted his head slightly. ‘They promised me.’ 
 
    ‘Who promised you?’ she managed, her voice escaping her through fear. 
 
    ‘The darkness. The voice.’ Parker’s mind had been shredded – years of the stone walls and one repeated promise. ‘You will bring her back for me.’ 
 
    McAllister tried to call for help, but the dark street offered the perfect cover. The rain had sent the majority of the public home to their warm homes and rich lives. McAllister felt the cold touch of loneliness; the first steps to mending her life with Ethan would be in vain. Parker shoved her against the wall, pinning her by the shoulder under his powerful hand. 
 
    ‘SAM?!’ echoed through the night sky. 
 
    McAllister and Parker both turned, the voice echoing up the street in the direction from which they had just walked. With the distant thumping of Waxy’s behind him, Bermuda burst onto the street, his cheeks red, his lungs clutching at as much breath as possible. 
 
    ‘Bermuda!’ she screamed, only for Parker to slam her harder against the stone, driving the air from her and then wrapping his hand over her mouth. 
 
    ‘Bermuda,’ Parker repeated, remembering his promise. Bermuda would die.  
 
    Taking calm and measured steps, Bermuda slowly approached, his hand out as a sign of submission. 
 
    ‘Caleb,’ Bermuda said carefully. ‘Caleb – that is your name.’ 
 
    Parker/Caleb shook his head as if wrestling with a painful memory, the confusion spreading across his face like a virus. His hand pressed harder against McAllister’s face, slowly crushing her head to the wall. Her eyes screamed for help as he restricted her throat. 
 
    ‘Caleb, let her go,’ Bermuda demanded, another cautious step closer. 
 
    ‘My name is Kevin. It’s Kevin. It’s Kevin,’ Caleb said, staring into the rain-soaked reflection of the nearest car mirror. ‘I must take her.’ 
 
    ‘Let her go, Caleb. It’s over.’ 
 
    ‘One more. I was promised.’ 
 
    ‘There is no promise. There is no return.’ Despite all the slain, innocent women, Bermuda felt a small speck of sympathy for the confused creature. ‘You have been gone a long time, Caleb. It’s time to stop and go home.’ 
 
    Parker drew his lips back, his teeth grinding together in agony. His eyes were alive with fury, the confusion wrapping around him like a turban. 
 
    ‘I will kill you, Bermuda.’ He then turned back to McAllister, blood slowly trickling from the side of her head. ‘But after I take what I need.’ 
 
    Every muscle in Bermuda’s body tensed, knowing that the following assault was going to push his pain threshold beyond anything he had ever experienced. 
 
    But maybe, with the added essence of the Otherside pumping through his veins, he might stand a chance at survival. 
 
    Parker reached back his hand, primed and ready to snatch McAllister’s still-beating life from her chest. 
 
    Bermuda called out through the rain. ‘Cynthia is dead.’ 
 
    Parker instantly let go of McAllister and turned, his suit clinging to his body. The wet hair fanned across his forehead as his brow furrowed. He marched towards Bermuda. ‘She will be returned to me.’ 
 
    ‘She is dead, Caleb. She has been this whole time.’ 
 
    ‘Liar!’ Parker furiously swung his arm, the back of his hand crashing into Bermuda’s jaw and rocking him sideways. Bermuda stumbled back and instantly Parker lunged, driving a knee into his gut before ramming the same knee into Bermuda’s nose. Blood burst out of both nostrils as he shattered the bridge before grabbing the back of Bermuda’s coat and ramming him into the nearest car. Bermuda’s head shattered the glass window, the shards clattering to the wet pavement along with him. Bermuda coughed harshly, drew up, and then spat blood that was instantly washed away by the downpour. Bermuda pulled himself forward on his forearms, then slowly began to push himself to his knees. 
 
    Parker connected with a vicious kick to the side, lifting Bermuda off the ground and slamming his spine into the same car, the alarm screeching in time with its orange flashing light. Parker hauled Bermuda up by the lapels of his coat before casually tossing him across the bonnet, watching with glee as the interfering man clattered across the metal and collapsed hard on the concrete. 
 
    Parker would beat him to death. 
 
    And he would enjoy every moment of it. 
 
    McAllister had regained her composure on the side of the street and dashed back towards any sign of life, bumping into a few drunken friends who at first offered her nothing but an inappropriate comment. When the two men saw the bleeding, followed by her police badge, they handed her their phone. 
 
    She called for backup. 
 
    Then for an ambulance. 
 
    In the street, a few passers-by watched in horror as a blood-soaked Bermuda was thrown across the street and landed on the windscreen of a parked car. It screeched to life, its alarm singing wildly into the night sky. The screen burst, flaring out into a thousand cracks as Bermuda rolled over and collapsed onto the hard pavement. His tried to crawl, hearing the approaching click of Parker’s shoes. 
 
    Parker stepped in front of him, Bermuda trying to best to peer through his swollen eyes that pulsated around his blood-drenched face. 
 
    ‘You will die tonight.’ 
 
    Parker then stamped with all his might, the heel of his expensive shoe crushing every bone in Bermuda’s left hand. Bermuda yelled in pain before receiving another firm kick to the mouth. 
 
    As he rolled onto his front, his left hand flopped like a bag of loose pencil shavings. The pain caused all energy to leave him. 
 
    This was over. 
 
    With his last moments arriving, he swivelled his head and shot a glance through the downpour to confirm that McAllister had gone. 
 
    She had. 
 
    In the distance, he could hear the wailing of sirens, their welcome sound just a little too late. Parker placed the sole of his shoe onto the back of Bermuda’s head, holding him in place. With the fight beaten out of him, Bermuda felt his head being gently pressed to the floor. With his bones broken and blood sprayed all over the street, Bermuda closed his eyes. 
 
    A vision of Chloe flashed before him. 
 
    He closed his eyes. 
 
    Parker slammed his foot down. 
 
    The sound of metal piercing flesh and a roar of agony above caused Bermuda’s eyes to flash open. As he did, he saw the spike of the Retriever shunted out of the side of Parker’s leg before he was hoisted away. Parker stumbled to the ground, the bone shattering as the chain retracted, dragging him like a plough across the harsh concrete. The Retriever ripped back through the leg, its chain snaking back across the wet floor until it leapt up and took its rightful place on the golden slate that adorned Argyle’s arm. 
 
    Bermuda’s vision was blurred, a cocktail of bruising, blood, and rainwater all stifling his view, the images burning and stinging with no clarity. 
 
    Parker pushed himself to his knees, kneeling in the rain. Argyle marched towards him, the sudden arrival of Montgomery Black and Vincent doing little to slow him down. 
 
    A burst of blue light filled the street, two police cars blocking off either entrance as the officers bundled out and took their positions. McAllister ran to the front of them, her dress soaked through and tears running down her face. 
 
    Bermuda lay broken and motionless. 
 
    Parker knelt a mere ten feet away from him. 
 
    Black yelled for Argyle to stop, the crowd regarding him as insane. The words echoed down the street; Bermuda heard them ringing but saw them ignored. 
 
    Argyle marched across the urban battlefield, splashing the blood that pooled from both men. Ignoring the fallen killer, Argyle dropped to one knee beside his partner, reaching out a caring hand and placing it gently on his shoulder. 
 
    ‘You owe me ten pounds,’ he said softly.  
 
    Bermuda smiled, but instantly groaned in pain.  
 
    ‘Sadly, this is goodbye.’ 
 
    Bermuda fought for words, but the blood in his throat choked him. He watched through his heartbreak as Argyle stood and slowly walked back towards Parker, his hand raised and clutching the handle to his murderous blade. 
 
    Bermuda tried to reach out a hand, anything to stop Argyle from what he had to do. 
 
    The finality of the coming execution. 
 
    Argyle circled round, ignoring the wild calls from Black and now Vincent for him to stand down, to obey his orders. As the rain clattered against his mighty frame, he glared at the harbinger of death before him. 
 
    The Absent Man. 
 
    His father. 
 
    ‘Is she gone?’ Parker’s words were drenched in defeat. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid so.’ Argyle felt his heart ache for his mother. ‘Goodbye.’ 
 
    With a swing of his blade, the entire crowd gasped in horror. The man before them slunk backwards, his throat opening in a large gash and blood spraying out like a crimson firework. Parker fell back against the pavement, the blood gurgling in his throat. 
 
    After a few moments, the sickening noises ceased. 
 
    Kevin Parker was dead.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bermuda lifted off the floor as the paramedics placed him onto the gurney, the comforting mattress a welcome change from the ice cold concrete. The flashing lights of the ambulance danced with the police cars for authority, the watching faces of the crowd a mixture of flashing blue and red. 
 
    A paramedic held a massive umbrella over them as they wheel him towards the ambulance, Bermuda trying this best to see beyond them. 
 
    After Argyle had watched Parker bleed out, he had slowly lowered himself to his knees and laid his sword out before him. Unclasping the Retriever, he had placed it alongside his other weapon and then placed his hands behind his back in a show of surrender. 
 
    Parker, despite his possession, had been a human. 
 
    Argyle had murdered him in full view of the BTCO. 
 
    Bermuda had passed out through the pain as a few other agents flooded the scene, hoisting Bermuda away with only he and Black witnessing. 
 
    DC Butler berated a few officers, screaming at them to clear the path for the paramedics, demanding Bermuda get the attention he needed. Despite their animosity, Butler knew that Bermuda had sacrificed himself for his partner. He needed to be treated. 
 
    He deserved his respect. 
 
    As the paramedics had tended to him, he heard a number of horrifying injuries being listed out. 
 
    ‘A fractured eye socket …’ 
 
    ‘Several cracks to the collarbone …’ 
 
    ‘Deep lacerations to the skull …’ 
 
    ‘Crushed left hand, possible amputation …’ 
 
    None of it hurt as much as the pain of watching Argyle be marched away as a prisoner. Refusing to think of the outcome, Bermuda knew their partnership was over. Parker had been obsessed, but Argyle clearly had reason to end his life. His partner was the most caring creature spanning two worlds. 
 
    He was not a murderer. 
 
    The wheel of the trolley squeaked as they led him to the ambulance, the buzz of the crime scene humming all around him. A sheet had been thrown over the lifeless body of Kevin Parker, a senior officer taking pictures of the entire area. 
 
    Any forensics would be lost to the rain. 
 
    Before Bermuda was loaded onto the ambulance, an authoritative voice dismissed the two paramedics. As they left, along with the protection from the rain, Bermuda’s headache grew as DCI Fowler loomed over him. 
 
    ‘Don’t think this clears anything, Jones,’ he threatened, enjoying Bermuda’s clear anguish. ‘You will be facing every inch of my wrath.’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Fowler sounds like a lucky lady,’ Bermuda muttered through his blood-soaked, broken smile. 
 
    ‘They will charge you, Jones. I have friends who will ensure the charges stick and you will soon be on the all-meat diet in Pentonville.’ 
 
    ‘No he won’t.’ 
 
    Both men looked up with surprise as the deep voice of Montgomery Black cut the tension between them. Marching with the authority that Bermuda constantly undercut, he approached the gurney, stepping between Fowler and his injured agent. 
 
    ‘How dare you?’ 
 
    ‘I dare, lad. This man, despite himself, has just done what your entire police department couldn’t. He managed to figure out how to track that monster and he brought him to justice.’ 
 
    ‘That man is dead.’ 
 
    ‘Justice is justice.’ Black spoke through gritted teeth. ‘I understand he also saved the life of your detective.’ 
 
    ‘So she says.’ 
 
    ‘Well let me make it clearer to you. I have your superior by the balls, aye. I want to squeeze them, so he makes you disappear, I’ll bloody squeeze them.’ He clenched his fist to emphasise. ‘Now you drop the charges against this man and fuck off.’ 
 
    Fowler stood straight, his jaw pushed out in frustration. He looked deep into the unrelenting stare of Black before trading a few glances with the battered Bermuda. Sighing, he turned and walked off into the rain, barking his frustration at DI Strachan as she followed like an obedient lapdog. 
 
    ‘What a horrible man,’ Black uttered, watching the DCI depart with disgust. 
 
    ‘Thanks, Monty.’ Bermuda tried to lift his right thumb, the left probably gone forever. 
 
    ‘Well, despite everything, Jones, the usual breed of chaos, you did manage to stop Parker and save a young lady’s life.’ Black removed the glasses from his hooked nose, wiping them on his shirt. ‘That at least deserves to be respected.’ 
 
    Bermuda nodded his thanks, coughing roughly and feeling a sharp pain in his chest. Did the paramedics mention a punctured lung? Probably. 
 
    ‘As you know, Jones, I don’t really like you. Not at all.’ 
 
    ‘Charming,’ Bermuda managed, drawing a dry smile from his superior. 
 
    ‘But Ottoway was right about you. You can be the balance that we need, the man who can step in both worlds and keep them both turning. With Ottoway’s regrettable condition, I have been elected to perform his role in the interim. I have therefore dismissed the notion put forward by the Committee to have you removed from the agency.’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t you put that notion through, sir?’ Vincent interjected, with the usual perfect timing.  
 
    Bermuda smirked. 
 
    ‘That is neither here nor there.’ Black waved a hand dismissively. He straightened his tie before looking at Bermuda without the usual malic. ‘Good job, Jones.’ 
 
    Bermuda watched him trundle off, the enigma of a man doing his best to ward the demons knocking at Bermuda’s door.  
 
    Vincent cast a caring eye over the crumpled mess before him. ‘You don’t look good, Jones.’ 
 
    ‘Funnily enough, I don’t feel that great either.’ 
 
    ‘Quite.’ Vincent’s eyes scanned him. ‘Several breaks, a number of of internal bleeds. You will heal but it will be painful for a few days.’ 
 
    ‘Days,’ Bermuda scoffed quietly, reminded once again of his condition. The world that had just tried to beat him to death was alive and kicking inside him. ‘How did you guys find me, anyway?’ 
 
    ‘The Oracles can track the activity of our world. After the overload at the Necropolis, we went there first. A number of soldiers slaughtered. We counted eight dead.’ 
 
    Bermuda raised his eyebrows, impressed at Argyle’s kill count.  
 
    Vincent continued. ‘General Mandrake was found, incapacitated and ready to surrender. He has been taken back to the BTCO to be transferred back to his world for his sentence.’ 
 
    ‘His death,’ Bermuda corrected. 
 
    ‘His sentence.’ 
 
    After a few moments of silence Bermuda turned to Vincent, his eyes slightly watering. ‘What will happen to Argyle?’ 
 
    Vincent paused. ‘It is out of our hands now.’ 
 
    ‘Vincent,’ Bermuda snapped, a tear rolling down his cheek. ‘Will they kill him?’ 
 
    ‘I am sorry, Jones.’ 
 
    Vincent turned and walked away from the growing confrontation, leaving Bermuda to drop his head back to the pillow. His left arm had been tied tightly across his chest in a sling, a bag of ice had been forced into the crushed remnants of his left hand. 
 
    ‘Vincent,’ he called out, the senior Neither turning. ‘Do right by Gordon, okay? He needs something to reach out to him.’ 
 
    Vincent nodded. The homeless man who had spoken to them earlier in the evening had already been accompanied back to the BTCO HQ. They would afford him a shower and a change of clothes. Anyone who was aware of the world that enveloped humanity was an asset. 
 
    They would look after Gordon Foster. 
 
    He was one of their own. 
 
    As Vincent disappeared into the crowd, Bermuda felt the bed shift slightly before being lifted into the back of the ambulance. The paramedic, a petite lady with mousy brown hair and a cute smile, spoke calmly to Bermuda, assuring him that he was going to be okay. 
 
    He ignored her, already aware of his body piecing itself back together. Suddenly, a knock rattled the inside of the door. 
 
    ‘Can I have a moment?’ 
 
    The young paramedic looked to Bermuda, who nodded his approval. With a smile she left the ambulance, allowing McAllister to climb up into the vehicle and take a seat next to him. Her dress, clinging to her slim body, was soaked through, but she held a towel in her hand and had evidently dried her hair slightly. 
 
    She offered him a warm smile, looking with shock at the extent of his injuries. 
 
    The sheer brutality of the beating he had taken. 
 
    For her. 
 
    Silently, a few tears ran down her cheeks. 
 
    ‘Bermuda, I have to say that what you did this evening was the most …’ she struggled as another tear raced down after the others. 
 
    ‘Heroic thing ever? Brave?’ Bermuda flashed his cracked grin.  
 
    She laughed, shaking her head. ‘Idiotic was the word.’ She squeezed the only hand still intact. ‘But you saved my life.’ She leant forward and gently kissed him on the cheek. 
 
    ‘You’re welcome.’ 
 
    ‘I just wanted you to know that you were right. There are things I can’t control in this world. What happened to my little Emily will always stay with me. But it can’t dictate the rest of my life.’ 
 
    ‘It can’t,’ Bermuda agreed, nodding slowly. 
 
    ‘I’ve spoken to Ethan. We have agreed to meet this weekend for dinner. Cards on the table. Get everything out.’ McAllister’s eyes filled with hopeful tears. ‘I just want my husband back.’ 
 
    Bermuda lifted his free arm and beckoned her in for a hug. She leant in, squeezing his broken body. Bermuda ignored the pain, squeezing with as much energy as he could muster before she slowly pulled away. 
 
    ‘Look after yourself, Bermuda.’ 
 
    ‘You too, Sam.’ He smiled. ‘You too.’ 
 
    She waved delicately before stepping back out into the rain, lifting the towel over her head. Butler approached her, nodding his goodbye to Bermuda, who returned in kind. The paramedic returned, closing the door, and the engine roared to life. As the ambulance pulled away, Bermuda closed his eyes. 
 
    Images of his bizarre life danced through his mind: The scarring first case he ever worked, being chased through the Cutty Sark by that dangerous creature. The jet-black eyes of Barnaby, his own fingers gripping the edges of a doorway at the top of Big Ben. He thought of Kevin Parker, the various dead women he had encountered this past week. Slowly his thoughts faded to the real world, to having a beer with Brett, discussing all things inappropriate. A flash of Sophie Summers made his heart ache. 
 
    A discussion with Angela, her voice berating him for being a lousy father to Chloe, that his delusions were dangerous. His mind raced to Ottoway, the father he never had and the inevitable journey he would soon take to the afterlife. 
 
    He thought of Argyle, his partner and loyal friend, who had once again saved his life on numerous occasions. Who had gone to war with eight of the most dangerous creatures on either side of the divide and walked away victorious. 
 
    Who had protected him at all costs. 
 
    Bermuda’s one working hand clenched into a fist at the images of that sinister world welcoming Argyle home to an undoubtedly horrible fate. 
 
    Then Bermuda thought of Chloe. 
 
    His beloved daughter. 
 
    Her breathtaking smile that shone underneath her silky blond hair. Her tears when she had realised her dad hadn’t called on her birthday. 
 
    The continuous strain his life had on their relationship. 
 
    As the ambulance roared through the wet Glasgow streets, Bermuda thought of his daughter and the pain slowly filtered away. The mind-numbing agony of his broken body dissolved at the very idea of her. 
 
    With the image of his daughter firmly in his mind, he slowly closed his eyes to rest. 
 
    The case was over. 
 
    He’d be with her soon. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    The afternoon sky had already begun to darken, the wintery night doing its level best to dominate the remainder of the day. It was only ten past four, but the dark fingers of the night were creeping in through the large floor-to-ceiling windows of Ottoway’s hospital room. 
 
    His bed was pressed to the far wall, poking out into the centre of the sparse room. He lay under the white quilt, his eyes firmly closed as he drifted in a medically induced sleep. Plastic tubes scattered out of him in different directions, hooking him up to a number of different machines, ready to be shocked like Frankenstein’s monster. 
 
    The beeping of his heart monitor synchronised with the heaving of his breathing apparatus. 
 
    All of this just to keep him alive. 
 
    The cancer eating away at him, winning the battle against Western medicine. 
 
    Bermuda stood in the doorway in jeans and a white shirt, leant against the frame with a sullen look on his face. His fractured eye socket had healed, his eye now framed by a deep purple bruise and a smattering of cuts. 
 
    His collarbone, for the second time that month, had healed, the bone fusing itself back together and allowing him movement. The rib that had punctured his lung had been reattached, the lung itself blocking the gap and keeping him alive. 
 
    His left arm was still strapped to his chest, his hand tightly wired to a metal cast. There was only so much they could do with a bag of dust. But they were confident that, given time, his hand would at least reform, but the muscle fibres and nerves might never recover. 
 
    Still, as Bermuda watched the closest thing he had to a father clinging desperately to life, he realised his situation wasn’t so bad. It had been a week since he had been flown back from Glasgow, treated by the BTCO in their secret medical facility on one of the Shard’s upper floors. With a view spanning the length and width of London, Bermuda was reminded of Ottoway once more. 
 
    The elegant chairman had always enjoyed the view, spending most of his days literally watching over the city from the viewing platform. 
 
    The city and the organisation was Ottoway’s life. 
 
    A life that was slowly fading. 
 
    Bermuda cursed the world for the way it worked, allowing good people to suffer such pain while the worst got to live healthy, full lives of sin and debauchery. He was a fine one to talk, the number of beers and loose women that had passed his lips. 
 
    Things would change. 
 
    He would change. 
 
    He had already met with Brett at their local watering hole, the Royal Oak, in Bushey, the quaint pub set back from the street and surrounded by the well-maintained green and expensive houses. Sat inside the snug, rustic property, Bermuda ordered a diet Coke to the shock of the landlord, Paul. 
 
    Brett was livid. 
 
    But after a thorough explanation of what had happened, including a detailed account of Argyle’s heroics for Brett’s benefit, his best friend understood. 
 
    Bermuda was changing his life. 
 
    The only thing he wanted was to spend some time with his daughter. Seeing the heartbreaking pain of Sam McAllister when he had discovered her empty nursery had been a wake-up call.  
 
    He had the daughter that she was denied. 
 
    And he wasn’t doing enough. 
 
    McAllister had sent him a message the day before, excitedly telling him that she and Ethan were going to make a second go of things. The marriage and family they had always planned for was back on, and she thanked him for being the worst mistake she ever made. 
 
    He replied with a middle finger emoji and congratulations. 
 
    When he had called Angela, she had instantly dismissed his notion of change. But as he had discussed his plan with her, she had slowly come around. Although their love had long since left, he admired how protective she was of their daughter. 
 
    He had to mean it. 
 
    And he had to prove it. 
 
    Starting with dinner that evening 
 
    As he stood in the doorway, offering his silent goodbye to Ottoway, he turned and almost collided with Vincent. He startled loudly before resting a hand on his chest. 
 
    ‘Christ, Vinny. You almost gave me a heart attack.’ 
 
    ‘An exaggeration, I’m sure.’ Vincent glided past Bermuda towards Ottoway, the man he had partnered with for sixty years. 
 
    ‘How is he?’ Bermuda asked. 
 
    ‘So-so.’ Vincent spoke sadly. ‘We are trying our own ways to treat him. The results are sporadic. I fear he doesn’t have much time.’ 
 
    ‘He’s a great man. We all know that.’ 
 
    Vincent nodded, his eyes not leaving Ottoway. ‘He would respect your decision.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ Bermuda replied, the guilt of his decision to quit the BTCO clawing at him like a scared animal. 
 
    ‘Is it because of Argyle?’ Vincent asked, turning to face him. ‘His crime is one that we cannot overlook. I assure you we have tried, but the law dictates he return to our world.’ 
 
    Bermuda nodded, refusing to respond. While Argyle would face the death penalty, it was the fate he would face before then that worried Bermuda. 
 
    The Otherside despised Argyle. 
 
    The BTCO was doing nothing. 
 
    ‘I’m going to go, Vinny. I am going to go and spend time with my daughter.’ 
 
    ‘Very well.’ Vincent extended a thin, bony hand.  
 
    Bermuda looked at it, slapped it away, and drew him in for a hug. Taken aback, Vincent eventually patted Bermuda on the spine which no longer twisted in pain. 
 
    ‘Look after him, yeah?’  
 
    ‘Of course.’ Vincent released him. ‘What will you do now?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ Bermuda shrugged. ‘Tram driver?’ 
 
    Vincent looked at him blankly. ‘You know where we are.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ Bermuda patted him on the arm. ‘You guys still owe me a new car.’ 
 
    Vincent smiled, a rarity that caught Bermuda unaware, like when a dog winks. 
 
    ‘I’m sure Mr Black will be thrilled.’ Vincent nodded knowingly. ‘Remember, Jones. Two worlds.’ 
 
    ‘One peace.’ 
 
    With that, Bermuda turned and left the medical centre, riding the fastest lift in London down to the ground floor before navigating his way through the gift shop. He stepped out into the cold, wrapping his coat around his body and walking away from the BTCO HQ. 
 
    He stepped into London Bridge Station, ignoring the Other that sat in the cold, dark corner of the platform. 
 
    Venturing deeper and deeper underground, he eventually appeared on the Northern Line platform, hopping onto a train that was just about to depart. 
 
    It would take him to Euston where he would get the over ground to Bushey. The train grunted to life and disappeared into the darkness. 
 
    A smile cracked on Bermuda’s scarred face. 
 
    He was heading home. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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