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Dedicated my family,

who despite the fact I ‘can’t spell,’
have supported me.
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THE EMPEROR





Adopting a fatherly role, supporting your family, protecting and defending your loved ones.  You may be the bread winner or the ‘rock’ for those who rely on your stability and security.

Authority, Establishment, Structure, a Father Figure.





CUPS OF EIGHT



(Reversed)


Adrift and suck at a fork in the road.






I

"M .s Headly I really must recommend against this.  You’ve only been with us for a few weeks.  You need time to rest.  You need to-".


"If you tell me what I 'need' one more time I'll make you regret it.” Echo growled at the nurse, looking up through her tangled curtain of hair.  The sterile hospital room was dappled in morning rays and bent over the plastic covered bed, Echo breathed heavily, one hand clutching her side.  Brain and gunshot wound protested with every movement, but her stubbornness could out-sprint them both.  It always did.  


          "Instead, listen to me closely.  You and your merry band of cutthroats shredded my clothes.  You even slashed my underwear like savages.  Therefore, your only job is to get me something to wear that isn't this ugly paper bag.  Your only job, is to collect what little you didn’t destroy and bring it to me.”  Echo hissed as pain zipped up her spine.  She didn’t let it show on her face despite her dying to knees buck and her eyelids  drooping heavily.  She only grasped the bed sheets tighter.


"Ms.  Headly, you are in no condition to leave here-"


"What did I tell you about telling me what I can and can't do?"  Echo’s voice was deadly.  She was getting out of here if it killed her.


"Very well.”  And the nurse curtly walked out the room, her nose pointed high in the air.  Echo just glared at the bouncy blonde bob as it retreated and only when the door closed did she allow her forehead to fall to the mattress; her side in agony.  


She'd only been shot three weeks ago.  Her wound had healed and only the blood loss had concerned the doctors, but she’d pulled through.  The bastards wanted her to stay for another three weeks until her muscles and bowels had fully healed but Echo was having none of that.  Fuck them.  She had better things to do than sit in bed being poked and prodded.  The only thing that had stopped her all this time, the great Saint McQueen.


Though his first visits had been brief  McQueen had continued to visit Echo on a regular basis, asking her questions about Sydney, about Mrs. Badal and her bussiness in teh House.  He was a very nosy mouse trying to find some cheese, but Echo also suspected his visits were more to do with meeting his budding love, the preppy Nurse Willows.  However, it was good to know his Sainthood still forced him to put aside his distaste for her and visit.   Her lamb was still out to pasture.  


Then, but a week ago he appeared informing her with a stiff upper lip that finding Sydney Summers was now a low priority and until new evidence came to light, it would be put on the back-burner.  Too many men pulling to many hours searching for a woman who was considered by some to be a hero, killing a serial killer.  
"Of course, should you supply the Police with any new - or old - information regarding Syndey Summers, the case would reopen."  He'd told her, though his eyes couldn't meet hers.  Instead he looked at the ugly painting abover her head, talking to the wide sillouette of London.
 
"I've already told you dear Detective, I have nothing to say regarding Sydney Summers.  Her Sins are most grave, but im sure justice will prevail."  She'd waved him off. 
 
She had no doubt that the decision to cut Syndey loose came from someone high up in the food chain, someone she suspected was in Archer's pocket.  If her family had told McQueen to heel, it was  because they had saved the kill for her.  A get-well present of sorts and the first reason Echo had to leave this  aweful Hospital sooner rather than later.
 
Echo had just about collected her thoughts, when with a sudden gust, her door swung open and her snobby Nurse came back.  Echo straightened quickly hiding any pain on her face as she regarded what the woman held.  "Fresh scrubs. It's all we have.” The placed the folded stack on teh bed with a fake smile.


Eyeing the thin, pink cotton patterned with happy hearts and perfectly symmetrical creases, Echo ground her teeth together.  Ugly and a fashion disaster, Echo wouldn’t normally be caught dead in such monstrosity, but dead girls walking couldn’t be choosers.  


"They'll do.”  She answered through trembling lips.  Twisting to the door had hurt more than she dare let on; pulling at stitches that didn’t want to be pulled.


“We did have your shoes, but they seem to have been misplaced.  Unfortunately, all we have are these crocs from Lost & Found.” There was mant to be an apology in her smile, but the bitchy Nurse didn't sound it and like fuck had Echo’s boots gone walk-about.  


They were a grand’s worth of designer labels and imported leather.  More than likely, they were tucked in someone’s cupboard ready to be covered in vomit and booze on a night out.  


"I'll have the doctor draw up you an A.M.A form and he will be along shortly.” The nurse breezed on and with a swoosh of arrogant sass, she left again.


"Bitch.” Echo hissed before looking at the scrubs she grasped in her hands.  


Why anyone would willingly wear this obnoxious attire was beyond her, but with no other choice - other than going naked, which wasn't off the table -  Echo slowly and painstakingly dragged on the elasticised pants and baggy top.  Seeing as she'd arrived in all black, and dress like a sex goddess, the joke wasn't lost on her.  Let them laugh though.  She would soon be out of here… as soon as she could straighten her back again.


Once more, as Echo doubled over in pain the door opened and as she turned to see who it was she almost wished for the Nurse back. 


"I see that you look as dashing in our scrubs as the nurses do, Ms.  Headly.” Doctor Chuckles chuckled. 


He was reason number two she was so desperate to leave; overly cheerful Doctors gave her the creeps.  People who killed daily should be lurking in the shadows and behind bushes.  Not smiling over her in a small, sterile room, making promises they couldn’t keep and playing God.  The bastard above fucked with life well enough on His own without help from people in lab coats.  


"Now, Nurse Benton tells me you would like to leave.  Is that right?" He looked down at her with his big, bushy white eyebrows and clean shaven, face and Echo just knew he was picturing her as a three-year-old child.  No one spoke to grown adults like that.  Her doctor was screwy; reason number three.


"There's no 'like to' about it.  I'm leaving.  Whether you get your forms signed or not is your problem.  Not mine.” Echo didn't bother smiling pleasantly.  Reason four: everyone here smiled enough she needn't bother and reason five: she was sick of everyone doing it.
"Yes.” He chuckled again, setting Echo’s teeth on edge.  “Nurse Benton made that quite clear.” With an exasperated sigh, he pulled a clipboard from behind his back and held them out to her gingerly, like she would change her mind any minute.  "Here you are Ms.  Headly.  I really do wish you would reconsider.  Staying here for the run up to Christmas isn't ideal, I know, but we try to make it jolly here.  You know, my mother would say-"


"Give me the fucking paper.” Echo snarled.  Reason six: she knew more about this guy's fucking mother than the Pope knew God.  Scrawling her name on the dotted line she shoved past the Doctor, ignoring any and all pain, darting from the room before he coudl offer her a lollipop.


Fuck, she needed a drink.
◆◆◆
 
Echo scowled at the Christmas lights in shop windows as Jacob - ever faithful Jacob - pulled around the cobbled streets of Rippling.  She never liked Christmas.  Her family had never celebrated it, so she and her brother Adin followed suit.  


It had taken them five yearsto figure something was going on every winter: the themed lights, the bustling crowds, the smell of roasting nuts.  No tree ever went up in the House, no gifts were exchanged, or large dinners cooked and yet Echo never felt she missed out on anything.  The only thing they did partake in was the  Nativity story around they roaring fire: the bastard child, a lying mother and the baked shamans that followed a firefly into the deadly desert.  Echo, in school, had heard the PG versions, but she knew which one she preferred.


“It’s nice to know you’ll be home again, Ms.  Echo.” Jacobs soft, light voice spoke from the front of the car as once again he drove her home.  To say he was around so much, ready to pick her up, they rarely spoke.  “Sandi and I were wondering when you’d make it back.”


“I’d have been home a lot sooner if I’d had it my way.” She grumbled, sneering at an inflatable snowman that waved in the wind.  Another tradition that made no sense: when did the festive holiday become so plastic?  “I’m assuming the place hasn’t fallen down without me?” She asked.  In truth, she was more than a bit curious about how things had been going since the dead serial killer had been drag from their basement.


“The House has been much the same.” Jacob answered slowly, turning into their drive.


Echo waited for more, but nothing was said.  “That’s it, just ‘the same’?” Echo told herself her heart didn’t drop at the thought of her family doing fine without her, but Jacob didn’t elaborate.  
Pulling up to the House, all he did do was smile at her through the rear-view mirror as she threw open the door and exited.


The front of the House looked the same; the same warm glow from the windows, the same low hum of conversation from the Drawing room and Library and the same line of expensive cars lined up to the right.  Gone were the police, gone were the dead bodies and gone was any sense of humanity.  Only the demons were left to play, and it was still home despite a little extra blood and guts. 


She hadn’t told anyone she was coming so she wasn’t surprised to find no one waiting for her in the entrance hall.  A few guests gave her disgusted looks - her outfit an insult to the eyes - but she was otherwise ignored, and she moved to her kitchen and then the back staircase, happy to hide and rest for the nigt.  She made it up one floor but stopped, surprised to see her secret bookcase ajar.  Guests never used her stairway; it wasn’t grand or luxurious like the main stairway so it was unusual to be open.  


Poking her head out she glanced out to see the door for The Summer Annex, the Midnight Room and the Winter Wing, all closed with nothing else amiss.  She stepped closerdown the hall, her ears pricked for any noise, but strangely found none.  It wasn’t like the Sins not to be entertaining at this time, but then again, she hadn’t been here for weeks.  They might have left for heinous Sins aroudn the world. Shrugging, she brushed off the thought, moving back to the bookcase when a sudden deep voice startled her.


"Good.  It's about time you were back girl.”


Spinning to face him, it took Echo an extra second to smile as Archer appeared directly behind her.  He was sporting a new look today and Echo was taken a back.  Inspired by Archer's United Arab Emirates contacts, he was wearing a traditional cream Kandura coat infused with exquisite gold thread.  His beard was trimmed, his pale skin slightly tanned and in the weeks gone, he’d lost the cane; instead, holding his hands lightly behind his back. 


Echo kept her smile plastered in place, but  suddenly felt adrift.  Archers eyes were on her but she could tell they went right on through.  “Good evening Archer.  How's business?" 


The Sin of Greed smiled.  It was a smile Echo had only ever seen him give to her and she felt her body relax at the sight of it.  "Ah, you always know what questions to ask?  Come.  Join us.” He beckoned and walked back towards the Winter Wing; the door suddenly open.


Instantly, Echo was self-conscious of what she was wearing; baggy, ugly pink scrubs were not flattering but it wasn’t like she could ask for a sec’ to change.  Instead, she continued into the Winter Wing and her heart pulsed with pleasure as she saw all the Sins sat around the table.  Despite the drama of a few weeks ago, every one of them had remained.


Walking with confidence, Archer took his seat at the head of the table, his six other siblings either side leaving one solitary seat at the other end.  Echo felt caress of each Sin ripple across her skin as she lowered herself into it, each giving his a stroke of greeting.  


“Hello sweet girl?” Twilight cried with a dazzling smile that showed all his teeth.  His hair was swept back lightly and curled shimmering with gold, while glitter coating his cheeks.  Dark purple eyeshadow made his almond eyes pop against his blue gown and his gaze narrowed with a coy smile.  “Where have you been darling? We’ve missed you.”


Echo suppressed a glowing blush of pride but had no doubt Bris felt it.  “I was slowly dying of course.” She joked, “But what can’t kill me will only make me stronger.”


Twilight threw back his head and laughed, giving her a wink.  “We can only hope darling.”


Settling, Echo looked to everyone else and pleasantly noted they hadn't changed.  Nic dozed in his chair while Gala sat to his left swirling an expensive red wine around a glass.  To Echo’s left, Twilight held a compact mirror and was checking his hair, while Samantha was speaking in hushed toneswith Archer, naked of course.  Mara watched everyone with a predatory gaze, leaving only Bris, who hadn’t taken her wide purple eyes off Echo since she’d entered to room.


“How do you feel?” The little girl asked, her hands folded neatly in her lap.


“As good as new.” Echo said curtly, lying.  Her stomach throbbed and her vision was going slightly blurry with the pain.  


"Well, thats good." Bris respond but before she could say more, like a well-oiled machine all the Sins turned to face Archer.  


Echo had seen them move like a hive-mind before, but it never failed to take her breath away.  Sat tall at the end of the table, Archer looked to each of his siblings in turn.  His eyes only drifted over Echo, which stung just a tad, but she said nothing and quickly suppressed such a silly emotions like jealousy. 


“We are once again, a family.  We are whole again.” Archer spoke to them all.  


Echo repressed a smile, but his words were music to her ears: family, whole. She was one with them and her was her confirmation.  


“But we can be more.  In a few days, we will be stronger then ever, should all go to plan.” Archer’s eyes moved to Echo who absently rubbed her wound.  Yes, she wasn’t at full strength yet, but soon she would be. She would be ready for this plan.


“We will be as we once were, when we were born in brimstone and fire.  We will be as should have been.” Samantha continued.  “Complete and whole again.” All the Sins nodded in time; Echo a fraction of a second behind.


“You fought valiantly, child.” Mara spoke directly at Echo and she felt her spine straighten with the attention.  “Surviving a bullet is a marvellous accomplishment.  When all is right again, we will be as we once were; the strongest, the quickest, the most vicious.” Teeth bared, Maras eyes were alit with excitement and Echo couldn’t help but reciprocate.


“Yes, yes, that time will come.” Nic groaned out, blinking through sleepy eyes.  For a beat or two he looked at Echo before turning back to Archer, levelling his gaze.  “You talk big, but can it be done?” Echo’s brow fluttered in confusion but didn’t speak.  Didn’t Nic want them to be as they had been?  Damning souls to hell, that was what they lived for.


“It can and will be done.” Was all Archer said, meeting Nic’s gaze at an equal level.  


Echo could hear the blood pulsing in her ears as she watched the tension slip around the room, but eventually Nic gave the tiniest tip of his head and broke eye contact.  Archer, taking the victory, smiled brightly down the table to Echo, beaming charisma and charm.  


“Welcome home, dearest child.” Spreading his arms wide, he stood, and the other Sins quickly followed leaving Echo to scramble behind them all.


‘Welcome home,’ they said in unison before Samantha continued on her own.  “We are ever so thankful to have you back sweetness.” She smiled.


“And we shall need you, my dear.” Gala conceded, raising his glass in salute.


“Let to fun commence.” Mara smile and in turn, each Sin either gave her a nod, or small smile of welcome.
Echo’s felt her cold heart lighten as she realised where she stood.  This was her family.  Fuck Sydney and her spiteful words.  Fuck McQueen and his Stockholm theory.  She was where she belonged; she was where she would thrive. 


“Then, we’d better get started.” Twilight sang and with a glamour’s twirl, stood and left.  Everyone followed, the family dismissed, but with a single glance from Archer, Echo held still in her spot. 


One arm tucked behidn his back, the other in teh air, Archer aproached, looking like a professor about to give a speech.  “I can see that working for us has been taxing on you.  The limitation of your mortal coil is … often lost on us.  So, we’ve decided you’re no longer needed.”


“What?” Echo’s gut dropped and her skin iced over.  This couldn’t be happening.  This couldn’t be-…


“You’ll work exclusively in our domain.  The common folk of the Groudn floor, they will have no need of you.” Archer continued not hearing Echo’s cry of anguish as he walked slowly around her, circling.  “Drinks will be requested as normal, but you will travel via the servant’s stairs to and from the kitchen.  When not mixing, you’ll fetch other things we might need.” 


"Oh course Archer.  Whatever you need." She promised and was rewarded as Archer looked up a smile she knew and sought after.  


“We will keep you close to hand my child.  You are, and always will be, ours.”


"Yes... always." She breathed, her blood sing with joy. Until that moment, she didn’t realise how much Sydney’s and McQueen’s words had spooked her.


“Good.  Now, go change and be ready for tomorrow evening.” Archer said sneering at her attire like it might leap at him.


Without hesitation, Echo jumped, hurdling up the stairs as fast as her stiches would allow.  So what if they never visited her in the hospital.  So what if they didn’t ask her how she was feeling, she was still a part of this house.  They were still family; nothing had changed. 


No, home was still home, Echo thought.  Her lips curled into a wicked smile and despite being dressed in unforgiving pink scrubs, she was on top of the world.
◆◆◆
 
The first thing Echo felt were sharp claw digging into her back, then the soft cotton sheets caressing her naked body, before hearing the obnoxious sound of the front doorbell.  Wilson didn’t appreciate the wakeup call either and dug deeper into her back to the point he drew blood. 


“Mother fuckers-…” Echo groaned slipping from her bed, tossing Wilson off with a heavy push.  “First fucking night home… First fucking night’s sleep not in a bloody paper sheet…” She grumbled squinting in the morning light as it blazed through her large apartment window.


She thought about answering the door naked.  That would serve the fucker right for calling so early, but as she crawled out from her warm covers, the chill in the air made her decide it wasn’t worth it.  


She opted for a thick, black Japanese robe, with a beautiful golden phoenix on the back instead, smothering her skin in a cosy layer of heat.  Walking down the three flights of stairs was a punishment in of itself, but she almost spat out her own tongue with rage when she saw Jacob and Sandi lounging on a nearby couch.  
“The door is making a noise, didn’t you notice?”  She snapped, but Jacob and Sandi remained curled on the couch like content kittens.


“It’s for you.” Sandi murmured through a sleepy haze, snuggling closer to Jacob.  “Wouldn’t want to spoil the surprise.” 


Frowning, Echo stomped to the ringing door and flung it open with as much force as she could.  The fucker on the other side better be bullet proof because she was spitting. 


What she didn’t expected however, was a dolled-up woman – no, scratch that.  A dolled-up girl no older than Echo, who was stood at the doorstep with her nose high in the air and two exceptionally large suitcases.  


“What the fuck do you wan-,” But before Echo could finish her snarl, the girl breezed past walking straight down the hall like she owned the place and dumped the cases by the stairs.


First, the snooty woman looked over the Drawing Room.  The sleek, oiled mahogany shone in the morning dawn, while the rows and rows of expensive liquor gleamed at the back of the room.  The lights were off and to the untrained eye, you would think it was a lounge of a pompous rich twat.  


The girl clearly thought so, nodding as if she agreed with the chosen décor.  “Yes… of course.” She said with a hit of bitterness, before wandering over to the Library examining the shelves of the expensive antiques and pretty jewels.


While she totted around in her six-inch heels, Echo gave her a look over.  She was petite and tall but not as tall as Echo, with a tiny waist she’d enhanced with a wrap-around bow.  Her dress looked like an old floral curtain covered by a cheap, fur edgeds trenchcoat.  Her hair was on the duller side of ginger and curled in a neat, vintage up-do.  The same coloured freckles dotted her nose which she’d tried to hide under foundation, while her button nose - which at this moment was inches away from a Ming-Dynasty vase -  seemed to constantly be turned up like there was a foul smell.


“Who the fuck do you think you are?” Echo asked perplexed by this girl.  She even speared a glance at Sandi and Jacob but unsurprisingly, they’d mysteriously disappeared.  Lucky them.


Instead of answering, the girl breezed past clutching her shoulder purse close to her side.  She took in the crystal chandelier and the silk wallpaper, before coming to a stop in the centre of the hall, nodding.  “Yes.  Well… I can see why he’s been so absent.” She sniffed.  She was about to pick up the hilt of Excalibur when Echo decided she’d had enough.


Gripping the girl’s arm, she snapped her close until they were toe-to-toe.  “Who.  Are.  You?  How dare you trespass here.”


The girl looked at her wide eyed in fright like she’d just realized Echo was there.  “I-… I am not trespassing.  If fact-” She stomped her foot, before straightening her dress, “I’m not trespassing because you can’t trespass on your own property.” She tried to move past Echo again, but Echo was having none of it.


“Excuse me?” Echo laughed, looking the girl up and down again, hearing a strong  country-hill folk accent.  “You don’t own this place sunshine.  Now fuck off to whatever dairy farm you came from.” She gave the girl another shove towards the door, and found that the girl wasn’t as steady on her heels as she let on.


Yet the girl didn’t waver.  “I own whatever my husband owns and if this is where my husband resides then yes -you money grabbing whore- it is all mine.” The girl shoved back, and Echo felt her anger rise, causing her to grind her teeth together.


“Don’t you know about this thing called the internet?” Echo mocked.  “This isn’t your husband’s house bitch.  It’s a member’s only House and I can promise you, whoever you think your fucking husband is, he isn’t the owner.”


Colour suddenly fushed on the girls cheeks, finally realizing she might be wrong.  “Of course, I looked online.  I was called from a number registered to Cardinal House.  I looked up the address and saw it was in Rippling which is where my husband lives."  


"Someone called you?  From here?" Echo frowned as she eyed the rotary phone by the door.  No one ever used it; even she didn't had she lived in teh house for twenty-three years.  


"Yes. The caller asked me about my husband and our relationship.  They said it was apart of a serious investigation, but they never called back, so I came looking.”


“So, you travelled all the way here to stake your claim on a house you thought your husband owned?” Echo scoffed but her temper had cooled.  Something was iffy about this girl. 


 If she was so devoted to her husband like she seemed, why the Hell didn’t she know where he was?  And if her husband lived in Rippling, shy didn't she? 


Put off by Echo's question, the girll fidgeted.  "I didn't claim anything, i just-... i just assumed this was where he was staying."  She bluffed. 


“Right... Well, perhaps your husband was here.  What’s his name?  Or better yet, tell me his kink?  His fetish or addiction?  That will make it far quicker.” Echo supplied.


The girl frowned.  “Fetish… what do you mean?  My husband’s not into that stuff.” The girl even snorted at such an idea.  “He was very vanilla.  Canice was never adventurous.” She sighed pronouncing Canice, ‘Can-iss’ which drew out a little Irish kick from her voice.


“Canice?” Echo repeated, giving her another look. If this guy didn’t have a fetish, he wasn’t Sam’s client.  He couldn’t be rich, not the way this woman gawked at the House, so he wasn’t a client of Archers. 


The woman tossed her hair over one shoulder with an eye roll.  “Canice my husband.  Haven’t you been listening.  I'm  Anna McQueen.  And Canice is my husband, Detective Canice McQueen..”


If Echo had a drink, she would have sprayed it all over the girl’s pretty dress as she barked a laugh.  


“Canice?  Queenie’s first name is Canice and you, your his wife.” Looking to the ceiling like it was a cosmic joke  Echo aughed. 


"Yes, why is that funny?" 


Very slowly, Echo looked back to Mrs. McQueen, enjoying this early wake-up call more and more.  “Well, I’m sure I can help you.  McQueen and I know each other quite well.”


“You?  You know my Canice?” Mrs. McQueen, - or Anna - Echo reminded herself, didn’t look so pleased.  “Well, will he be here tonight?” she continued to ask.


Echo’s face automatically fell into a mocking frown.  “Hell’s no.  Queenie hates it here.  Heck, he almost died here.  I haven’t seen him in weeks.” That seem to make the Mrs.  smile, until she realized what Echo had said.


“He almost died?” Anna’s delicate hand flew to her throat like she couldn’t catch her breath.


“We almost died.”  Emphasis the ‘we.’



In fact, as the sleepless dazed lifted from her eyes, Echo was suddenly confronted with a mass of options; each was as fun and delectable as the next.  She hadn’t lied when she said she hadn’t seen McQueen in weeks, but that didn’t mean she didn’t intend too.  Leaving him alone now would be like only eating half a pie.  Such a waste.  She had games to play, pedestals to break, halos to crack.


“Is he alright?” Anna asked.


“Like I said I don’t know.  I haven’t seen him.” Echo could tell McQueen hadn’t married Anna for her brains, but fortunately Echo wasn’t lacking in that area.  She was only lacking a heart.  


“Buuuut-,” She purred, drawing Anna’s attention.  “I do know where he works.” She smiled along with Anna, sticking out her hand to shake.  “I’m sorry about before.  I’m not one who likes to miss out on her beauty sleep.  Let me start again.  I’m Echo, I live here at the House.  Quee-… I mean, Canice and I became close not too long ago.”


“Oh.” Anna seemed nervous to touch Echo again but shook her hand none the less.  “You became friends with my Canice?”


Echo smiled, “Something like that.” She paused, allowing her words to sink in that little further before continuing.  “So, if you’d like, I can take you too him?  He;ll be at work, but i'm sure he won't mind the visit” Looking at the grandfather clock in the hall, Echo saw that it wasn’t too late in the morning, just after eleven really.  She gave Mrs.  McQueen a sideways smile. 


“Will that be possible.  It’s so sudden.  I’d want to make myself presentable if I’m going to meet his work mates.” Anna said, seeming to have forgotten she was dressed like a lady about to luncheon.


“No, no.” Echo insisted.  “Queenie would be happy for us to drop in.  He loves company.” She assured Anna ushering her into the library.  


In part it was for comfort, but more so to keep her sticky mitts far away from the valuables that lined the shelves.  “Sit right here.  I’ll run and get dressed and then we’ll go.  I’ll even get our driver to pull around to drop us off.” Echo got a slight kick out of that.  No, her sweet McQueen hadn’t come into any wealth Anna so pathetically wanted.


Smiling one last time a her new ‘friend,’ Echo went to stairs when she heard the clip-clop of heels behind her.  “Wait?” Anna called, causing Echo to plaster a fake smile on her face before the woman could see her scowl, “Are you sure you know my Canice? He was always… particular about work.  He never liked people just dropping by… it doesn’t sound like him.”


Echo tilted her head intrigued but didn’t drop the smile from her face.  “He’s tall, with sun kissed blond hair, slightly tanned skin and grey, stormy eyes you could get lost in?” Echo felt a thrill as recognition shone on Anna’s face.  “Yes, I’m sure it’s your McQueen.”


Turning back around and walking up the stairs Echo felt the last of her slumber drop from her shoulders.  She felt her skin tingle and her lips just begging to curl into its wicked grin.  Oh, it was so good to be bad.




II

McQueen sighed into his mug once more as he gazed across the mounds of files on his desk.  Manila envelopes stacked five high in four different piles.  


      He’d been working for two weeks, but that was only after his forced recuperative leave.  Despite protesting he was fine, apparently being kidnapped by a serial killer and killing said killer awarded him time off.  McQueen had spent the time pacing and fussing, until he’d come back the minute he’d been allowed. 


He thought he’d been ready to come back, but as he gulped down some lukewarm milky tea, he might have spoken too soon.  Thinking back to his conversation with the Chief, he doubted any amount of time away from work would have saved him from this assignment though.
          “I don’t want your head filled with pompous fanfares McQueen.  Catching a serial killer is a once-in-a-life time achievement.”  The Chief  said stood at his desk looking down at McQueen on his first day back.  

      Despite a cheer of congratulations and back slaps, the small band of officers at Rippling Police Station gave him a wide birth.  It was no secret the Chief had wanted to see him, and everyone was weary of the Chief.  He looked like a strong gust of wind could blow him apart andhe had the personality of a paper bag to match.  However, he held everyones respect and for good reason: he had a will of steel.  When he wanted something done, he made sure it got done. 

          In that meeting, McQueen had felt very small as the Chief spoke down at him and got the distinct feeling that, notwithstanding his near-death experience, the Chief wasn’t best pleased with the last case’s outcome.  “You’ve had your once in a lifetime case, McQueen.  You’ve caught the serial killer, time to settle.” And like a forgiving God, the Chief passed McQueen a single sheet of paper which held sixteen different file numbers.



“Is this our next case?” McQueen asked, flicking his eyes over the list.


“No.” The Chief said stiffly.  “It is your personal case to work on.  However, you and Hale will still be working on any current cases that come across your desk, so prepare yourself for some long, hard hours.  I expect nothing short of your full dedication, McQueen.”


“Yes, Sir.”  Had been his reply, and at the time, McQueen had been eager to start, but that was before he’d collected the case files.


Kesslis, who oversaw the file room at the station, had been nothing but helpful; finding every file he needed like she already knew where they were.  When he said as much, she’d let out a little tittle.  


“Please Detective.” She smiled, her auburn hair twisted into two buns on top her head and her long flowing skirt printed with lovely Koi fish.  “I am keeper of the Files & Testimony Entrepot.  This is my job.”


Her laugh rang in McQueen’s ears in the present, as he stared blankly at his desk.  That had been three weeks ago, and he still sat with sixteen cold cases stacked in front of him like a barricade.  He’d gone from Detective of the month, to paper pusher of the year  and could testify to God himself his ego couldn’t be more deflated.  Yet once again without hesitation, he reached for another file, trying to deduce any avenue that hadn’t been pursued.   His soul told him he couldn’t leave this case behind unless he was certain he’d done everything he could.


“Any luck?” A dull voice asked from behind and McQueen smiled as Ramirez walked up to his desk.  In the few weeks gone, Ramirez had stayed connected which was surprising as McQueen didn’t think he’d made an impact with his fellow officer, but soon after he was cleared from hospital Ramirez had become a fast friend.


“Hay.” McQueen responded swallowing the last of his chilly tea, smiling sadly.   "I’m just having another look.”


Open in front of him, his current file showed a happy smiling child, aged five, blowing bubbles at the camera.  The laugher on the little girl’s face made McQueen's heart clench but it wasn’t even the worst of the lot; every file had a photograph of a missing child inside.  It seemed the parents believed the more heart crushing the photos was, the more people would aid in find their baby.  Sadly, ever files was a paper cluster of  cold-cases that no amount of bubble blowing was going to help now.


“You’re giving this a lot of attention.” Ramirez admitted and McQueen felt his stomach drop in guilt as he looked towards the guys desk.  On it lay his own pile of paperwork on his desk: background checks, family history and further details on how the children went missing that he’d taken on as a favour.  "I have to say, more attention than any Detective before you has." 


McQueen lookedup in surprise.  “These cases have been given to other Detectives?” The file boxes had been so dusty he was still blowing moth balls out his nose.


“Old cases are revisited now and again.  Fresh eyes and all that.” Ramirez picked up a file and flicked through the pages.  “Every time the big boss thinks someone needs a ‘time-out’ he gives them some old cold case to stir their brain for a while.  Most Detectives look at them for a day or two before saying they’re a lost cause and go looking for the next big adventure.  I think the longest I’ve seen a Detective go was a week, but that was because they could test some evidence for DNA which they couldn’t before.  But that lead to nothing, so they dropped it eventually.” Ramirez nodded his head at McQueen, “But two weeks is a new record.”


McQueen chuckled in slight embarrassment.  In fact, the idea of just passing them back and saying they were a lost cause hadn’t occurred to him.  “Well, I think this is my last run.  Nothing new has come up and I feel awful calling the parents asking if any new information.  It just gives them false hope.” 


Ramirez nodded sadly.  They’d both seen their fair share of crying parents.  After a beat, Ramirez’s eyes flickered over McQueen’s shoulder and narrowed.  McQueen to hitch a smile.  Turning he saw Reese slinking over.  Whatever was between the officer and the computer tech,’ McQueen didn’t want to know.


“What’s up Reese?” McQueen asked, feeling proud of himself for telling him apart from his twin.  


That had been a shock.  Looking back, McQueen could have kicked himself for not seeing it; the timid photographer and outlandish hacker.  Roman and his brother Reese, two sides of a vastly different coin.  Going to view their apartment had cleared up a few things.


“McQueen.  Ramirez.” Letting his eyes linger on Ramirez for a second too long, Reese collapsed into Hale’s chair, swinging his converse’s on to the desktop.  “I did that background check you requested – again, and I checked surrounding areas for any suspicious characters as well… nothing.” Reese gave him a sorry smile, before tossing an elastic band ball from one hand to the other.


McQueen sighed.  He’d held out a small amount of hope that something might popup and he had to admit pushing ahead with a positive light might be a waste of time.  


“I just can’t shake the feeling I’ve missed something…” Eyes drifting from Ramirez to Reese, he saw them exchange a look.  “Look, I get it, but I’m going to give these another go.  One last time.”


“You need to know when to let a case go McQueen.” Reese said, wincing like he was giving some bad news.  “ But... i guess i can see if I missed anything.”


Ramirez stood too and huffed a breath.  “I’ll contact the orphanages and youth hostels again.  See if they have anything.”  Straightening his white shirt and black police tie, Ramirez levelled his gaze in McQueen’s direction.  “I’ll give you one thing McQueen, you’re dedicated.  I hope when I pass, I’m half as dedicated as you.” 


With a slap on his back, he walked off and McQueen hoped so too.  Ramirez wanted to pass his Detectives exam and was studying hard for it.  He had a knack for Detective work, so he wished him the best of luck.


Shaking himself awake, McQueen tried to focus on the file in front of him.  Bowing his head, he allowed the black ink to blur into the white paper; his brain ticking over once more.


Absently, he scratched at his back where his two taser burns were healing nicely.  Echo on the other hand, had been in a coma from blood loss and despite his hesitation, he found himself praying she would pull through.  Consequently, she did, and he almost regretted it. 


Despite his strength of faith, McQueen had left Echo’s hospital room with a lead pebble in his stomach and as the weeks passed, it had only grown heavier.  He had no doubt that was what Echo wanted; spitting world of demons and darkness, Hell, and the Devil.  He tried to brush her warning off, but a sliver of uncertainty clung to his mind, testing his resolve.  Was she crazy, was Sydney?  They both believed that the Seven Deadly Sins of Hell were living among them.  Coudl two peopple believe in teh same crazy?  He dared not ponder for too long, instead, trying to move on.


He’d moved out of the Spindle & Tread and into his new room with Reese and Roman: identical twins who were ridiculously hard to tell apart.  But that had only been the start: he’d rekindled what friendship he could with Sage, dedicating himself to not only a work life, but a social life too. 


  They’d met for coffee twice and each time her smile made him feel lighter, like that lead stone shrank each time she distracted him from his troubles. 


Life had been nothing but serene …  except going to Church.  His one solace in times of darkness had turned ugly and sour.  He still went to church, still prayed every night and only did what was good and rightious, but it wasn’t enough.   


Praying to the Lord above only made that lead pebble grow heavier until he felt physically nauseous and lightheaded and going to Church itself…  that was a different barrel of fish.
◆◆◆
 
On a Sunday, just as he did every week, McQueen went to church as his Nana would want him to and preyed to God.  Some days he tried to stay for the sermon, other days he could only make an appearance before he had to make it back to work.  
This particualr Sunday morning, he’d once again been unable to sleep, so had extra time to sit at the back and bow his head.  The church was quiet at that time; the sermons hadn’t started yet and only a few page boys were mulling around.  The comfort he once found in sitting in teh home of God had turned bitter and cold.


“Can I help you at all Son?” The priest had asked him, the dawn bells chiming overhead.


“Hello father.” McQueen welcomed.  “I’m… just in need of some understanding.” He’d lamely admitted.  


Truth was, what was clawing its way through his mind was a lot more biblical and insane than the good Father was probably expecting.  However, his need for guidance was greater than his fear of looking a fool.  He’d grasped at straws that morning and even then, he’d felt so stupid asking such ridiculous questions.  


“Father? To want extent do you think that-… that demons, are real?” The Priest hadn't frowned at him or laughed at his silly question, which only lessened the weight on McQueen’s chest slightly. 


“Do you fear demons Son?” The Father asked and McQueen sighed, expecting this kind of response.  The Father wanted McQueen to find his own answers rather than give him one.  He shouldn’t have expected anything else but questions from a man who lived to guide.


“No Father I don’t.  It doesn’t matter.” McQueen had stood, making a move to leave when the Father clasped a hand on his shoulder to stop him.


“All troubles of God’s children are of great matter, my Son.” The wrinkled old man had a soft sparkle in his eye.  It was a sparkle of a man who was doing what he loved and had been doing it for many years.  “Demons can- and do - take many forms child.  To some they are temptations, others they are found inside themselves already.  Some children of God see them in dark shadows while others… other’s see things entirely different.”


McQueen had contemplated his words, sitting back down slowly.  “And do you think… do you think someone could wholly convince themselves that-… certain demons had manifested themselves as… people?”


The Father understandably took a minute.  “I believe that some people’s minds are sick.  They can create entire worlds around them that no one else can see or understand.  I believe Doctors classify it these days as Schizophrenia, but I am not a doctor so couldn’t diagnose anyone.”


“But what if it wasn’t just in their mind?  What if they saw these daemons as everyday people?  People I could-… I mean, everyone could see.  People you’d met, touched, and talked to.  What if you knew their personalities were… sinful?  Could a person believe in this fantasy so strongly, they’d convinced others too?”


This really spooked the Father.  He took longer to reply and as every minute went by, McQueen wished he’d kept his mouth closed 


“My Son.” The Father said looking him straight it the eyes.  “I feel this is no longer hypothetical.  Is there someone you know who see’s such demons?  Does someone need help?  The help of God or that of a certified Doctor?”


McQueen hung his head.  How could he explain to others what he barely understood himself?  He’d tried passing off what he had heard in that basement as delusions, but he knew that was the coward’s way out.  Then he’d tried to pass Echo off as crazy - had even told her so in the hospital the day she woke up - but Sydney had been so convinced too.


Could two people believe in the same schizophrenic world?  Could one crazy belief be imprinted onto another?  Or was it something on the flip side: did seven people believe themselves to be seven corporeal beings from Hell, and had pushed their ideas onto a young, impressionable mind?  But with every new theory McQueen made, a hole would appear and the more he thought about it, the more it grew.


“No Father.” McQueen smiled sadly at the Priest.   “I don’t think any Doctor or Man of Faith could help.  Not even if it was wanted.”


If the Father wanted to question him some more, McQueen didn’t let him.  


Making excuses he’d left, tucking his gloved hands deeper into his pockets against the cold and swore he’d never mention that conversation again.  Passing the adorable nativity scene by the doors, the strong smell of hay wafting up his nose, McQueen realised Christmas was fast approaching and he’d felt far from merry.


◆◆◆
 


“Ah.  What a day?”  Hale huffed as he stretched, cracking his back and rubbing heavy hands down his face.  Dark rings ran under his eyes and he looked tired.  Despite the Chief telling McQueen that the cold case was his alone, Hale had helped, but they’d had three other homicides in the past two weeks.  They were both drained.


One homicide had been a slam dunk, the wife giving a confession within twelve hours, while the other was a homeless man in a drunken bar fight gone wrong.  The last had been slipped onto McQueen’s desk at the start of the weekend, and was looking like a robbery-gone-wrong.  They were waiting on a neighbouring county to get back to them, so McQueen had taken to his cold cases while they waited.


With only a few final cases to go over, he refused to stop looking until they were all done, unable to leave one file unchecked like it wasn't as important as the others.  “Have you discovered anything we might have missed?” McQueen asked, hopeful as ever, but Hale only gave him a hard look.


The man hadn’t argued when McQueen had dived headfirst into the cold case.  He hadn’t argued when McQueen continued to look a week down the line and pushed on another seven days.  This was the start of week three however and now Hale wasn’t pleased.  


“No.  I haven’t found anything.” He groaned as he frowned into his empty coffee cup.  “And unless you find something new…” He trailed off with sad incline of his head.  “Sometimes McQueen, we do have to give up and admit defeat.  There are new cases every day that need our attention more.  These kids are gone, or dead, or don’t want to be found.” Hale got up, taking his coffee cup with him to get a re-fill.  “Don’t beat a dead dog.”


McQueen, being the good Christian, nodded but dropped his head and breathed, knowing Hale meant well. He couldn’t get angry at the man.  The truth was, nothing in his first few weeks as an officer could have prepared him for this; this feeling of failure.  
“Hot tempers cause arguments, but patience brings peace.” McQueen muttered to himself adding a prayer to God himself to show him the light of this dismal affair.


“Why so glum chum?” A preppy voice popped behind him.


Every muscle in McQueen's body froze with panic, followed swiftly by the unappeasable need to vomit.  Slowly raising his head, McQueen slid his gaze up lusciously long, leather clad legs, to a peek-a-boo cleavage cuddled in a burgundy leather jacket.  Her hair was up in a haphazard bun with loose strands hanging around her neck.  She looked like she’d just woken up, yet as if she’d spent hours getting every carefree strand right. 


“Ech-… I mean Ms.  Headly.  I didn’t-…” McQueen choked on his tongue before he made himself take a deep breath.  “When were you released from hospital?  I was told you would be in for a few more weeks.”


“You care?” She questioned, picking up and adjusting the chair next to his desk, sitting herself squarely in his line of view.  She then promptly began reaching for one of the files on his desk, only stopping when McQueen slammed a hand on top of it.  It drew a few wandering eyes, but otherwise no one was paying too much attention. 


“Will you relax Queenie?” Echo smiled, using that infuriating nickname she refused to drop.  “I let myself out of hospital.  But enough about my life-and-death experience.  How’s Queenie?  How’s police work?  Find any interesting cases?” Hooking one leg over the other, she bounced it up and down, drawing his eyes to her heavy winter, biker boots.


He ground his teeth together, knowing she was here for other reasons, but she would rather enjoy torturing him just for the fun of it.  Father help him he couldn’t be bothered to figure out her game.  “What do you want Ms.  Headly?  And don’t tell me it’s for a catch-up?”


“Fine, fine, fine.” Echo smiled but her eyes never left his.  “I’m here to report a scandalous case.  My poor home was accosted by a treacherous woman in the early hours of this morning and I’d like to file a report.”


“Ms.  Headly…” McQueen let out a frustrated sigh.  “If you would like to fill out a report please see the front desk-,” 


He tried to spew the company line, but  forgot who he was dealing with.  For those few, short, sweet weeks she’d been gone from his life, he forgot and that made him a fool.  He felt the first nudge by his thigh, before he suddenly felt strong pressure right in his crotch.  His knee-jerk reaction was to clamp his thighs closed but of course, that just made the whole area that bit more… compact.


“Echo!” He hissed, twisting in his swivel chair, to dislodge her.  “What the Hell is wrong with you?” he snapped.


“Hell, indeed, Queenie.” Echo whispered, leaning forward with both elbows on the desk.  “What in the dark, depths of Hell do you think got into me?” 


Every word was emphasizedand as McQueen looked back into those emerald green and hazel eyes, he found himself back in church speaking to the Father once more.  What was real and what was fake?  What were delusions and what could be real?


“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” McQueen breathed but even to his ears it wasn’t convincing.


Echo leant forward more until she could whisper in his ear.  “Relax Queenie.  I’m not here to punish you for your sins.  Not yet anyway.”


McQueen felt a rush of relief when she sat back, lounging on the chair.  It was like he held his breath whenever she was around, and he was only allowed to breath on her say-so.  


“Why are you really here?” He asked, straightening his tie.  He almost wished for Hale to come back and save him but then he remembered what his partner thought of Ms.  Headly and decided best not.


“Can I not just come to see an old friend?” Echo asked picking up a pen, twisting it through her fingers before putting it down again.  “That is a shame.  I guess I’ll just drop her off and go then.” Echo sighed.


“Drop who off?” he asked before he could think better of it.


“Your wife.  Anna.”


McQueen let out a solid laugh that filled his chest and this time heads did turn to look.  “Nice try Echo but my wife is in Dublin.  And besides, if it wasn’t for Pari Badal and Sydney you wouldn’t even know I had a wife.” McQueen shook his head.


“I wasn’t joking Queenie.  I would never lie to you.” Echo admitted before another feminine voice called out, making McQueen's blood crack like ice and this time, he could taste vomit.


“Canice ,


Looking up, McQueen took in Anna: his wife, long term girlfriend and first love, as she walked across the station floor.  He was vagally aware of Echo saying how ‘she’d known his face would be worth every minute,’ but he was distracted as his wife - his actual wife - planted a kiss on his lips.


“Anna” He breathed as she sat on his lap, something she hadn’t done since high school.  “Anna what are you doing here?”


“Canice, how could ask such a thing? I’m here to see you of course.” She smiled down at him, her glossy, sticky lips shining in the light of his desk lamp.  He desperately wanted to wipe his lips of the berry goo, but he was still in such a state of shock he couldn’t move.


“Don’t worry Anna darling.  He had the exact same reaction to me when he asked what I was doing here.” Echo piped up, clearly enjoying this moment.


McQueen didn’t miss the slight scowl Anna send Echo’s way, and he had no doubt Echo didn’t missed it either, but he was still stuck on the fact his wife was here.  His wife, who he hadn’t seen for three years; happily, hadn’t seen.  “Well, I know my Canice doesn’t like surprises, so I do feel bad.  But I’m just so excited to see him.” She bounced in his lap still smiling widely.  It was a smile that should have been contagious and clearly Anna was expecting the same joy from McQueen, but joy was not the emotion he was feeling right now.


“Anna I-… I thought we agreed…?”


Immediately Anna deflated, and he saw the tension grow in her shoulders.  “Canice.  I know we made agreements and arrangements, but I thought… I thought after so much time had passed…” Anna trailed off.  She hung her head like a kicked puppy and drew tight circles on his chest with a perfectly manicured nail.


“We made arrangements for a reason, Anna.” Suddenly McQueen remembered that Echo was there and looked her way.  He’d expected scorn or disgust, but Echo looked like a kid in the cinema: wide eye, giving her full, undivided attention.  “Please get up.” He spoke quietly.


Slowly, as if waiting for McQueen to change his mind, Anna stood and once up, straightened her dress.  Sweeping back her hair as is she could sweep off the awkward moment, she smiled at McQueen and patted his shoulder.  “Well, it’s obvious you’re tired from work and with such a sudden surprise it’s a lot to take in.  We’ll have to talk later.”


“Anna, there’s nothing to talk about.  Please?  Let’s not discuss it here.” McQueen kept his voice low.  The last thing he wanted was to make a scene.


“No, no.  Discuss it now.” Echo pleaded from the corner.  The only thing she was missing was a box of popcorn.  “You have so much to talk about, I'm sure; so much history.  Start now.” The she-devil ordered.


He was about to tell her to shut up and go home, when a booming voice bounced across the floor.  “McQueen.  What’s this?” Hale strode over, coffee mug in hand and reached out to shave Anna’s hand.  “Did I hear correctly that you’re Mrs.  McQueen?  You’re far too stunning for that.”


Anna giggled like a schoolgirl and McQueen swallowed, nervous and stood as well.  “Detective Hale, this is my wife Anna.”


“Detective?  Please McQueen, no formalities are needed.” Turning to Anna, Hale bent at the waist and kissed her on the knuckles, like a prince to his beloved.  “You may call me Jackson, Mrs.  McQueen.”


Anna blushed.  “Well kind sir, you may call me Anna.” And the two of them shared a smile like they were fast friends.  McQueen had never actually seen Hale smile like this, and it was as if he actually... liked people.


But a short, surly voice broke the moment.  “I think I’m going to vomit.” Echo had lost all earlier interest and was back lounging on McQueen's witness chair, full of distaste and boredom.


“Ah, Ms.  Headly.  Are you here for a reason?” He asked, smiling with a crook, like he had to put in extra effort, hiding his real question: are you under arrest again?


“I brought the lovely Mrs.  McQueen to the station.  She was lost in Rippling and as the good neighbour I am, I had to bring her straight to her husband.” Echo explained with a voice too innocent for her actions.  Hale knew this.  McQueen knew this.  Anna didn’t.


“Yes.  Oh, it was so embarrassing.  I went to the wrong house and everything.” She laughed at her own silliness.


“Well,” Hale spoke up again, “I’m sure you must be starving from your trip.  Can I escort you to Sia Ambro’s Diner across the street for some pies and cake Mrs.  Anna?” Hale bowed at the waist and held out a hand to escort her.


Anna smiled, charmed already.  This attention was the kind she’d been expecting from McQueen.  The realisation made him deflate.  “Why yes, I’m very peckish.  Thank you, Jackson.” She then looked at him, an eyebrown quirked. “Are you coming husband?”


“I do have paperwork to finish…” McQueen said lamely, but suddenly Echo was on her feet too, ready and rearing to go. 


"Paperwork holds nothing compared to catching up with your wife, Queenie.  No excuses.” A sticking cold fist clenched McQueen’s gut as Echo casted that same wicked smile.  “Besides, I’m starving!”
◆◆◆
 


The greasy juke box in the corner of the diner was always playing despite the fact McQueen had never seen anyone put money in it.  The tune of the day must have been picked in the earlier hours and then place on repeat because it was always the same song skippingoften, and playing at the wrong pitch.  Despite all this however, it filled the awkward silence in the red leather booth.


"More coffee Hale?" The fifty-something waitress with a fake American accent asked, popping her gum.  He was the only one with a plate of food in front of him while the rest of their group had opted for coffee which all remained untouched.  McQueen had taken one sip and promptly vowed never to take a sip more.


"Thank you Sia" Hale answered while he chomped on a crispy bit of bacon.  He, it seemed, came here often enjoying not only the food, but the fake American deco too.


So far, they’d spoken about the weather, the extortionate prices of train journeys, how there had been a smelly person near Anna on the train and how Ireland was so much greener than England.  Anna might have gone on to say more, but they’d thankfully been interrupted.  Once the server had left, Anna cleared her throat and McQueen held his breath.  "So, Emma, how long have you known my Canice?  " 


"It's not Emma dear.  Its Echo.  Easy mistake.” Echo gritted her teeth in a smile, but continued to lounge, un-impressed next to Hale.  Anna smiled apologetically and took a delicate sip of her coffee, though McQueen didn't think his wife was the slightest bit sorry.  As for Echo… he’d never seen her so pleasant.  It set his nerves on edge.  "And well, I’ve known McQueen for what seems like a lifetime.  We were drawn together quit unexpectedly.  If you’re looking for exact numbers I couldn't guess.  A few months, maybe.”


"Oh, such a short time.” Anna interlinked her fingers and tilted her head to gaze longingly at McQueen.  It had been no competition of who sat next to him as Anna had glued herself to his side from the moment he stood from his desk.  Like that would stop Echo though.  She’d opted to sit opposite him and had once again lost all control of her foot.  So far, she onlylightly rubbed his calve, but all Anna had to do was push the wrong button and Echo wouldn't hold back.  "I've knows my Canice since we were fresh, baby faced kids.” She sighed.


"You grew up together?" Hale said looking between the couple.  "That’s admirable.  Few couples can survive such a long period.”


“Well clearly something happened if McQueen’s here and you’ve been held up in Dublin.” Echo countered.  “And who’s to say not a lot can’t happen in ‘such a short time'.” Eco’s eyes flickered to McQueen, who swallowed.  “What did we survive again?  A serial murderer?  Guns?  Knives?"


It was a pissing contest; who knew him best and   McQueen should have at least been embarrassed, but instead he was just scared. Nothing good could come from this.


Listening to Echo’s words, Anna’s smile soured causing her to fling her arms around her husband.  "Oh honey.  Why did you hide this from me?  I would have been so worried.  A serial killer?  How did you get their attention?  I though they didn’t go for cops?"


McQueen felt a cold sweat brake out on his forehead.  Pari Badal’s attention had come from a very big misunderstanding but he didn’t think Anna would take his word for it.  He might not have slept with Echo, but what he did do was enough in the eyes of a killer.  


"I...  ugh, you know; being a Detective and all, getting too close to the arrest.” Echo chose that moment to move her footup andMcQueen’s whole body clamped down, the tension vibrating in his muscles.


"Oh, look at you my poor baby.  You’re still shaking all over.” Anna clutched him tighter. But slowly McQueen peeled her off, pushing her arms back to herself.  
"It wasn't that much of an ordeal.”


Echo snorted loudly.  "No, no Queenie.  Don't sell yourself short.  It took some real bravery to get though what we did.” Looking to Anna, Echo pushed down with some pressure again.  "He saved my life you know.  Gave me mouth to mouth for...  Ooooo, it must have been at least half an hour.  They called it the kiss of eternity; keeping me on the edge of death just long enough to survive.  I'd be dead without him.” 


Anna's face went emotionless.  "Well that's my Canice.  Always putting those below him ahead of his own life.”


The table went eerily silent after that and the unease in McQueen rose.  "Well, we should be getting back to work.” He found himself saying just to say anything.  “Hale and I... lots of cases to solve.” He sounded stupid even to himself, but he wanted out of this conversation now.


Hale tapped his paper napkin across his mouth and let out a sigh.  “Actually, I have that new case to look over.  It was a transfer from a smaller village station, and they would like some help.  I'll look over the case so no need for you to pull any more hours.  Apart from that cold case McQueen, you have no reason to return to the station.” He gave McQueen a wink while sliding out of the booth “Go home.  Enjoy your wife while she’s here.”


McQueen’s lips trembled with a rebuttal, but Hale didn’t give him a chanc, walking out the diner only stopping to give Sia, the waitress a quick thanks .  


"Well, you heard the boss, honey.” Anna smiled, pulling on McQueen’s arm and clutching her purse tight.  “We should go.  I’m excited to see this quaint tiny town.  I’m sure it has the most fabulous boutiques.  I could find a quaint souvenir before we head back home.”


"...  We?  Home?" McQueen said looking to his wife wide-eyed.


"Yes 'we'.” Anna laughed, high pitched and feminine.  "When we go home.” She smiled before digging into her purse and pulling out a tart pink lip gloss.


"Anna.  I'm not going back to Dublin.  What on earth would make you think that?"


"Not Dublin silly.” Anna answered; her lips puckered as she checked herself in the compact mirror.  "To your house, or apartment, or wherever you live.”


"No.” The words were out before McQueen could even processhe'd said them.


"No?" Anna's freshly painted lips wobbled, and she clutched her bag tighter.  She looked hurt, then angry which made McQueen heart ache.  He was distantly reminded of how things were, so long ago.  "What do you mean no?"


"I...  ugh... I, "


"No, means no.  Or have you never read the anti-rape posters?" Echo’s cool voice spoke up from behind.  She was now sat on top of the back rest, her feet sinking into the leather upholstery."What he means by no Anna, is he-,”


“What I mean,” McQueen quickly interrupted, “Is, that my new place is-… my place is too small.”


"I'm sure you can find room for me.” Anna's eyes trailed over and watched him through hooded dark lashes.


"I...  I'm sorry Anna.  I have new housemates who wouldn't appreciate another person there.” McQueen felt like shit.  She was his wife and yet he was running to the hills from her.  He'd run to Rippling from her.  Her and other more unfortunate events.


"Well where should I stay? You can't afford a hotel.” Anna stamped her foot and a crinkle of annoyance appeared between her brow.  McQueen shuddered at his sudden conundrum.  His salary was already split in two, half going to her in Dublin by order of his mother and his guilt-ridden conscience, while the other went on his own rent.  He couldn’t afford to pay hotel fees while she was here and who knew how long she was planning on staying for?


“Relax.” Echo jumped off the seat and stood close enough to McQueen that he was uncomfortable.  “You can come stay with me and my family.  I have a lovely spacious apartment at the top of the house.  There’s plenty of room.”


“No.” McQueen’s mouth was once again running away without him.


“Why not Queenie?  Have you changed your mind about allowing Anna to stay with you?” Echo batted her eyelashes, every blink a challenge.


“I-… erh, no.” Muscle’s in McQueen's neck begged him to hang is head but with everyone watching, he’d dare not.  “I don’t feel Anna would be… comfortable at your place.  You are a stranger-,”


“I found Echo’s home to be quite pleasant.” Anna sniffed.  There was no doubt she liked the antiques, crystal chandeliers and fabric wallpapers, McQueen thought.  Luxuries were Anna McQueen’s catnip.


Echo nodded with a smile, shooting McQueen a knowing look.  “And my family is very… accommodating.  They always take is the low and strays.  Do you not think Anna will be safe and looked after in my home?”  McQueen felt a cold sweat collect under his arms as he remembered all that went on in Echo’s ‘home.’


Looking at Anna, he couldn’t help but see the sweet young girl he had played with amongst the cemetery stones after Sunday service.  He couldn’t help but see her long strawberry hair hang over her shoulder as they played in the local lake when they were teens.  They’d been inseparable, innocent…But then he thought back to sooner time: the fights they had.  The scandal.  He remembered her leaving through the front door telling him not to wait up for her.  He remembered her sleeping in until past mid-day, missing work and always calling in sick until they just took her off the roster.  He remembered all those times vividly ... 


“No.  I think Anna will fit in just fine, Echo.” The words felt like tar on his tongue, but sometimes the truth was like that.


“Then I guess that’s sorted then.  I’ll get a taxi.” Anna said stiffly, “Canice, we shall speak later.” and she left without thanks.  


He felt the cold shallow stab of pain he had once felt in Dublin.  Since moving away he’d never felt it and to feel it now…   sighing, he looking to the ceiling.  “How did she find me?” He asked himself, the Lord, the universe.  But it was Echo who answered him.


“Pari Badal called her from the phone in the House.  Guess the crazy phyco researched you, found your wedding photos and wanted to make sure you weren’t divorced before she decided to slice you into ribbons.” Echo said it in a nonchalant voice.  Clearly, she wasn’t as broken as he was about being kidnapped by a serial killer.  “I guess your poor, concerned wife made a reverse call back down the line to find out where you were.  Bit of a stalker move if you ask me.”


“…and she just turned up at your door.” McQueen finished.


“Yep.  She was just waltzing through the door asking for Canice.” A snicker cracked out of her lips which did make McQueen hang his head.  “I mean,  Canice.” She emphasized.  “That’s your first name?  And you let her call you it?”


“She’s known me all my life.  It’s the name they used all through school.  Only my P.E.  teacher used my last name.” McQueen explained, even though he felt a smile creep onto his lips.  “I don’t like it and I don’t have a substitute middle name. What about you?  Anything between Echo and Headly?” He asked, gathering himself, while glancing out the frosty window to where Anna hailed a taxi.


He was sure for a moment he’d only get a sarcastic or cryptic reply, but Echo surprised him.  “Nope.  Just Echo Headly.  Adin and I were four when we realized everyone had names and we just -… didn’t.” McQueen’s jaw dropped.  “We stole a magazine the next day and flicked through all the adverts until we found ones we liked.  Adin chose a watch company.  I chose a perfume.  Headly was Adin’s choice.” Echo shrugged.


McQueen couldn’t speak.  Never had Echo  been so … revealing.  Four years old, forty-eight months until she was named.  Named?!  What did you say to a confession like that?


So instead, he walked towards the door,  Echo's boots sounding behind him and whilst they moved, he had a sudden realization.  Anna, or anyone else would have expected pity or sympathy to such a sob story.  But with Echo… Life was life.  She found no deeper meaning in any of it.  To not have a name until she was four was just an event, not some great tragedy.  He thought at first it was a depressing way to look on life, but as he thought about it, it was probably very freeing.  


It was a scary, terrifying thing, but McQueen had the tiniest notion that just maybe he was starting to understand this dark, twisted woman just that little bit more.




III

It wasn’t until  early evening hours when Echo climbed out of the cheap silver taxi and walked up the front steps to the House annoyingly having to pay the driver; poor Anna had no cash.  She hadn’t questioned it however, despite her better nature to leave the driver hanging; she needed to play nice… for now. 


          “So, you own this whole place?” Anna asked, hopping up the stairs trying to catch up as Echo flew ahead.


           “No, my-… Guardians own it.” Echo had never called Archer dad, or father.  Technically all the Sins owned the House, had for centuries but that was an explanation she didn’t think the poor lass would understand.


          “It’s so beautiful.” Anna whispered in awe.
Echo would admit the building was impressive: grand on the outside and lavish on the inside, but it wasn’t that impressive.  Archer could own the country,so a small hovel like this was chump change.  “Yer.  It’s nice.” Echo said with a shrug.
They made it to the third floor, when the charming bell of a voice called out.  “Girl child, is that you?  Come see your Auntie Twilight.  I’m dastardly bored.”   The door to Twilights Boudoir was open and Echo smiled as she approached.  She’d not really had  one-on-one time with Twi since she’d hit puberty.  Safe to say, Echo and Adin had a wonderful time through the awkward years of adolescence.


“Who’s your Auntie Twilight?” Anna asked, following Echo with no hesitation.  “Was she you’re mothers’ sister?” 


The stupidity of humans had ceased to amaze Echo a long time ago; Anna didn’t know where they were going, who tehy coudl be meeting and still she followed like a lost lamb.  Yet, Echo reminded herself she was in this for the long game and McQueen was the prize.


“No.  My… mother, I don’t know her.  Twi is one of my guardians,” Echo replied, smiling as she eyed Anna over her shoulder. 


“Who’s that darling?  Oh, did bring in the visitor!  You know I love a fresh face.” Twi gushed, and not one to turn her elders down, Echo glided into the Boudoir, Anna clip-clopping behind her.


“Woo…” Anna breathed as they stepped through the doorway and Echo could admit, taking a second look, it was anremarkable room.


The walls were hidden among streams and streams of fabric: sheer greens, pinks, teals and fuchsia colours draped from ceiling to floor, creating a circus tent.  A large alcove on the far side was covered in floor length mirrors that warped what the viewers saw, casting out doubts, uncertainties and deepest fears.  The rest of the room was a courtesan’s boudoir, complete with lounging sofas, tea tables and low atmospheric lights.  More mirrors allowed for customers to inspect their newly purchased nose, high cheeks or slim hips.  There were tablets connected to the internet to check growing bank-accounts, instant-fame or the growth of adoring fans.  You’d be surprised what people would sell for something someone else had.


Because of this, Twilight was the only Sin who had constant contact with his food.  When he fed, it was off what people hated - unlike his siblings who fed off what people desired. They all had to restock on their food, building people up until they coudl drain them down, While Twilight, he drank off their obsessions, their bitterness and envy, which occurred best in crowds.  He'd engineered a free-for-all buffet a few years ago; his once limited reach in whorehouses and royal courts was expanded by social media overnight.  Why suggest a woman should compare themselves with girl across the room, when she could compare herself to millions worldwide?


"Evening Twi.” Echo smiled, collapsing opposite the beauty. 


Wearing a silky gown, Twilight was slowly and methodically applying his lipstick of the day, his plump, plum lips shining in the vanity.  Eyes moving in the mirror, he took in Anna like she was fresh meat and smiled cunningly as he saw what had caught her attention.  “Do you like my display, darling” He asked, watching the Irish red head.  “They are quite unique, no?”


“What are they?” Anna asked, her eyes trained on the only fabric-less wall: evenly spaced, in rows and columns across the wall were masks.


Each mask was unique, some thousands of years old, while others were more recent.  Some were bright and fun but, snugged between death masks of ancient Egypt and the stone carvings of Rome.  As Echo recalled Adin's favourite were the real faces ; the skin yellow and grey under layers and layers of formaldehyde.  Each one was hauntingly beautiful in its own right, and each with its own story.


Anna, finished absorbing the wall, had turned  to the rest of the room and with it, the Sin of Envy himself and in an instant, her face soured, quickly turning away with her lips tightly pushed together.  Echo rolled her eyes and Twilight cocked a ravishing grin.  A ‘man’ dressed as a ‘woman’ unnerved Anna and Echo put it down to her religious up bringing: Hell have no judgment like a Christian in a windowless box. 


“Well, I have to say it’s all very unconventional.” Anna swallowed, “And some are… pretty.” She didn’t know what to do with herself.  Her hands were twitching around her purse and her eyes darted around the room, anywhere but Twilight.  However, the Sin of Envy was never one to be ignored.


"Well, let me take a look at you then?" He rose with the grace and virtue of a monarch.  His silk cream robe was tied loosely around his waist, showing a sculpted chest and hairless thighs.  He was golden all over and his skin shimmered with a glow that rang of perfection.  Blonde hair way stylishly swept over the side of his head that had a slight bounce.  As always, he was stunning.


Anna clenched tighter as he approached, almost fidgeting out the door.  "Be gentle Twi.” Echo warned with a hint of humour, settling in for the show.  "She's fresh from the rolling hills of Dublin.” 


"Dublin?" Twilight cried; his perfectly framed eyes widening in shock.  "Oh, I love that city.  So old and sprawling.”


"It- it is a lovely city.” Anna said finally finding her voice.


"Yes, yes, and the people, so charming; excellent genetics.  Now, let me see those cheek bones.”  Twilight replied, haven quickly lost all interest in the subject.  His long delicate fingers framed Anna's face and examined every inch of it, twisting it this way and that, like it were a cheap vase.  "My, what a beautifully sculpted nose … agently sloping forehead… And this perfect brow ridge, framed with well plucked eyebrows over perfect almond eyes… my you are lucky.” 


Anna smiled and puffed out her chest a bit more, though there was still some hesitation in her eyes.  "Why thank you.  My mother said I was gifted to have been born with such stunning features.”


"Gifted by the surgeon at the age of eighteen you mean?" Twilight responded while forcing Anna's head back to examine her neck.  Echo snorted at Twi's bluntness and Anna's strangled protests.  "Well, you’re not Nefertiti,” Twi continued “And half of you is fake but you seem to have other charming qualities.  Come on, take a seat.” Twilight turned with a swish of his gown and reclined back into his seat, leaving Anna  fuming.


"I'll have you know, my nose-" 


"No one cares darling.” Twilight interrupted kicking his feet in the air.  "Everyone goes about getting what they want one way or another.  But we do care  why you are here.  Sit, sit, tell us, what is it you desire?" 


Anna sat, smartly chose to let the 'fake' comment go.  “I received a strange call about my husband.  I was worried, so I wanted to check on him.” She said stiffly, like suddenly being here wasn’t so fun or luxurious.


“Ah, I see.” Twilight smiled, giving Echo a knowing look.  “And how did that go?”


Echo almost cracked a laugh when she saw Anna’s lower lip tremble but reminded herself she had to warm to this woman; get on her good side.  “He was… happy.  He was happy to see me, but as always my Canice works too hard.  He had his mind in his case which just made him a little…”


“Cold?  Aloof?  A bastard?” Echo supplied with a sarcastic smile.  Sometimes she just couldn’t help herself.


“Now, now child.” Twilight chastised, sending Echo a frown.  “I’m sure she knows her man well.  Don’t worry darling,” Twi said to Anna, reaching out and patting her hands foldedneatly in her lap.  “I’m sure he’s just busy.  I suppose it must be so awful, to feel so… mediocre?  With him always putting something else first, it can be heart breaking.” Twilight captured Anna’s gaze with his.


Her lips wobbled, and her fingers clenched.  “That is not… I am not mediocre.  I know I am everything to Canice, he has done so much for us.  It might be hard, but I know my Canice.”


Twi nodded in understanding.  “Of course, but to be second place…” He trailed off before flashing a wicked smile with dangerous eyes.  “I could help you; you know.  That’s my job; to help give you something more.  Tell me sweetheart, what do you think it would take to get your loving man to bounce back?  What is it that he desires?”


Anna blinked hard, but her eyes didn’t move from Twilights.  Her mouth bobbed and her pink, glossy lips parted.  “I don’t understand?”


“My business, my dear, is your business.” Twilight explained with a soft smile. 


He twisted to face Anna, giving her his full attention and any uncertainty Anna had before drained away.  She looked at Twilight in wonder as the Sin delved into her emotions with soft fingers.  


“My job is to make your world better for you.  I can make your dreams a reality, in ways no plastic surgeon could.” Twilights voice had grown low and husky, drawing Anna’s wildest fantasies out.  “Tell me what you resent in others.  What could you have that would make you better; perfect for your Canice?”


Anna blinked.  “I don’t know.  I just… I just want Canice.  I want what we once had.” She admitted, and Echo felt a hitch of sympathy for the girl.  She was so pathetic; her life was rule by the desire for one man.


"But what is it that Canice wants?” Twi asked.  


Anna’s eyes, to everyone’s surprise flickered to Echo, who felt a rush of smugness.  “Nothing.  Canice doesn’t want anyone-… anything.” Anna bit out.


Twilight smiled, standing and moved behind the red-head, who sat perfectly still.  “Are you sure, girl?  I can give you anything?” Twi asked again, his voice like that of a siren, twisting Anna's thoughts into a dreamy bubble.  “You could take the best parts of her, become everything your Canice wants? Luscious locks, flawless skin?  Long legs or a peachy ass?  Don’t you want that?” 


Echo held her breath, watching as all the emotions flicker across Anna’s face.  Envy was such a slippery slope.  The truth was, Anna wasn’t ugly at all: her perfect skin matched her perfect posture, her features soft and delicate.  Her hair was thick and curled up on top of her head, not a strand out of place: faultless.  But in there lied the rub.  Echo wondered what dark insecurities lay beneath her textbook, perfect exterior.


“No.” The words came out of Anna on a breath.  Her face crumpled into anger and an ugly snarl curled across her lips, shattering that perfection.  “Canice loves me!  Canice is MINE!!” She shot up, clasping her bag closely to her chest like it was her life vest.  “Canice loves me.  He loves me for who I am:  he loves me then and -... and he still loves me now.” Fire burned in her eyes as her chest heaved. 


Echo hid her smile as Anna McQueen's inner most demons where let out o display.  If Twilight couldn't tempt her with jealousy, it was becuase her Pride was too great.  That was something to keep in mind.  Of course, the angered woman did stop there as Anna continued to spit; her ego singed.


 “And you,” She looked towards Twilight.  “You are sinful, betraying your blood, your God by playing dress up.  I should have never come in here.” 


Echo and Twi just watched her, unaffected by her words.  “Well.” Twisighed, disappointed.  “Your opinion is your own, no matter how wrong it is.  Thus lies the bitch within free will.” And with that, the luxurious man was done and Echo knew it was time to leave.


“Shall I take you to where you’ll be sleeping?” She asked in such a normal voice, you wouldn’t have thought anything had just occurred, let alone a bargain for one’s soul.


“You still want me to-… of course, lead the way.” Anna quickly corrected, not wanting to shoot a gift horse in the mouth. Spinning to leave the room Anna got all the way out to the corridor, before she spun back around.


"I appreciate this, of course.  Thank you letting me stay."  She was all smiles and sugar now, and it made Echo's teeth ache. 


“Of course.  Any friend of McQueen's is a friend here.” Echo answer her voice unconcerned by her fit, as she followed her out.  Until she got what she needed, she had to sooth the fire, she told herself.  Quench the desire to burn Anna, until she coudl dim the flames  of her obsetions and smother her out all together.
◆◆◆
 
Anna swung her hips side to side as she walked up the stairs in front of Echo, as if trying to get a rise out of her.  All it did instead, was give Echo a lovely flash up her dress every time.  White underwear wasn’t a surprise, but the silk was. 


“Well, while you’re here in Rippling, I’ll show you around.” Echo said as they reached her attic apartment.  “Have you been to Rippling before?”


Shaking her head Anna stood stiff and aloof.  “No.” Was all she wanted to say, but she wasn’t a girl to pass up the chance to talk about herself.  “Not before today, though I can't see why anyone would want to.  England is lovely, but Ireland is better.  I don’t see why Canice thinks this place is so brilliant, why he-…”


“Why he what?” Echo pressed.


Their gazes met, but Anna quickly clamped down.  “It doesn’t matter, but I will enjoy seeing Rippling.  I wish to see the old history of it all, the charm that drew Canice hear.  Maybe if we can both find it, the two of us will-….” Anna didn’t finish, becoming self -conscious, but Echo got the meaning.  Join Canice, be with Canice, force him to love her again, blah, blah, blah.


Smiling, Echo sat on the couch and enjoyed watching the mouse wander into the hawk’s nest.  “Sounds fabulous.  I’m sure Canice will be won over by your strong spirit.  But it’s getting late and you’ve been traveling all day.  We should crash and scheme tomorrow.”
Anna spun on her toes, rubbing the back of her neck with a sigh.  “I have, haven’t I.  I didn’t even realise how tired I was.”  She smiled.  “I’ll enjoy getting a good night’s sleep in a comfortable bed.”


“Oh… of-… course.” Echo stammered, biting hard on her  anger as she spotted Anna's luggage,  something Jacob must have brought up. 


Allowing her guest to get comfy, Echo twisted to the side and bit her tongue asher stitches pulled.  She's only been shot some short weeks ago and she'd been told over and over the only reason she was alive  was because of Detective McQueen.  She owed so much to Detective McQueen.  A life debt even.


Echo would pay back this life debt, she told herself.  Save the dear Detective from a life he didn’t want, perhaps.  Save him from a life chained up, begging for freedom with every turn of his wedding ring.  A life without his wife.


Yes, Echo thought that would be an even trade.




IV

McQueen felt the sense of dread as he left his new apartment the next morning, the grey drizzle over head matching his mood.  Anna was back.  The memories of their life in Dublin was like a slow drip, coming back to him drop by drop.  Everything was slowly unspooling and whatever semblance of a normal life he’d been building, was unwinding and he couldn't work out how to stop it.
Moving out of the Spindle and Thread had been his chance to start again, to centre himself in Rippling and figure everything out.  It was a change he needed so he could know what he wanted.  But now Anna was back, only weeks later and McQueen still didn’t know anything.  He’d left Dublin for reasons, the first and foremost because of his job, but there had been other reasons too.
“She can stay if she has to McQueen?”  Reese had kindly offered as McQueen had trudge through the door in the late evening.  Seeing Echo and Anna off in a taxi had left him feeling hollow, and despite going back to the station, he’d got nothing done.  Of course, there were no secrets in the station either, so McQueen wasn’t surprised that when he returned to the apartment he shared with the Twins, they'd already known.
“Well I don’t want her here?  She sounds horrible.” Roman piped up from the kitchen, sat on the counter with a mouth full of sugary cereal.  “Besides, I like the current gender ratio:  three man to one girl.  Works for me.”  Reese didn’t bother glaring at his brother, instead choosing to ignore his remark and focused on McQueen.  Frankly, McQueen half expected Reese to walk around with a permanent squint due to everything his loud-mouth brother said.  
        “We can compromise.  Jess won’t mind.  I don’t mind.”
“It’d not a case of you ‘not minding’ Reese.” McQueen answered, rubbing his eyes as he collapsed in their open planned lounge.  He hadn’t meant to sit, but now he had, he didn’t know if he could get up again.  “Anna is… Anna-,” But he couldn’t finish.   If he let Anna stay, she’d never leave, not unless it was back to their tiny village outside of Dublin, to their tiny apartment and back to how everything used to be.  McQueen didn’t think he could do that, not yet anyway.
“Anna is fine were she is now.”  McQueen reconfirmed, not just for Reese or Roman, but for himself too.  “I’m sure the Headly’s will look after her.”
“That phyco whore House that according to all records, doesn’t exist and had a string of murders only the other week?”  Roman scoffed, sending a bright pink cereal shape across the kitchen bench.  “Yer, I’m sure she’ll be just fine.”
McQueen sighed, knowing that in his heart what he was doing was wrong, but God had to forgive him.  They had an understanding; a secret that chewed McQueen up from the inside, but He would understand.   McQueen needed space and that meant Anna couldn’t stay with him.  Not until he found the strength to look her in the eyes and not damn her to Hell. 
◆◆◆
 
Waking up that morning, McQueen had felt no better and despite the early grey dawn, he’d walked to the station, a lot turning in his mind.  He’d been so preoccupied in fact, that he’d plodded across the station floor, wandering to the break room for a half decent cup of tea and back to his desk, before he even realised he had a visitor. 


He’s just been scanning over the few messages he’d bene left, when a chipper voice sounded from beside him, making him jump.  “Good morning Canice darling.  How’d you sleep?”


McQueen blinked once, then twice as he took in the black cladded she-devil that sat beside his desk.  “Echo-… what are you doing here?  Again?” He suddenly tensed and looked over his shoulder, ready to see Anna, but when the mess of red curls didn’t bounce into view, he turned back.  “When did you get in here?”


“I’m an early riser when I want to be Canice.  I walked.” She answered like it was obvious, peeking inside some of the folders that covered his desk.  “And your receptionist goes on a pee-run at eight-o’clock on the dot, so it wasn’t like there was anyone to stop me.”


At this point McQueen noticed she'd also helped herself to a steaming cup of tea and she watched him over the ceramic rim and took a long sip.  The mug read ‘Dead Thirsty’ with a chalk outline and McQueen marvelled at how out of all the mugs in the break room to choose from, Echo could pick Hale’s.


“Made yourself at home I see.” He commented, pulling his files away from her snooping eyes and gestured for her to move out of the way.  “Look, if you’re here on some information request on behalf of Anna, I’m not interested.  Anna and I know where we stand, and you don’t need to be brought into this.” 


Echo sighed, un-crossing her legs and pulled the chair closer to his desk.  He made a quick note in his mind to hide that chair in some dark deep cupboard somewhere.  “Well, luckily for you I’m not here for the Mrs.” McQueen waited for the other shoe to drop and like always,  Echo made thhe undiluted acid churned in his stomach. Yet, the mischievous glint in her eyes dimmed and suddenly she was just there.  Just her; no front, no persona, just Echo; someone he knew came out very, very rarely.  “Thank you, for not letting me die.”


The words were shot out so quickly, McQueen took a second to make sure he’d heard correctly.  “Did you just-… thank me?”


And just like that, Echo the person was gone and the shield were back up.  Rolling her eyes, she gave him a devilish look.  “Don’t let it go to your head Queenie.  I’m not one to let a life debt go, so I'm here to repay the favour.” She winked.  “I can pay by card, cash and sexual favours.”


Shaking his head, McQueen turned to face Echo and paused.  He knew she had a secret agenda; he knew better than to expect kindness from her heart, but that didn’t mean he lost his manners too.


“Well, all I can say back is also thank you.  Anna and I will sort things out shortly and she will be out of your hair.  I’m sure I can find a B&B or something.”


McQueen had come to that decision last night, telling himself he could penny-pinch while she was here.  He’d visualised Anna in that house with people like that… unholy creatures of Hell and damnation.  Demons or not, they were not nice people and he knew she couldn’t stay there. Even if Echo was crazy and it was all made up, her lifestyle wasn’t virtuous, and Anna was his wife under the eyes of God and their congregation.  She’d been in white, he in a tux; until death do they part.


So, he’d called Mrs. North from the Spindle & Thread, apologising for the time of night and begged for a room.  However, she sadly told him all her rooms were full but not to worry calling so late, she never slept anyway. That hadn’t made him feel any better.  
He couldn’t afford a hotel and God only knew what she spent the salery he already sent send her on.  Several times he’d had phones calls from their landlord telling him the rent was late again, or that repairs had to be paid for. 


McQueen had opted that not knowing was better than being dragged back, to Dublin, so sent whateverr money was needed.  “I’m sure your family will be pleased to not have another person around.  I’ll get Anna out of your way as soon as possible.” He promised.


He expected an answer from Echo, some quip about his disastrous love life, but instead he was met with only silence.  Looking up, he hadn't expect her nose to be buried in a files she’d slipped from his desk.


“You can’t read those!” He snapped yanking the manila file from her grasp, realising with a shock she’d snooped through half of them already.   Not only that, but the crude map of abduction sights, homes, schools and last seen reports, was open on her lap too.


“Why are you looking for a bunch of missing parasites?” Echo mused holding up one photograph between pinched fingers like it was dirty underwear.


“It’s a case.” He snapped.  “Don’t be so horrid.  These are people’s children.  They’re innocent.”


Echo huffed.  “I gathered they were missing, Queenie.  And, for a while.  This one went missing fourteen years ago.  What did you do be given this steaming pile of shit?”


McQueen ignored her jab, knowing he wasn’t expected to succeed in solving this case, but he still took it to heart.  He wanted to find these kids whether everyone else thought it was possible or not, and Echo’s opinion was the last he cared about.  He was ready to demand she leave – again - when his mobile started to vibrate flashing Hale’s name.  “Leave Echo.  You have no reason to be here.” He ordered, before getting up and walking away to take the call in private, “Hale?  What’s up?”


“McQueen, are you on your way to work?” Hale asked.


“No, I mean, I've  just arrived.  Why?”


“Good.  Find that case; the robbery-gone-wrong.  Tell Kesslis from Files to bump it to Armstrong and his partner.  We’ve got a fresh body dump and it’s a bloody mess.”


McQueen said a quick pray for the deceased, as he did everytime. “Where?” he asked, knowing Hale would either already be at the crime scene, or on his way.


“Wapping Woods.  We’re at the very edge of a children’s park of all places, with aches beyond it.” McQueen could already hear Hales mind ticking over; odd dump site, easily found, no hiding the body.  All the same questions raced through McQueen’s mind, but he told himself to wait until he was at the crime scene.


“All right.  See you soon.” But Hale had already disconnected.


Turning back, Echo hadn’t moved but his files had, all now stacked  in a nice neat pile.  Almost too perfect and McQueen hoped everything was clipped back in the corresponding folder.  The only thing that was left out was his map covered in red, green and blue dots.  “You did this?” Echo asked not looking up from it.


“Yes.  I wanted to see if there was any correlations to where the children lived, to where- “


“They were last seen and where they went to school.” Echo finished for him.


“Yes.” McQueen said, a little surprised.  “There wasn’t though, not that I could see.”  And that had aggravated McQueen.  Only one or two kids matched in school district, only a handful matched in age, though all were very young, and the dots were spread wide across Rippling and the local, smaller villages.  No bodies had been discovered and any CCTV that might have had the kids on were long gone.  “Look, you gotta go.  I’ve got a crime scene to get to.  Besides, this case is done with now.” He said with a heavy heart.  A new case meant it was time to admit defeat.


Rising from the chair, Echo gentle folded the map and with an emotionless face, handed it back to him.  “You should have checked where the children played.” She said in an off-hand comment, but it made McQueen still.


“Played?  Like parks and playgrounds?” He hadn’t added that to the map because not all the files had that information.  Only half the data wouldn’t have given an accurate indication and could set off a wild goose chase.  “Why do you think that’s important?”


“All kids play.  They play together, meet other kids playing.  Its where paedophiles get off so it would make sense child snatchers would go there too.” McQueen nodded along.  Echo still looked at the map and he waited for her to say more.  There was something in her eyes, a strange emotion.   “You should- ... you should drop this case, cold or not.  Wapping Woods is not a place you want to be found sneaking.”


A cold cloak of unease suddenly wrapped around McQueen and squeezed.  “Excuse me?” How did she know he was headed to Wapping Woods?  Hale shouted down the phone often, but he wasn’t that loud, especially with sensitive work information.  “How do you know about Wapping Woods?”


“Wapping Woods, it’s  at the edge of town on the edge of your map.” Echo explained.  Looking into McQueen face directly, she didn’t flirt with a smile or tease him with a sneer, she just looked at him with an important intensity.  “From the mouth of crazy chicks and her fantasy world… be careful around Wapping Woods.  When I-,” She stopped, snapped her mouth shut.  “Never mind.  Just don’t go snooping there, ok.”


“But how did-...”


“Don’t worry you pretty head about it Queenie.” She laughed before walking towards the door.  “You said the case was done with and closed.  I doubt you’ll ever hear that name again.” She joked.


McQueen's gut went colder still.  “What does Wapping Woods have to do with this case?” Damn it, if she was pulling his leg…


Looking back, Echo watched him with a glint in her eyes, but he noticed for the first time that the glint didn’t make him shudder.  “With any luck Queenie, it has nothing to do with your case.  Besides, you have a new case now.  Hop to it.” And like that she spun back around, waving goodbye over her shoulder, and that she’d pass his love onto Anna.


McQueen barely heard her, instead looking at his map with more interest.  Wapping Woods.  In the past thirty seconds, he’d heard that name seven times, a name which before held no meaning and no consequence.  But one simple sentence from Echo… one crazy coincidence…   No, he slapped himself.  He was not getting involved with her again.  Not in any capacity.  Not after last time. 


Sweeping the map back into a file, he dumped all of them into their case box ready to go back down the file room.  He would hand his findings to the Chief and apologies for his lack of progress.  He’d go meet Hale at this new crime scene.  A crime scene he told himself, that despite being in Wapping Woods, would have no connections to this cold case.  He would move on and work his ass off; pushing any and all thoughts of missing children, woods and Echo Headly far from his curiosity.


Yes, that’s what he’d do.




V

The bitter wind whipped around Echo’s legs, kicking up dirt and rubbish.  The skies were still grey and heavy with the threat of snow; it would be one hell of a storm when it came down on them.  Still early morning, the winter sun was just cresting the trees, the frost still clinging to the grass and curled in the corner of the windowpanes. 


         Jumping up the stairs to the House, Echo enjoyed the bitter nip to her skin and the numbness in her extremities.  It reminded her she was alive and considering resent events was a miracle to be feeling.


A miracle, Echo snorted, a miracle was just what McQueen was going to need if he thought he’d seen the end of her.  Seeing him this morning helped stir the pot;  his negative reaction to his wife yesterday had surprised her, and if she was going to understand the full extent of what she was dealing with, she’d need to play catch up.  
        McQueen’s personal business wasn’t just his business and Echo was going to find out every detail she could.  She deserved too after all; allowing that self-centred woman into her home.


            Echo doubted the Irish Princess would be up yet, so her early stroll wouldn't have been noticed, yet as she stepped through the door, a sudden hush filled the lower floors of the House.  The grandfather clock still ticked, and the winds still battered the windows, but there was an eerie silence from the Library.  Taking cautious steps forward Echo peered into the room as was greeted with fourteen eyes looking back in silence.


Showing a tentatively smile, she relaxed taking in each member of her Family.  Mara had Sam across her lap, while  Gala was slim again wearing a pink shirt with the sleeves rolled up tucked into dark jeans.  Bris sat besit him, with Nic on her otherside   in baggy jeans, half-done up and sat up rolling a joint.  All the while Archer stood at the front holding the meeting.  


Twilight, dressed in a beautiful velvet dress, was the only one who gave her a genuine smile.  “Good morning darling.  How are you?”


“Cold.” Echo looked around the room looking for the problem she couldn’t quite pinpoint and step further into the library.  “But had some business to attend to.  Was a family gathering planned?”


“Not really.” Archer answered sternly and without an explanation, turned away.


Echo blinked.  Never had she heard such a vague answer from Archer.  “Not… really?” She repeated but everyone remained in awkward silence.  “Should I have been-,”


But Archer interrupted, as if he hadn’t even heard her start to speak.  “We’ll be opening as normal tonight.  I assume you’ll be on top form.  Over the past weeks you’re been absence has been an inconvenient for us.” The Sin of Greed didn’t leave room for question and Echo found herself nodding before he’d even finished.


“Of course, I’ll be here.” Echo promised.


“Good.  As for other matters; with the police raid many of our clients have gotten … ‘cold feet’.” He said, rolling the human phrase over his tongue like it tasted bad.  “They, of course, have been reminded in suitable ways as to why they need not leave.”  


In short, Archer was draining their accounts, Nic was making sure a drug test was just around the corner at work, and Mara had manipulated the neighbours into second guessing that scandalous lawn feature.  Typical manoeuvres for when a client decided they were no longer in need of Cardinal House.


“Anything I can do?” Echo instantly asked.  She couldn’t do anything now, per-say, but when the clients did come back, maybe then…


“Don’t you think you’ve done enough?” Mara murmured casting Echo a sideward glanceas she trailed her nails down Sam’s face.  Echo refused to blush in embarrassment at the blatant dig.


It was Gala however, who spoke saving Echo from having to respond to Mara’s accusation.  “No, you won’t be needed.  You will be as normal, attending to the guests who have remained.  They should be rewarded for their loyalty, see to it that they are.” He ordered.


“I can do that.” She promised again and Gala  nodded once before looking away.  Every other set of eyes followed, and like that, Echo was dismissed, yet before she could leave the archway completely, Twi called her back.


“The girl who’s staying with you, she important?” He asked, running his fingers through his hair.


“She’s a means to an end.” Echo replied thinking they needn’t know the finer details of her plan. It could be a surprise for them; a Christmas gift maybe, that would be a first.


“Oh… well she’s interesting.  Full of envy and vanity.  She’s holding onto a secret.  If you want to play, I suggest looking into that.” Twi smiled with a wink.  A secret, Echo thought with a grin, already starting to plot.  She’d enjoy dragging that from Anna.


Backing away slowly, Echo left the room and approached the stairs, mind spinning with thoughts, but that cane to a screeching halt as she heard the soft murmur of a voice.  


“That should keep her busy.” 


She slowed on the stairs, not quite coming to a stop as the words ticked over in her head.  ‘Busy’?  Busy plotting and scheming instead of… what?  Did they want her out of the way?  She was never involved in larger matters, but Echo thought now things could be different.


“We shall see.” A deeper voice replied, before the conversation became too low and too quiet for her to hear.  


Suddenly, she was on a knifes edge over a very steep slope that if she found herself to fall, she would fly off into infinity; lost… alone…


Echo shook the feeling off hard, stiffening her upper lip.  There was always a plan, a game her family played.  She would be informed when needed, she knew that; it had always been that way.


Always…
◆◆◆
 
Leaving the ground floor up to her apartment, Echo focused on Anna McQueen.  She’d already knew some of it, first: the good, holy McQueen had left his wife for Rippling; something he wouldn’t have done lightly.  If Echo had to guess, it had been out of shame and something normal people would divorce over.  But, being Catholic, Queenie couldn’t, so he ran. 


The mere idea sent her pulse racing as possibilities popped up left, right and centre.  The fact he hadn’t explained the situation to Pari Badal as they were strung up in the basement sent up warning flares too.  Who didn’t spill their darkest secrets to save themselves from a serial killer?  Big, fat liars, that’s who.  It was time to get some much-needed answers.


But how to go about it?  Echo didn’t kid herself thinking she could fool Anna; she didn’t have time to become BFF’s and  the woman was ditzy in love, not deluded.  


No, she’d have to be craftier; get the girls inhibitions down, lower her guard and  Echo had a good idea of how to go about it.  She’d had practise after all.  She’d been taught from a very young age that the best way to win at cards, was to hold all of them.
◆◆◆
 
Echo entered her apartment to find Anna actually awake, applying her make-up at the vanity mirror, humming an awful ballad with threads of words thrown in.  It sounded to Echo like a badly played fiddle going through a cheese grater. Wilson however, thought differently.  He was perched on her rumpled, unmade bed watching Anna with his black tail swinging merrily side to side in time.  


“Deaf, dumb and stupid.” Echo muttered to herself, scorning the cat in disgust


“Oh.  Morning.” Anna chirped, turning to give her a hot pink smile.  “You’re back early.  I was going to make you some breakfast, you know, as a thank you for taking me in, but you beat me out the door.  I didn’t know you were an early riser.”


Echo didn’t dare look out the window to see if any pigs were flying.  “There’s no need.” She ground out.    “I don’t eat here anyway.  There’s rarely any food in the house.” She admitted.


“Oh, then we must go out for breakfast.” Anna clapped happily.  “What about that Diner again, they looked to have good food.”


Not to mention it would be close to the Station and therefore close to McQueen.  Of course, Echo knew he was out on a case, so it woudl be a fruitless endeavour.  “The food there is terrible.  You should go somewhere else.” Echo said, moving towards her clothes, as if deciding to change.


“You-… You don’t want to come too?” Anna sounded surprised, like why wouldn’t anyone want to spend time with her?


“No.” Echo answered, and then remembered blunt, curt answers weren’t deemed ‘friendly.’  “Sorry, I already ate while I was out, so I’m stuffed.  But you go.  Explore, find your feet.  We’ll catch up later.” Echo even remembered to smile at the end.


“Alright,” Anna answered hesitantly as if she expected a different answer.  “If you change your mind…”  But Echo didn’t respond, instead busying herself with chorse.  She shuddered at the word.


For the next hour, Anna potted around the apartment talking to herself about air headed things.  Top of the agender at the time: what shoes would be acceptable to wear around Rippling?  It seemed neither trainers or flats had made it into her suitcase, and no one mentioned to her half the town was cobbled street.  It wasn’t until the front door clicked closed and the room feel into peaceful silence, did Echo move.


Darting over, she whipped Anna’s suitcases onto the bed, flicking open the latches and top, revealing an kaleidoscope of colours.  Bright flowers assaulted her eyes, matching scarfs fluttering in the wind of movement and there was a matching pair of shoes for every outfit.  It looked like a nineteen-fifties housewife had died, leaving all her worldly possessions to Anna.


Lightly lifting the clothes, Echo rummaged, making sure not to disturb anything too much.  She didn’t think Anna would notice if her clothes were rearranged, but it wasn’t something worth taking the risk on.  Digging deeper, Echo pushed aside shoes and stockings alike until she hit pay dirt.


A stack of pictures, each one with Anna in it smiling, laughing, flirting.  Flicking through, Echo wasn’t surprised to find some had McQueen in, but what shocked her was that he was smiling too.  It was an expression she hadn’t seen before: happy.  She’d seen him half smile here, a toothless twitch there and she’d heard him laugh at least once… or she thought she had.  The harder she thought back, the more she wasn’t sure.  


What she was sure about though, was that she’d never seen him smile like this.  It was a smile that crinkled his nose and hid his eyes.  It reached his laugher lines around his temples and showed off all his teeth.  Most importantly, it was unmistakable that he was smiling at her.  Anna, which Echo couldn’t understand, not after the way he’d acted around her yesterday.


Flicking through the stack again, Echo focused on the other faces in the pictures.  Some of them must have been friends, and some could claim family resemblance, but none really gave her the information she wanted.  There was one image though, that did catch her eye.


It was smaller than the others, half the standard size and it was a selfie of McQueen and Anna.  McQueen was kissing her cheek, holding the camera aloft and there was a glow about him that said once again he was happy.  It was Anna however that caught her attention.  Her skin was paler - if that was even possible - and her smile was tight, not reaching her eyes.  Her  happy-go-lucky look was gone: her floaty scarfs in her hair were replaced with a wild, un-tamed mess and the black rings under her eyes were obvious.  She wasn’t quiet the beauty she was now.


The strangest part however, was the jagged uneven tear cutting across the couple’s chests, an odd direction to rip.  Most bereaved couples split their faces in two; separating them in the image as they were in real life.  So, unless Anna had had an argument with her legs…?


Odd, Echo thought, but a card to add to her hand nonetheless as she slid the picture’s back and carefully replaced all the clothes.  Searching for a few more minutes, she found nothing but make-up, toiletries and more clothes.  She'd at least expected a book or magazine, but not even those had been tucked away.


Putting the suitcases back on the floor, Echo reluctantly moved to sit in one of her high-backed chairs, looking out across the grounds.  In the low winter sun, the grey skies blocked out most of the light and Echo saw the view in black and white.  Dark trees, murky grass, the stone-grey brick of her balcony; she wondered if people who saw the world in black and white found it any easier, or did they miss the grey patches.  Slumping further down, her fingers curled on the chair  and she was forced to remind herself she knew a very large number of people who only saw in black and white.


Tension rose in her shoulders and her breath  came out shallow and soft.  She could feel her jaw straining under the pressure she gritted her teeth, all the while her empty stomach churned.  Fear rippled across her skin as she remembered McQueen’s map; visualised the dots and teh great green expance...


Warping Woods.


Echo wasn’t surprised it was McQueen of all people to stumble across that place.  Every other Detective worth his chicken-liver would have left those case’s alone weeks ago.  Not McQueen.  He had to push, had to delve deeper and now he was neck deep in thick, dirty mud that would drown him and he didn’t even know it.


It was a place Echo longed to forget.  A place she had sworn she'd never go again.  Cold and damp, dirty walls and dirty floors, rats around every corner, death at every crossroads, it was a maze of lies, secrets and betrayal.  She and Adin had lasted a few months, finding it a paradise at first… but every paradise crumbled.  It had taken the two of them years to recover once they’d escaped.


Sat alone in her apartment in semi-darkness, Echo’s stomached cramped as her mind flickered over the aftermath, reluctantly breaking out in a cold sweat.   The pearly grey sky threatened rain as the gloom rolled in and Echo sank further into her seat.


"Fuck you McQueen!  " Echo snarled to the empty apartment, slamming her fist into the soft chair arm, her body covered in a cold swaet. "Fuck you" she repeated even softer.  


She didn't move for the rest of the evening, lost in her memories trying to bury them deeper, and deeper only to find herself trapped within them.  If Adin was there, he could have snapped her out of it told her to stop being such a pussy.  But he couldn't.  She'd killed him.  He was dead and she was alone and 'that place' wouldn't let her rest.


Fuck them.  Fuck them all.




VI

McQueen was troubled. Each time he arrived at a crime scene, it was with a sense of anticipation: who was it, why were they dead, what questions would plague their death, unanswered.  But for every new scene, McQueen felt more detached and unsurprised by the profanity of humanity.  


          It scared him.  He didn’t want to become numb to it all; he wanted to care.  So, this time as he approached, he made sure to take everything in, every detail so’s to fully immerse himself in the victim’s pain.


        Todaythey were lost in a sea of trees hidden amongst fallen leaves and damp twigs; discarded, unloved and left to rot with mother nature. A strong wind raced around his body, whipping up leaves and coat tails alike, while an orchestra of groans and creekssounded from the branches above.  


     Coming to a halt around men and woman in their paper suits, McQueen looked down at their victim; a girl, no older than her late teens, her skin mattered with dirt and her nails black and cracked.  Her hand was all McQueen could see, the rest of her body covered by a sheet, but he’d heard the rest and what had been done to her…  It was mid-afternoon by the time he’d arrived, and Hale had already taken most of the witness statements but he'd left the examination of the body for them both.  


“Cassi?” Hale asked as he and McQueen stood and waited. 


“Evening boys.”  Doctor Cassidy, known as Cassi, was crouched by the body in her white, plastic onesie.  Torch on her head and instruments in hand, she’d been directing Roman as to what she wanted photographed.  Waving him away, she took pause, coming to stand with the two Detectives. "There’s no I.D. on the body, but form the condition of her ripped clothes, I wouldn’t have expected any.  Bad nutrition, rotting teeth, pale skin and cracked nails, she has all the signs of lived on the street.” McQueen waited, holding his breath.  "However, she didn’t die because of them.”


“Which is why we were called in.” Hale spoke.  That was a problem working homicide nowadays, you knew if you were called to a scene it was because of a grizzly murder.


With a sad nod, Cassi described what they all knew already, but procedure was procedure.  “She’s been savagely beaten, almost beyond recognition across her whole body, as well as signs of sexual assault.  I’ll do a rape-kit back at the lab; hopefully, the stupid bastard left something behind.” Cassi breathed through her anger before continuing.  “Some of her fingers are broken, as is one arm but there are no other signs of self-defence.  I don’t know why, but she didn’t put up much of a fight.  I will have to confirm cause of death with an autopsy but as of now, she was beaten to dead; internal bleeding the probable cause.”


McQueen jotted down notes.  “What about age? Can you determine how long she’s been on the streets?” If they could work backward, they could see when the teenager went missing.


“I’d say a long time Detective.  Every sign is there except intravenous drug use.  However, drugs come in many forms so I’ll do extensive blood tests.  As for age, I’d estimate she’s around sixteen years.” McQueen nodded.


“Anything else?” Hale asked.


Cassi hesitated, before nodding.  “Again, I’ll have to confirm because the body is so badly beaten, and it could be swelling…” McQueen waited as Cassi took a breath.  “I think the girl was pregnant.  The bump looks to be around seventeen weeks, possibly with no prenatal care and looks to be into her second trimester.  There are bruises all over her stomach. Coincidental or deliberate... its hard to tell.”


McQueen swelled with violent rage but clamped his teeth down on every fowl word that came to mind.  “Any chance…?” He found himself saying, but immediately cut off.  It was a stupid question, but  Cassi, nevertheless, gave him a pitiful smile.


“The EMT’s announced both the girl and baby dead at their arrival oon scene.  I agreed with their estimation that they've both  been dead for a number of hours;  killed around the early evenings, before dumped here later.”


McQueen nodded in thanks and sent a pray for both  lost souls.  “Alright.” Bending down into a crouch, Cassi followed.  “We’d best take a look.” The girl might have been unrecognisable, but she didn’t deserve to be ignored in death.


Gently, the good Doctor pulled the white sheet back to the victims mid-drift.  The clothes were two sizes too big, hardened with dirt and grime, as well as ripped and frayed, though due to the beating or age McQueen couldn’t tell.  It wasn’t, however, winter wear.  What had once been a blue dress with white frills, was now a muted grey and yelloe, while cloth had been wound up her forearms.  Her hair was a matted clump of chestnut brown, with braids and ribbons woven in-between.  Half her face was swollen, her jaw broken and out of place while cuts were crusty with blood.  More blood had dried under her open eyes, highlighting the bright blue beauties, while her nose was badly crooked.  Muck covered every inch and a fowl stench wafted off her: rotting food, human waste and unwashed bodies.  McQueen quickly found himself covering his mouth and nose.


“The poor lass.” He muttered to himself.  Whoever had done this had been savage.  “Ok.  I don’t think we need to see more.” McQueen said softly, his eyes darting over her body one last time, respectfully remembering what pain she’d been through.  They would catch this bastard, he swore it, but as the sheet bellowed under Cassi's hand, he dashed out; his hand stilling hers.  Thinking back, McQueen wasn’t sure what it had been; maybe something out of the corner of his eye, or maybe it was just a gut feeling, but he stopped the white sheet in mid-air.  


“McQueen!” Cassi cried in shock, but he was only distantly aware of her.


Bending down further, he tilted his head to get a better angle and soon enough he could feel the grass tickle the side of his face.  A few inches down from where the girl’s ribs ended, there was a hole in her clothes.  There wasn’t anything special about this hole and the visible bruises were much the same, but somethingwas different.  Lighter than blood, too pink to be dirt and defined outlines unlike a bruise; it barely stood out.  Using his pen, McQueen pushed some more of her clothing aside giving him a better view.


“Had you noticed this?” He asked, finally looking up to Cassi.  “She has a birth mark.”


Cassi frowned, before dropping the sheet back and taking a closer look too.  Slowly, she expertly rolled the girl’s body, revealing more of her ribs.  “I hadn’t, but amongst all these wounds…” Cassi defended herself slightly, but McQueen didn’t blame her.  His gut was cold like it was begging him to be wrong, but already he could feel the sour taste in his mouth, his mind snapping the pieces together.


“Well, Cassi?” A heavy voice asked from behind them both.  “Could we use it to identify her?” Hale asked, his heavy woollen coat turned up at the collar as he fought off the wind.


“I'm sure it could be if it was mentioned in any missing person’s report.  It has a distinct shape too.” Cassi tilted her head to get a better look.  “I’d say it almost looks like a-,”


“Paw print.” McQueen whispered, feeling the air leave his lungs.


“Yes, exactly,” Cassi said cheerily, before seeing McQueen expression.  Immediately, she stilled.  “What is it McQueen?”


Standing slowly, McQueen passed it all through his head: the cases he’d been working on for days now, the streams and streams of missing children that he couldn’t quiet put together.  Then there was his map; his map that he had spent hours plotting and colour-coordinating, the marks pulling tighter and tighter around one point: ‘Wapping Woods’.



Then last, but by no means least there had been Echo, that she-devil who had said two simple words,
‘be careful’, and just like that, he was back full circle again,  a dead body in Wapping Woods and a little girl’s face smiling at him from behind dead blue eyes.


“Wendell.” McQueen swallowed.  “Her name is Wendell Dalton.  She was six when she went missing from a play park.  Her parents and family-friends were all vetted, and all had alibis.  It was never discovered what happened to her, but they sent out flyers and adverts. The Daltons made sure every photo of their daughter had a picture attach of her birth mark: a paw print.”


Hale was silent for one too many heartbeats and McQueen didn’t know what to say.  A cold case, Artic-cold, that he’d given up hope on just a few hours before had risen its ugly head.  There was nothing ese to find, no new lead to follow, but now...  


“Are you sure?” Hale asked, looked McQueen dead in the eye.  There could be no mistake on this one, no miscommunication, not when it came to a dead girl lost for a decade.  The family would be notified, the press would go crazy.  This would in no way be a small deal.


McQueen swallowed and looked back at the victim, marking her hair colour, the same as her father, her eyes the same as her mother, and of course the birth mark - distinct and on every poster that had cluttered Rippling’s street.  “Yes, Hale.  I’m sure.”


“Cassi.” Hale said, turning to the Doc.  In an instant she went from a bewildered woman into a fully functioning medical examiner ready for action.  “This is your number one priority.  Get the autopsy done as soon as you’re back and fast track the DNA.  I want proof  this is Wendell Dalton before we announce it to the press.  This cannot blow up in our face.” Taking a breath, he focused.  “I want all the information on the fetus too.  This girl was pregnant, I want to know who the father was, as well as if the scumbag left any evidence.”


Cassi nodded.  “Consider it done.” She then turned to McQueen and looked at him with stern eyes, “Roman tells me you’ve been working some cold cases for a while, involving a lot of missing children?” McQueen nodded, unsure how he felt about Cassi and Roman talking about him.  “Alright, I’ll look into previous John and Jane Does as well, see if any other unclaimed bodies match your missing children files.” She sped off, collecting her team and giving them a swift boot up the ass.


McQueen felt rooted to the floor in a wirlwind of activity.  “It has been ten years.  How could  so much time have gone by and no one has anything new?” He wondered a loud.


“Yes, its strange.” Hale agreed.  “Go over every alibi, as well as what every family member has been doing for the last ten years.  I want to know if any of them still lived in the area or have returned recently.  Check their spending habits; she could have been kidnapped and kept in a prison.  It’s a horrible thought, but the streets are not the only place that could cause these marks.” 


Hale turned and scanned the surrounding woods as if the killer might pop out from behind a tree.  No such luck but  just like that, Hale had rallied the entire unit.  Wendell’s body was heading to the back of the van, and for the first time in ten years they had a solid lead.  McQueen prayed that it would result in some justice, not just for Wendell but for every other child still missing. 


 Watching the team spin into action he also thanked whatever twist of fate gave him that cold case.  It was a welcomed miracle.


“We can’t leave any stone unturned.”  Hale looked to McQueen with stern eyes.  “This is big McQueen, a cold case to gain traction never happens. Get back to the station. Call the Dalton’s. Find out what they’ve been doing.  If we are right and this is their daughter, they need to know first, not through a newspaper story.  Run blood tests, find x-rays of broken bones, anything that proves this is her.” Hale was rattling off every thought that came to mind.  This could not become a shit storm. “And McQueen, I want anyone, and everyone who knows anything about this case on your speed dial.  And I mean anyone.” He ordered as he left, which was good because it meant he didn’t see McQueen swallow in fear.


◆◆◆
 


Be Careful.


Those were the words still dancing around McQueen’s head as he sat back at the station on-hold with an estate agent.  Echo, of all people, had told him to be careful, and McQueen considered her to have nerves of steel.  When he’d arrived at Warping Woods, he’d half expected ghoulish faces on trunks, hooting owls in darkness the came from nowhere and nightmare music playing in the background. 


Instead he’d been greeted with a spacious park with a bandstand and large pond.  A path took you past the play park, to the boardwalk and tiny row boats eventually to the forest beyond.  Nothing ominous.  Nothing dangerous. 


The trees were dense and backed onto nothing.  It would be deep and wild place full of deer herds, birds of prey and fluffy bunnies.  Could it be full of dead bodies too?  Children long ago lost and long ago forgotten?  


“Hello, Detective?” A crackle voice awoke him from down the line.


“Yes, hello.” He answered pen poised over his note pad as he hoped for good news.


“Yes, hi, I’ve found the family you were looking for.  They did move seven years ago, long before I worked here. and bought a house through us; abroad in Spain, which is
probably further than you thought.” The girl chuckled down the line.


Truth was, McQueen wasn’t surprised at all that the Dalton’s had moved.  After losing their first born, hours and hours of press coverage with no leads, they'd sought a fresh start away from everything.  However, being abroad did make things all the more difficult.  


“Yes, it is.  Could you give me a number to call them on?  This is a particularly important matter that I have to speak to them about.”


“Oh… I mean-… sure, give me a minute.” Giving her some due, the girl was quick, and did pass him the number he needed which he was thankful for.


After extensive computer time, McQueen discovered that a year after Wendell had gone missing, her grandparents had died.  With no other family left in the area, her mother and father had moved away with their second child, leaving no forwarding address or a number to call.  McQueen’s only choice was to track them down via bank transactions and the government databases. 


Evidently, the Daltons had closed their English bank accounts seven years ago, which McQueen had at first, found suspicious.  On top of that, they’d applied  with the Government to change their names and change their citizenship.  One could jump to the conclusion they went on the run as the press coverage had quietened down, but now, after following their story with empathy he summarised they hadn't.  A new name, a new country with new citizenship to boot, the family only wanted a fresh start away from the madness they’d left here.


After hanging up with the estate agent, McQueen checked the time; it was late evening, but not too late to call mainland Europe and he got an answer on the third ring. 



“Patterson residence.” A young male voice answered.


“Hello there,” McQueen began with.  “I’m looking for the Dalton family.  I’m-” But before McQueen could finished, he heard a distant scream of ‘Dad’ and in the next second a stronger, gruffer voice hissed down the phone.


“I don’t know what tabloid or social media site you’re frombut for the last time, we want to be left alone!  After all these years, you parasites still don’t understand the word no!” He snapped.  Mr Dalton was furious; McQueen could almost feel the spit the flew from the guys lips.  “However, you got this number, loose it before I call the police!  How dare you ring this family, after all we’ve been through-,”


“Mr Dalton, I am Detective McQueen with the Rippling Police Force.” McQueen practically screamed out as the grieving father took a breath.


He went silent before a soft, scared whisper reached McQueen’s ears.  “Rippling?  That was just down the road from us…
My Wendell she-,” he choked, but whatever emotion he was feeling, he stuffed it down hard and cleared his throat.  “What department are you from Detective?”


McQueen felt his ownblood rush off his face and again he wished he didn’t have to do this over the phone.  


“I’m sorry to inform you Mr Dalton, but as of nine A.M.  this morning and after a preliminary blood test to confirm, your daughter, Wendell Dalton was found dead.  I am working as part of the homicide team to uncover what happened to her.”  


A ragged breath clattered down the phone and McQueen had to pull the receiver away in fear he would break down too.  Becoming a Detective had been to help people, especially the dead who couldn’t help themselves, but having to break this kind of news only brought destruction and pain. 


Despite this, McQueen reminded himself that from the rubble they could rebuild, and that in some cases, closure and understanding was needed.  He gave Mr Dalton a few minutes before he continued.  “Mr Dalton, I am sorry to have to break this news to you, but is their anyway you or your family could come over and meet me?  With the case reopened, we really-,”


“No.” Gone was her ragged breaths and chocked voice.  Mr Dalton had hardened himself once more.


“I’m sorry?” McQueen asked surprised.  “Mr Dalton, I -,”


“No, I’m sorry Detective, I know you’re only doing your job, but I'm doing mine.  I must protect this family and after what we went through when Wendell, … I can’t do that again.  I’m sorry, but none of us will be coming back.”


The dial tone rang in McQueen’s ears as he looked at his phone in shock.  He’d expected sobs or anger at his daughter’s death, but a flat out ‘no’… he hadn’t anticipated something so cold.  Shaking his head, he slowly put down the receiver.


“Looks like we’re on our own.” He whispered to himself and in the moment, McQueen was washed with all that he’d achieved in the past few hours.


To the right of his desk he’d stolen a white board from a meeting room and it now held a giant print out of his map.  Fresh stickers dotted the land; showing home addresses, schools, abduction sites and, as pointed out by Echo, play areas.  It was a vast spread, dotted through Rippling and the surrounding villages, but McQueen's eyes where steadily draw to the prominent green cloud that sat at the map’s edge.  


It hunkered on the border like a bristled monster, overlooking all the spots as if deciding which one to devoured first.  Thanks to Echo, seeing it as something to fear made it so obvious as a pivotal point.  It was close to everything and being so vast in size, it could hide anything.  No hikers walked in it, no bike trails or nature paths wandered through it.  It was a dense, compact area that could easily be full of evil.


At the green edge at the lip of the monster was a bright red dot, a beacon amongst all others: Wendell’s crime scene.  The longer he looked at it, the stronger McQueen was sure there was something about Wapping Woods he needed to uncover.  It was like an itch on the back of his hand that wasn’t there.


“McQueen,” Walking over, Hale held a stack of paper.  He’d returned and quickly typed up all his notes to print and together they were combing through everything they already knew with a fine-tooth comb.  “Did you find the Daltons?”


McQueen nodded, rolling his shoulders in discomfort.  “Yes, and no, they’re not coming.” Hale raised a surprised eyebrow and McQueen shrugged back.  “They’ve moved abroad and after what our fine journalists did to them, they don’t want a repeat.”


Hale thinned his lips, which was the only sign that he was annoyed.  “Understandable, but not acceptable.” He growled before shaking his head.  “Nothing we can do about it now.  Call them back in a day or two, see if you can change their minds, but for now, let the knowledge sink in.”


McQueen had to agree.  They might have been forever hopeful that their darling Wendell would return to them, but more likely, her death would have been a nagging thought in the back of their heads.  The truth that their daughter wasn’t coming home would be a hard hit.


◆◆◆
 
After that, all they could do was review, recall and wait for any additional information to come in, so when the wee hours running up to midnight arrived, McQueen and Hale admitted defeat. They could do no more tonight and they’d have a long few days ahead.  Yet even as McQueen left, he reviewed Wendell’s case in his mind, committing every detail to memory.


Wendell: aged six when she disappeared, last seen with her best friend Chole, as they went out to the local play park.  Both girls played together often at the same park, always with lots of other kids and parents around.  Chloe, who wasn’t taken, was extensively questioned straight after the disappearance and years after.  As part of McQueen’s research, he’d looked her up to see if she’d knew anything more, but sadly, the newspapers had quickly blamed Chole, stating she had killed Wendell or worse seen something a said nothing.  At the tender age of thirteen, Chloe had been committed for attempted suicide and a year later succeed.


McQueen had needed a break after that.  Every corner he faced down, he was hit with more heartache and even now with Wendell’s body, it was getting no better.  “Where did you go?” he muttered to himself, looking out of his apartment window.


Wendell was last seen in St. Bernard’s park in a village miles away from Wapping Woods.  You’d have to drive or catch a bus to get between the two and if Wendell had walked, she would’ve been spotted.  No one saw her, no one reported a little girl walking the contry roads, so how did she get there?


Sighing, McQueen entered his room, longing  for his bed and as he climb under the covers, he told himself he would find Wendell  justice.  But despite his brave words, that imaginary nagging wouldn’t go away and those two, tiny words still rattled in his head.


Be careful.


Be careful.


Be careful.




VII

Sharp heels echoed off the wooden stairs as plastic and paper bags clashed, waking Echo from her sleep.  Her neck protested and her legs cramped as she uncurled from the seat arm.  


        The sun had completely disappeared from the sky and the stars gleamed across the black expance.  Wilson had curled on her lap for most of the evening, absorbing her heat but wandered away in the late hours, probably to find food.  Echo hadn’t felt like moving, and now with the doors of Cardinal House opening soon, she needed to get moving.  Stiches pulled as she shifted, and she wondered how she would manage tonight.


“Oh, you're awake!  I wanted to talk to you.” Anna cheeped like a happy bird.


“If i wasn't awake before, I am now.” Echo snarled under her breath, slowly sitting up as every bone protest.  


Rubbing the sleep from her eyes, she was surprised by the sheer number of shopping bags Anna had collected and they weren’t cheap brands either.   Most of all she couldn't believe Anna had paid for it all, thinking about how much it would have cost.  One of Echo’s first lessons from Twilight was how to take anything she wanted for free.


Oblivious to Echo’s mockery, Anna dumped the bags and immediately started to rummage through them.  “I was shopping today, and I wanted to buy something nice for Canice, for our date.” Anna explained despite Echo knew there was no date. 


Nodding like she cared, Echo made a bee line for her empty bookcase.  Instead of novels or historic texts, it was stacked with the last dribbles of whatever she could grab from downstairs; one shot of theexpensive whisky, bourbon, vodka and rum each waiting patiently at the bottom of the bottles.  Reaching into the shelves, she swallowed a mouthful of perfectly aged of scotch and thrived off the sweet burn.  It soothed her thrumming headache and she was sad to see the last of it go.  One last swirl around her teeth and Echo felt more perky than she had all day.


“What do you think?” Anna asked with a pop in her step as she held up two shirts.  “I think the salmon pink would make his golden hair shine.  But then this gorgeous navy would bring out his eyes?”


“Isn’t it a little early to be thinking Queenie will take you back in any sense of the word?” Echo’s mood hadn't improoved since she'd woken up, but she quickly changed when she realised a ‘friend’ wouldn’t say that.  So, she forced a smile and poured an apology into her eyes.  “What I mean is, you’ve only been to see him once, and it hasn’t gone well.  My suggestion would be to forget Canice.”


“That-… That makes no sense!  I knew you were trying to take him from me.” Anna stamped her foot, fury burning in her eyes.  But Echo quick held up two hands, soothing the woman.


“No, no you misunderstand.  I mean, why should McQueen take you back?  The way I see it, he should be begging to come back to you.” She smiled as understanding dropped over Anna’s face.  “He’s here in dreary Rippling and I don't think you realise that such a place could be perfect for the both of you.” She winked, laying the friendliness on thick.  “We’ll show him how well you fit, how you two coudl be perfect here together and he’ll come crawling back.”


Anna looked contemplative, but it was for show.  Echo could tell she was already hooked on this idea.  “You might be right, but i don't see how. This town is boring old people and historical stuff.”  Anna scrunched her nose in disgust. 


Echo felt a tingle from her toes all the way up her spine.  “Well…” She said, devilish thoughts running through her head.  “I don’t know how you feel about ‘historical stuff,’ but I knew a place we can try that creates a word fun.  We can go, you know, to see if it’s to your liking?” 


Echo watched Anna out of the corner of her eye, gauging her reaction.  She already knew this girl liked to party; most of the shoes in her case had drunk scuff marks and she didn’t present herself like a woman ready to settle down in pullover cardigans and sensible shoes.


Stood with one of the shirts in hand, Anna stroked it.  “I don’t know.  I haven’t the clothes that I would normally wear?” She mumbled.  “And it was so expensive coming here.  I dare say I have no money to explore the town.”


Echo all but cracked her teeth as she forced a smile, grinding out the next words.  “Don’t be silly.  What did I say: me-casa su-casa? I’ll take care of everything; we’ll have an amazing time out.”


Anna squealed and Echo had to restrain herself as the girl bounced over and gave her a hug.  All Echo wanted to do was punch her, the scheming money grabbing whore.  Never had Echo paid for a night out.  She could twist any millionaire around her finger and drink in a physical lap of luxury any night of the week.  


“This is so exciting!  I haven’t been on a night out with my friends in forever.” Anna squealed again and danced over to Echo’s wardrobe.  Instantly she was drawing stuff out, holding them up and discarding them as she found her perfect outfit.  “You’re so good to treat me.”


“Of course.  It’ll be my pleasure.” Echo answered as her raging inferno soothed into a simmering ember. She couldn’t lose her cool just yet.  She had many miles to go before she got the answers she wanted and only time would tell if it was worth it.  "And it better be.” She whispered to herself under her breath, her brightly painted lips curling into a smile around her wicked, wicked tongue.  “Or it’s Irish lamb for dinner.”


◆◆◆
 
As expected, Jacob was ready with the car waiting outside the front steps. His diligence never got old and Echo was happy in the knowledge he would be there as and when she needed him.  


At the sight of the gleaming car, Anna let out another squeal.  In fact, she was so excited, she dashed across the front entrance hall and smashed straight into someone she hadn’t seen coming.


“There must be something about people leaving this place in a hurry and I’m somehow always in the way.” Sandi groaned as she brushed herself off.  Looking Anna up and down, the mysterious girl just huffed to herself.  “The other McQueen.  Full of the same aura: broken hearts, tainted souls.  Such a shame.” She continued to mutter.


“Excuse me?” Anna asked, “You’ve met my husband?” She spat the word husband, as if staking a claim, making sure Sandi knew exactly who was taken.


“Yes, in a similar situation to this actually.” She smiled and Sandi’s eyes darted to Echo.  “He was running from a truth he didn’t want to face either.”


That made Echo pause.  Sandi was a live-in; always around the house, often with Jacob, but did little and contributed nothing.  As far as Echo was aware, Sandi greeted the customers and scammed them out of money with fake card readings.  As a matter of fact, Echo could see her tarot cards strewn all over the floor at their feet now.  Some face the floor, a beautiful black and gold design of an owl on show, while only a few faced the sky.


“Running?  From what truth?” It was Anna’s turn to throw Echo a look and all the dark mistress coudl do was shrug.  As she said, Sandi did nothing but spout lies of the future.


“He grew some strong feelings; feelings that question him as the man he is.” Sandi explained… but didn’t explain.


Echo rolled her eyes.  Typical.  “I’m sure he was just running because he’d left the stove on.” She summarised and nudged Anna to the door.  “We’d better get going or we’ll be late.” She smiled.


“You should be careful.” Sandi said, side stepping into Echo’s way.  “Spilt blood and broken vows won’t make you family here.”


Echo choked on air as she looked at Sandi, a challenge in the woman’s eyes.  It was as if she’d reached down a shoved a hot knife into Echo’s gut.


 Many a time Echo had done things for the Sins: evil, immoral things and she could put her hand on her heart swearing she’d do them all over again.  Echo’s lips trembled; how dare Sandi question what made her a part of this house.  Sydney had caught her of guard before, but she wouldn’t doubt herself anymore.  


If Echo had been paying attention, she might have felt Anna tremble, but it wasn’t until the crack of flesh on flesh, did she register the furry on Anna’s face.


“You bitch!” She screamed as Sandi’s cheek bloomed with a rosy-red handprint.  “You have no idea what you’re talking about!  Canice and I will always be family!”


Echo gaped in admiration.  Even Sandi looked a little shocked, but all she did was straighten like she’d had this reaction before.  “I cannot help what the Fates want me to say.  I’m sorry it wasn’t to your liking.”


Anna seethed, spitting a quote from the bible,  storming out the front door.  “Though shall not suffer at the hand of a witch.”


Stunned in the foyer, Echo looked at Sandi who’d pulled out a tissue and dabbed her face were Anna’s spit had reached her.  “You told a devout Catholic her future?” Echo aske in a mocking tone.  “Did you not think it might be a bad idea?”


Sandi raised her head and softly asked a question the made Echo shiver.  “Are you sure it was the Catholic girl’s future I was telling?”


Fear dribbled down to her stomach.  “I don’t believe in clairvoyants.” She answered truthfully.  No one could know the future with absolute certainty, and any number of factors could change it, as simple as just knowing it.  Sandi just performed tricks.


“Maybe that’s so.” Sandi nodded and through the open door, looked to the fuming Anna who sat in the awaiting car.  Obviously, she wasn’t deterred from her free night out.  “But not every vision I see is heard.” Glancing down, Sandi bent to pick up the cards strew across the hall.  Echo didn’t offer to help, but just watched and listened, finding herself intrigued with the charlatan.  “See, these cards already speak of a future.  Who’s I can’t tell: hers, or maybe mine, or perhaps, yours.”


That made Echo snort.  “Mine?  Really?” But there was that twist of curiosity that still had Echo rooted to the hallway floor.  “And what does a mess of fallen cards tell you?”


Sandi, haven collected her cards straightened and held four in one hand, the rest stacked in the other.  “Not much, there are only four.” With a sudden sly smile, Sandi looked at Echo with a challenge in her eyes.  “Are you sure you want to know.  There’d be no going back?” Echo just huffed at the challenged and waited.  


Sandi turned one card around, showing a delicate, intricate card that had lots of stars on.  “The Ten of Pentacles on its head.  It means a loss, perhaps a loss of legacy, something you hold dear.  Something you will lose, squander, discard, maybe banish … I cannot tell …but you will be lost without it.  Left to move adrift, alone…”


“Go on.” Echo found herself saying, despite ordering herself not to react.  Any kind of reaction was how the charlatan would interpret her, make the reading personal, but so far Echo was only hearing gibberish.


Flipping the second card, Sandi showed five swords; two lying flat on the ground.  “The Five of Swords: a battle will be waged, a battle will be fought and who comes out on the other side…” Sandi didnt removed her eyes from Echo, not even to look at the cards in her hand.  “Others plot your downfall, they strive for conflict and no matter the cost, they must win.  They will betray you.”


An ugly snort resonated from Echo’s nose and she had to smile at the hilarity of it all.  “Who will betray me?  You’re just talking at me; this has no personal touches?” She gasped, but Sandi was truly in a trance now. 


Every joint had locked up, her eyes had gone milky white, rolling into the back of her head, and sweat gleaned off her skin.  Echo listen but didn’t believe, not because it wasn’t the answer she wanted, but because it was the same old bull shit.  Betrayals and destruction, Hell and chaos.  She lived and breathed that world.  “Look, I appreciate your attempt but…” Echo continued but Sandi wasn’t finished.  She had two more cards and she was going to speak.


“Judgment.  It faces you, watching you… a decision will be made, a promise you will keep, one you can’t break.  It will save you and break you… help and hinder… love and loss….” She took one last, long hollow breath, “And the last,” A tear rolled down her face, “The Wheel of Fortune spinning forwards, turning… always onwards to a new destiny… a new direction… Life or Death.  Heaven or Hell.  Earth or the Underworld … The Gods will know your name.  The dead will know your name…”


Sandi passed out.  With one ragged breath she slumped to the floor; her body limp and lifeless.  It was only after a heartbeat or two did Echo see the rise and fall of her chest to know she wasn’t dead.


“Well good luck with that.” Echo said to the empty hall.  Just as she’d predicted, nonsense mixed with a little hysteria. Little did Sandi know Echo had the hysteria beaten out of her a long time ago.


◆◆◆
 


The cooling air from the open window hit Echo’s face, the busy Rippling night life washing over her.  True night had dropped, and she could see Anna still fumed in the back of the car.  They’d both been sat in stubborn silence since Jacob pulled away from the house, but Anna had hit her limit.


“Well?  Why did the bitch keep you?” Anna snarled, twisting to face Echo across the back seat.  “Did you two want to laugh about me?  Whatever she said, she was lying.  She  knows nothing.  She can’t know anything.” Echo just let the girl fume.  “I will get back with Canice and we will be happy.”


Echo just sighed, “I told you darling, we’re not getting Canice back for you.  He’s going to come crawling back all on his own.  So, for now let’s just see if Rippling is somewhereyou’d like to stay?”


“If Canice is here, of course I do.” Anna snapped, trying to fringe disinterest, but there was a sparkle in her eye.  “And what do you think I might be interested in?”


“The two things all woman love, of course!  Dancing and drinks!”


Anna smiled, suddenly her spirits lifting.  “Now that’s something I can get on board with.”
◆◆◆
 
What had once been an old theatre, now stood converted into a stunning, other-worldly night club.


Club Elphyne: home to the banished Fae. 


A lit waterfall trickled down the backdrop of the old stage; illuminated with soft pinks, pale greens and aqua blue.  The water rushed over the stage lip collecting in a pool that was once the orchestral stand.  A stunning chandelier that gleamed like starlight, hung in the centre and slowly turned, catching the light.  The auditorium that would have once been full of chairs, was an open dance floor with the bar running in front of the stage.


“Welcome to Club Elphyne!” Echo said dramatically as she and Anna sat in their own private box, overlooking the rest of the Club.  Angry patrons below hissed at their V.I.P status, but Echo could do as she pleased.  She was an honoured guest and tonight, so was Anna. 


The floor was polished white stone the twinkled as if covered in glitter and sat in the Grand Tier   they could look down from their private balconey.  Climbing vines grew out of beds buried deep in the foundation, filling the room with gorgeous orange, pink, yellow and purple flowers. 


“This is a waterfall oasis.” Anna breathed, leaning over the railing like a child an Echo could only agree.


It was a paradise that enticed and lured you to enjoy the fruits of its labour.  Literally.  The Fae loved fruit cocktails and their effects rivalled Echo’s own creations.  While Cardinal House was for getting down and dirty, Elphyne was were you went to forget your troubles, again, quite literally.  You unwound and if you were very, very lucky, you woke up safe and sound in the morning.  If you were unlucky, you could wind up with many new features, new memories or nothing in your mind at all.


For the Fae who couldn’t hide their appearance; pointy ears, large black eyes, scaled skin, stayed primarily in the Boxes: secluded, restricted areas for people who knew the truth of the Fae.  Already strange and beautiful people were offering them drinks or snacks from glass trays and Anna was already helping herself.  Echo helped herself and sent the buzzing hosts away.


“Cheers.” Echo called, handing Anna a glass and clinked them together.  “To a good night.”


“Hell yes.” Anna cried in excitement, throwing back her head and her drink.
◆◆◆
 
Currently, Echo had a nice buzz so far, while Anna enjoyed herself, dancing on a tabletop to music that didn’t match what was playing.  While she watched the drunk red-head, she enjoyed her favourite thing about Elphyne, the hard planes of his chest pressed against her back


“She seems to be enjoying herself.” Clay said in her ear, making Echo shiver happily.  His fingers were sweeping her neck and shoulders, which was a soft tease compared to their normal games.  Where his fingers touched, sparked with rolling heat bringing her face to a flush.  Her neck was not where she wanted his fingers, but tonight unfortunately, she had other plans.


“I should hope so.  What did you give her?”


Clay was an oldfriend and Echo used the term loosely.  He served her drinks and entertained her when she came to play.  They had a reciprocal relationship.  What he got out of it; Echo wasn’t sure.  All she knew was… well, she got him, all of him, rock hard body and other regions too.  It was safe to say they enjoyed each other’s company one way and another.  


“Its best if you don’t know darling.   I’d hate to be to be accused of giving our secrets to the enemy.” Clay grinned, his breath tickling her ear and his sharp teeth scraping the sensitive skin. 


“Hardly.” Echo laughed.  “To be an enemy, you’d have to be in our league.  Your club is but a small hick town bar.” She teased


“That may be true to your eyes, but we have customers that come again and again, always choosing us over you.  And there are some who just don’t want to leave.”


Echo suddenly swung her legs over Clay’s lap, straddling him, enjoying the reprieve from Anna.  “Why yes, you do.  Be a dear and tell me how you do that?” 


Echo rubbed her chest against Clay’s.  His soft, brown locks reached his shoulders while his pointed ears just peeked out.  His golden skin glowed against, bright ice blue eyes that watched her with amusement.  Raised scars mapped out sigils across his skin, crested his chest and arms.  In any other setting he’d look like a freak, but here he was dazzling.  Engineered from birth by the Fae, he was a perfect specimen of his race.  It made Echo wonder why he was thrown out, but that was a question you didn’t ask.  The Fae could get so nasty it sent chills down even Echo’s spine.


“Humm,” Clay groaned as she rolled her hips.  “You are such a delectable treat…” He breathed, “And so, so tempting…” Echo was about to roll her hips again, digging in further when a cluster of fiery red hair dipped too close.


“What are you two up too?  Can I join?” Anna cooed, stumbling closer as her alcoholic breath swept between them.


“Uh, or not.” Clay huffed suddenly, deflating in the most important regions.  Echo slid off his lap with great reluctance, but focused.  It was show time.


“Nothing, Anna darling.” Echo smiled sweetly at her prey.  She left her legs possessively over Clay who didn’t seem to mind a bit.  “We were just discussing our desires.”


Anna’s eyes focused and unfocused as she swayed in her seat, a drink in each hand, one empty.  Processing Echo's words, her face exploded in emotion.  “Oh desire!  I desired my Canice from the moment I saw him.” Anna wailed sloshing her drink but not noticing.  “We met when we were but wee babes.  He and I were fast friends, but I always knew we would be more.  During Primary school he protected me from mean boys and helped me with our spelling tests and science projects.” Anna began to slur her words.


“Yes, lovely story darling, but-,” Clay begin rolling his eyes, but Echo nudged him hard in the ribs.


“Shut it if you know what’s good for you.” She hissed with a smile.


“Ah, so there is another reason behind your visit.  I should have known.” Clay growled back, skimming his hand up her top and across her ribs, pulling a low moan from her chest, but Echo gripped his thigh tight in warning.


Anna, lost in herself, hadn’t noticed.  She still swayed, taking sips from her empty glass.  “It wasn’t until High School I convinced him we could-… should be more.  He was so cute, but all the other girls couldn’t see it.  He was a bit of a dork, always trying so hard, working hard; he always had to have the best grades.  I always copied his work because he was so good.” She hick-upped hard.  “We went to prom together.  I wore a beautiful blue dress and Canice wore his suit.  By then he’d filled out and was soooooo hot!”


Echo leant forward catching Anna’s attention.  “It sounds like a fairy-tale Anna.  What a life you two lead.  What happened next?”


Anna, lost in her memory and riding her swollen ego, straighten, continuing her dull and overly exaggerated story.  “I had it all planed.  I knew his mother and my mother, and our priest would throw a fit, but I knew I wanted Canice to be my first.  I wanted him to take my flower; to pop my cherry.” Anna’s voice became so whimsical Echo almost vomited.  Clay shuddered in revulsion too.  “Prom night.  Thee night.” She emphasised, “I got us a twin room - in secret - and went up before hand to push the beds together.  I knew Benny had spiked the punch, so we were all pretty sloshed… and then, well you can guess…” Anna blushed.


“How… romantic.” Echo desperately tried to swallow to get rid of the fowl taste in her mouth.  “And then you got married.  Mr.  and Mrs.  McQueen?”


Anna’s face hollowed and her shoulders dropped hard.  “Well, …it wasn’t … it didn’t happen exactly like that…” her voice became exceedingly smallasshe passed the cocktail glass between nervous fingers.  “There was…”


Echo waited but Anna had gone silent.  “Was what?”


“Doesn’t matter.” Anna stiffened.


Echo frowned.  “But it’s a part of your epic adventure together.  Surly the ending is good as the build up?” Echo asked but Anna wasn’t buying it.


“Can I get another one of these?” She twisted her empty glass in her hand, “I want another one of these.  Where is the waitress?”


Echo’s fingers cramped around Clay’s arm in frustration, but he didn’t seem to mind.  “Anna?  You and McQueen… You seemed so perfect.  So together, even now.  I’d love to know how it all happened, so I can be just like you.” Echo clambered forward so she could get into Anna’s face a bit more.  “Won’t you tell me the end of your story?”


“I said no.” Anna’s face was contorted with rage and she gashed her teeth together.  She spilt the last of her drink down her front but didn’t seem to notice.  “I want to leave.  This is not fun anymore.” Anna moved to stand, and Echo was thirty seconds from punching to woman. 


However, Clay’s fingers trailed down her arms softly, sending tendrils of clam sweeping through her rib cage and inflated her lungs.  She took an involuntary  breath and her body drained quickly of any rage.  Fucking Fae and their magic, but it helped, and Echo kept a level head.


“Sorry.” Echo ground out, trying to mean it.  “You clearly don’t want to talk about in.” she breathed again, pulling on every bit of fake humanity she had.  “Stay.  We’re still having fun.  Let’s drink.” She cheered, signalling the server who stood waiting outside with a flick of her wrist.


Clay, confident Echo wasn’t going to lose her cool and her prey, released his mystical hold and turned to the waitress.  She was bald, with almost translucent skin and big wide eyes.  The thin slip she wore left nothing to the imagination and her body shimmered like glitter.  "We'll have a Uéron for the lovely red head.” He said with a crooked grin.


“She’ll have two.” Echo corrected, looking the waitress in the eye so she knew the girl hadn’t misheard her.


Clay frowned.  "Echo.  It's strong stuff.  ..”


"She'll.  Have.  Two.” Echo just repeated to which  Clay shrugged, and the waitress walked away with their order.


She wasn't getting the answers she wanted.  Who cared if they’d had a fairy-tale, whirlwind romance?  It was cheap, boring shit.  But, there was something underneath it all, a scab Echo needed to scratch off.  Fortunately, she was an expert at exposing the raw truth.


“Well I just want to say despite everything, I am enjoying all this.  When Canice and I are together again, I’ll bring him here.” Anna said, nodding to herself, admiring the place again as if they hadn’t been there for four hours already.


Echo wasn’t sure if any amount of begging or pleading could make the Queenie she knew come here, but then perhaps she didn’t know the good Detective as well as she thought… or maybe she did, and Anna was delusional.  Lost in some memory, Anna didn't even blink as she was handed her new drink.  Toasting through the air, Clay winked and reattached his fingers to the back of Echo’s neck.  


"To good drinks, late nights and perfect bodies.” He smiled wolfishly.


"And too the past.  May it's ugly head never rise again.” Echo spoke watching with a smile.  Clay’s chest rumbled with laughter against her back and together they watched Anna down her drink.  And then the other.


"Bottoms up
Leanbh Dorcha.” Clay whispered to her calling her his little nickname.


Echo grinned.  Bottoms up indeed.




VIII

The next morning, McQueen read the autopsy report over again and again, his eyes burning as the words looped themselves around his mind.  ‘Repeatedly raped… Fourteen weeks pregnant… Signs of vaginally scaring…  Botched abortion attempts…  Cause of Death: Indeterminate.
McQueen had to reminded himself over and overWendell was in a better place now; she was cared for.  But that didn't stop the thrum of anger making his hands shake.  Cassi had summarised in the notes that she couldn’t pinpoint the exact cause of death: Wendell had a critical low amounts of blood in her system, suggesting she bled out, but there were also severe internal injuries.  Whoever did this had taken it upon themselves to beat her while she was dying.


"Any luck on the toxicology?" Looking up startled, McQueen hadn’t even realised Hale had arrived.  


The sun had yet to rise, but McQueen had been in for hours.  Finally, after weeks of hoping, he’d had a break in the cold cases.  He wished it had been more pleasant, but that didn’t stop him from attacking with renewed vigour.  They could get answers now.


“The toxicology- The tox-report?” McQueen shuffled through the files in a flap.  He’d been so busy re-reading the autopsy report, he couldn’t say if any others had made it to his desk.  “Ah-… no.  It seems I don’t have it yet.”


Hale sighed in annoyance but didn’t push the subject.  The fact the autopsy report had come through so quickly was a miracle.  Making machines run faster however, wasn’t possible so Hale had to give Cassi a break.  Instead he walked over to McQueen’s stolen white board and examined the map.  “You’ve read these files more times than anyone.  You know them back to front.  Walk me through it.” Hale ordered as McQueen stalled in his seat.  “I need to be up to speed on everything if we’re going to make any head way.  Come on McQueen.  We don’t have all day.”


The truth was Hale had always taken lead on a case; he saw the files first, took charge and McQueen was happy to watch and learn.  It would take time before McQueen felt ready, however, his time was now it seemed.


Clearing his throat.  McQueen gripped the file in his hands tighter but steadied his voice.  The noise of the station floor drowned out and switched off all other thoughts. 


 “Dating back thirty plus years, a series of children have gone missing across the local area.  Our files were linked by their proximity, their noticeable young age and their complete lack of any trace.  As of yesterday morning, we found one; Wendell Dalton.  Disappeared age six, she was in the local play park and never seen again.  Ten years on we’ve found her pregnant and beaten to death.  All the children went missing either: on their walk to school, walking to a friend, at a shopping centre, from their house… The kidnapping sites are all different, ranging from busy, quiet, morning to evening, alone or with friends and family.” McQueen took a breath.  The cases were a mass of dead ends, partial information, concrete alibis and no real links.  It was a nightmare. 


“I can see why so many Detective before gave up so soon.” Hale admitted, studying the dots, matching them to McQueen’s diagram key.  “Keep going.  What else?” McQueen flipped through his notes.


“No contact was ever made, no ransom demands, no sightings.  They disappeared into thin air.  Sadly, most cases were dropped after a few weeks when no progress was made.  Any lucky children, like Wendell who got media coverage, went on a little longer, but not by much.  The result: nothing.”


“The fickle, ever changeable media.” Hale growled in disgust and McQueen agreed.  The press handpicked their chosen; those who received attention, coverage and cries for help to the public.  He didn’t know what was worse, the children who did get their faces in the news and then forgotten, or the ones who never peeked anyone’s interest to begin with.


“All friends and family of the missing children were vetted with solid alibis, including Wendall’s.  There was never a connection made between the cases: different schools, churches, shopping centres, toy shops.  They even investigated Doctors, dentists, vet’s and libraries.  There’s no one place the children all crossed paths.  They’re different social background, economic backgrounds, political, environmental; some lived in apartment, some houses, some gated communities… the list goes on.” McQueen huffed out a sigh feeling the full weight of this case land on him.  “The earlier cases were looked at individually, but I’ve gone over all of them for extra information and found nothing.  Everything just seems random.”


“Ok.” Hale mused.  “Well just because we haven’t found a link, doesn’t mean there isn’t one.  How much time between the disappearances?”


McQueen referred to his note knowing this was something he had investigated, hoping the children had been taken at the same time or on the same day.  Then they could search seasonal workers, delivery routes, anything that would bring a person close to Rippling at a constant pace.  No luck there though. 


“There were some twice, three times a year, one year there was only one.  They are in different months, on different days with different lengths of time in between.  They all go back almost fourteen years on our digital record, but on paper file; they go back at least thirty.  I had Reese check for anything we missed that was in different stations, but he found nothing.” McQueen admitted.  Reese had, despite the circumstance, enjoyed testing his abilities with that.  He had a ‘thing’ with numbers he’d said, finding patterns and difficult probability.


“Ok.  So, a lot we don’t know.  What do we know?” Hale moved on, changing the pace.  He picked one of the old cases files, opening it up.


McQueen was sad to admit, his list of information he didn’t know was twice as long aswhat he did.  “Wendall Dalton was exactly like the other children; no sightings, no ransom, no note, just gone.  Found dead in Warping Woods, she had signs of long-term abuse and wounds all over her body.  She has signs of neglect, living in poor living conditions.”


“It’s unlikely she was housed by a pimp them, or a twisted paedophile.  Pimps can’t make money off broken merchandise and a paedophile would look after the subject of their affection.” Hale summarised, inspecting the autopsy photos.  Hearing him use such a degrading term sent chills down McQueen’s spine but that was unfortunately what traffickers saw people as; merchandise.  “Cassi says she’s had multiple abortion attempts, resulting in a lot of scaring and internal damage; not done by a professional.  No doctors, no free clinic.”


“Correct.  Which is odd, right?” McQueen frowned.  Young children were kept in the dark when it came to puberty, sex and pregnancy until they were the right age.  Wendell was taken when she was six, so not sex education, and yet she knew enough to try an abortion…?  “How would she know what was happening to her body?” He asked rhetorically.  “Unless it was her captive, trying?”


“That could be the case, but we’re speculating.” Hale shook his head.  Get stuck on one idea with no proof and you could miss the truth entirely.  “Wendell’s abortion attempted made her lose a lot of blood and could have caused her death.  This we know.  We know she’d been held in bad conditions for ten years, but liveable because she survived.”


“She had help.” McQueen conclude.  “The other missing children perhaps?” He guessed.


Hale grunted.  “Well, I’d be very surprised if all these kids went missing due to different reasons.” Looking over the files that were stack, McQueen could see the sheer magnitude of this case registering in Hale’s eyes.  “Anything else?” Hale asked.


“No other bodies; not found in the past or present… yet.” He remembered how Cassi had said she’d investigate John and Jane Does.  “Cassi said she’d looked so there may be some more bodies.  If Wendell could survive ten years, some other children might have been looked over because they’d grown.  Some might even be alive.” McQueen stipulated but he knew it was a pipe dream and Hale gave him a look for saying so.


“But why did she die?” Hale asked drawing McQueen back to the real problems at hand.  “Was it because she was pregnant?  If her captives didn’t want her that way; why didn’t they take precautions?  Spoiling the merchandise is a rookie mistake and from the looks of it, whoever has been taking these kids has been doing so for a while.”


McQueen nodded and began to pace, finding the repetitive action soothed his thoughts.  “You’re right.  Killing her because she was pregnant would be a waste.  She would still be worth something and I’d dare say, the baby would be too.  Plus, traffickers take care of their stock and wouldn’t dump her were she’d be found.” No, taken by traffickers didn’t make sense.  “This is all just going around in circles.” McQueen sighed.  “Multiple kids taken over multiple years.  All we can do is speculate.  It’s a question of where would so many children be undiscovered…” 


Just as McQueen ticked his mind over, trying to think of all the possibilities, he collided with a short, curvy body.


“Cassi?” McQueen yelped in surprise.  Her classic pink parker was hung by the front entrance, and McQueen realised he hadn’t even noticed it’d been raining.


“Cassi, what brings you here?” Hale asked, drawing up beside them.  Clutched in her hands were three manila files  , drawing the Detectives hungry eyes.  


“Hi McQueen, Jackson.” Cassi greeted.  “I was looking through the online database all last night; searching for unidentified bodies, aged in their early to late teens and found a few matches; three in fact.  Two boys and one girl.” She placed the three files on McQueen's desk.


Quickly thumbing to the first pagein interest, McQueen held back his disappointment as he was greeted by a thin, crisp piece of paper with little to no writing on it.  “Not much to go on.” He mused.


“Sorry, it was all that was in their files.  Being Jane and John Doe’s, there was little forensic measures done, and the autopsies were quick.” Cassi grabbed the witness chair and sat beside McQueen’s desk.  “My first find was a boy believed to be around nine, while my second was older, around thirteen.  One had his throat cut, the other was beaten to death.  The coroner described both cases ‘… an act of true human depravity.’” Cassi sighed before continuing.  “Not much else was done.  Photographs were taken of their faces, but one was were too disfigured to identify the other was  run through the system but nothing poped up.  Their teeth were rotten, so no dental records and DNA gave no results.  No witnesses, no grieving families asking for news…  their files were tucked away as cold cases.”


Hale sat too, make note as Cassi talked; questions that he thought needed further investigation.  “So, how do you know these are a part of our case?”


Pulling out two pages from the boy’s files she handed them each a portrait drawing.  Both were rough and missing defining features, but you could see key aspects: sloping nose, square jaws and cheek height.  


“Why this wasn’t done when they were first found, I don’t know, but I won’t rant to you as I did to my superiors.  I called in a favour for some quick, basic reconstructive sketches from their autopsy photos.  This is what they looked like before they were attacked.” Cassi sniffed, holding back her anger. 


McQueen admited Cassie, she was a blend of Hale and himself; Hale’s work ethic and hissense of justice.  Her standards were high, and this had been a disgusting oversight.  


Lifting to show the portrait sketch underneath, Cassi continued.  “I also asked for each sketch to be scaled back in age.  The result was mostly guess work, but after we compared them against your files McQueen, two matches came up: Adam Slightly and Charlie Tootles".


McQueen blinked in awe, the two cases already popping into his head.  “Adam went missing aged six from his families back garden while Charlie, aged five went to sleepover at his neighbour’s house and didn’t make it there.  It was never known what happened to them.”


“It’s a sound theory.” Hale nodded.  “Their age of disappearance is on track and the violent deaths is like Wendell.  DNA will be needed to confirm, but this is more evidence we need.  What about the girl you mentioned?”


Cassi opened another file and passed it over.  “The girl in question is Nibea Tembec, known as Nibs.  She, like the boys was savagely beaten and disfigured, but she, however, was identified.”


“If she was identified – like Wendell – why isn’t she with these other cases?” McQueen asked.  Another child had gone missing, later found but wasn’t linked back to these cold cases.  It didn’t make sense.  “Surly they could see that wherever she’d been, these other children had been there too?”


“Unfortunately, not.  It’s because she was identified she was put separately.”  Cassi explained.  “Nib’s was fortunate to have a family still looking for her.  She went missing age five – like your other kids – and was found dead aged fifteen.  However, the family thought they knew who had taken Nibs; a distance cousin with a record for child pornography.  When Nib’s was found, she was also pregnant.  They insisted this cousin had done it and had DNA run.”


“The case was re-opened, the focus put on this cousin and slowly it was distanced from our cases.” Hale summarised following along. "With a solitary suspect in mind already, the case was spun on its own course."


“So, was it the cousin?” McQueen asked, trying to find the link.


“No.  The DNA didn’t match, and Nib’s file quickly went cold.” Cassi opened the last file.  On one side held two toxicology reports and the other was a DNA cross-examination with two names, ‘Nibea Tembec,’ and ‘Wendall Dalton.’


"And this?” McQueen asked, not wanting to get his hopes up.


“This is you link between Nib’s and Wendell.  With the two body to compare…” Cassi extended a finger and pointed out the key information.  “The toxicology reports show that they both had the same drug in their system at death.  It has similar metabolic structure to narcotics; making the user slow and mellow.  It wasn’t flagged so I don’t know the street name, but it’s potent and addictive.”


“That’s perfect.”  McQueen said.  This was proof that whoever took the girls was using the same drug.  One person to look for was easier than multiple and if a drug was involved, they could find its source.


“It will help, yes, but it’s not why I rushed up here.” Cassi continued, seemingly pleased with what she had found.  “I took this preliminary DNA report from Nib’s file and Wendell's, as well as the two foetuses.  This is a matching markers.” Cassi’s pointed finger dug into the papers surface, bending it. 


“They’re siblings?” McQueen asked, confused.  Wendall as a blue eyed, Caucasian, while from Nib’s photo, she was of a strong Caribbean background.


“No.” Cassi went on to explain.  “Their unborn children share the same DNA.” McQueen looked at Cassi in shock, but his smile grew as.  “Both girls were sexually assaulted by the same man.  Nib’s parents had the unidentified DNA still on her file.  A full DNA run through will prove it without a doubt, but the preliminary markers are too distinct to be a coincidence.”


“Both Wendall and Nibs were in the same location and raped by the same person.” Hale chipped in.  “Is the DNA of the father on our system?”


“No.” Cassi answered sadly, “However, if you find a suspect…” The good doctor didn’t need to finish that sentence, McQueen knew.  DNA was massive evidence.  It could make and break this case, at least regarding who raped the girls.  If they found the man responsible, they could find everything else: the killer, the children, the drug supplier.


“Thank you, Cassi.  This is exactly what we needed.” Hale smiled, clapping her on the back.


Cassi just blushed and stood.  “It was nothing.  Just my job-,” But she was suddenly interrupted by a booming voice that shouted over the room, drawing everyone’s attention.  McQueen didn’t think his case could get much more complicated, but that was far from the truth.


“McQueen!  Hale!” That’s all the Chief said but the tone was clear; in my office in five or there will be Hell to pay.
◆◆◆
 
“Sir?” McQueen asked, closing the office door behind himself.  Once again, only the Chief’s desk light was on, making the room gloomy and sullen.  Their boss might have wanted them in his office at once, but he seemed to take a moment to collect his thoughts.  That, or he hadn’t heard them enter.  He was sat in his chair, his gaze locked onto one of his many bookshelves.  It was too dark to read any of the titles, but McQueen thought they would be dull biographies more than anything. 


He still had so many questions about his boss; why did he look so old and wasn’t retired?  When had he be promoted to Chief?  No one he’d spoken to could remember, some acting like he’d always been there.  McQueen knew so little about his boss and yet he knew without a doubt he’d do anything the man said.  He had that aura about him.


Eventually, the Chief turned to face theman, his gravel voice snapping them to attention.  “The case I gave you has been cold for years.  Decades even.  Every now and again another missing child is added to the fray, but often our efforts are too late.” The Chief continued to speak at his books rather than Hale or McQueen.  “But, not more.”


“Yes, Sir.  The death of Wendall has put fire back into the case-,” McQueen started, but the Chief was shaking his head.


“There has been another disappearance.  A little boy by the name of Johnny Bell was reported missing twenty minutes ago by his family.  They say he was in his room when he went to bed and wasn’t there in the morning.”  McQueen stilled as he absorbed this news.  Another.  Another child was missing in Rippling.  It couldn’t be a coincidence. 


But Hale, was all business.  “Why do you think this case is related to the current one, Sir?”


The Chief didn’t smile or answer straight away.  Instead he slowly leant back on his giant chair, behind his giant desk and once settled, he spoke. 


 “That, Detectives, is for you to find out.  And, Detectives...” The Chief spoke in a low tone, his face cast in shadow.  “Be careful.”




IX

Dirty little secret always put Echo in a good mood.  
          She was feeling refreshed and perky, giving herself one last check over as she left her attic apartment. She miht have even had a skip in her step  though she'd never admit it.  


       Dressed in a green velvet dress, some wicked heels and a rich plum lipstick she’d nabbed of a drunk girl in the bathrooms at Elphyne, Echo was ready.  With smouldering, dark eyes, she looked acorss the guests that congregated in the late hours.  She could feel their  excitement sizzle across her skin while a  thrill travelled up her spine.  Cardinal House was alive with sin and debauchery.
After Anna’s drunk episode at Elphyne, Echo had a taxi driver carry her up to the apartment.  She didn’t carry dead weight and now, hours later, Anna was still sleeping it off, her snores the only sign she was still alive.  Not every poor morsel made it out of Elphyne , but then there were more precious things you could lose in that place than your life.  Leaving the sleeping princess behind, Echo wandered down the grand stairs enjoying a slow meander to each room.  


Gala’s Banquet Hall was first, where she watched naked babes peel grapes and gorge on fresh ham.  Unlike some his siblings, the Sin of Glutony was  one of the more influential Sins; fast food wasn’t an idea born of virtues and thus, Gala was never in much need to ‘feed’
at home.  He’d rather spend his time accumulating expensive wines or top-of-the-line patisseries; things that people would kill over.


“Evening Gala.” She smiled at the slightly rotund man.  “Nice night?”


“Evening child.” He answered, stroking an overly affectionate customer who was lazily drinking wine while draped across his lap.  


His skin was starting to take on a rosy flush and his shoes were already off.  Light coloured hair, pale skin and simply cut suits, Gala blended well with the guests.  However, throw on some Roman robes and light a few candles, he could have been a Grecian Basileus in ancient times.  In fact, Echo was sure he had been one once upon a time.   


“Tonight, has been as always.” He answered, enjoying a peeled grape as it was fed to him.  “How is your … friend?   Have you not finished with it?” He asked, finding the word ‘friend’ troubling.


Echo rolled her eyes and smiled.  “Really Gala, you know me, she is just a means to an end.” She answered knowing her pride would be flaring.  “An end I actually-,”


“An end?” Gala sucked his teeth, “Good, good.  We’re sure whatever you’ve been doing was… meddlesome, but we’re glad you’re done.  You’re pet projects are troublesome at best, and not what you’re best at.” Echo’s stomach drop but Gala didn’t notice and continued.  “Be a dear and fetch me another bottle of the Bordeaux.  The nineteen-fourteen bottle and take a glass yourself.  I am not my brother, but even I can tell you’re being a bore.” Slender fingers popped another skinless grape into his mouth and Gala was finished.


Rolling her shoulders Echo tried to shake off Gala’s words; ‘pet project.’ Clearly, they had no idea what she had planned.  The intricate details, the preparation: a devout believer didn’t fall for anything.  It took a large push to send them to Hell and that was what Echo would do.  Yet… 


‘That should keep her busy,’ had
those words not been uttered from their lips.  They’d wanted her to focus on Anna and that took time … wasn’t that want they meant.  Stepping away slowly, Echo stiffened her upper lip.  She had jobs to do.


Wandering further across the second floor she passed Nic’s Dream Room, his door closed and silent, while Twilight's Boudoir was open, men and woman alike inspecting each other in the mirrors.  Soon enough, they would be leaving with different chins, different arms, biceps, bank accounts, car or lover; whatever they fancied.  Whatever they envied more in another.  But even watching to poor souls fall into the downward spiral of self-loathing couldn’t shake her awake. 


It wasn’t until she paused at the top of the stairs, her eyes trailing to the last locked door did shefind a strange understanding.  Bris, Sin of Pride, daughter of Lucifer, was the one Sin who knew exactly where to poke to make Echo feel, and she was feeling fear.  Fear that Gala had meant more; that they all looked down at her in pity as she tried to damn mortals to Hell.  Fearful that Archer was angry or worse, thought she was no longer of any use.  It was the same feeling she felt creeping under her skin when she’d faced Sydney in the basement.  It was the fear that she wasn’t worthy, had never been worthy…


“Echo.” A dopy eyed Nic suddenly greeted, causing Echo to start with shock.  “Going somewhere?”


“Hi-… I mean yes-… downstairs.” Echo stammered, blinking awake.  Did Nic think her useless too.  He never asked for her help, never asked for her skills with beverages.  Did he think all she did was little pet projects too?...  “What can I do for you Nic?” She asked, forcing the words out in an even tone.


Nic’s smile widened and he ascended the last few steps.  He wore the same baggy sweatpants Echo had seen a thousand times, but strangely he had company.  A little drug bunny high on something was tucked under his arm, swaying on her toes.    “Do?  For me…?  Nothing, nothing I’m afraid."  Lounging backwards on the railing, Nic gazed turned curious.  “You are such a wonder.”


“I don’t know what you mean?” She said timidly.  The Sins weren’t kind or complimentary for any reason unless it gained them something.  They already had Echo’s loyalty, her devotion; so, she found her guard raising.


“You are just so…” Nic took a breath.  “Human.” He finished and his words knocked the air from Echo’s lungs.  She tried not to show her feelings on her face, but spiteful words Sydney had said were hitting her again.


Biting the inside of her cheek, Echoignored the backhanded compliment.  “I don’t think I can help that.” But Echo knew she wanted to be better than normal, better than being just a human.  It was what she thrived to be.  From the day she’d been born and all her life she’d dedicated herself to being one of them; just like them, as close as she could possibly be.


Nic hummed, gently pulling himself off the stairwell banister like a cat.  “That is a shame.” And tuged his bunny away, leaving Echo utterly breathless.


Shoulders hunched, she gripped the banisher and looked to the floor below, the warm gloom concealing rampant sex, dodgy dealings and broken tibias.  What would they hit her with next?  She had lost their confidence, their belief in her abilities and they questioned her every move.  Taking the steps slowly, Echo walked down, the confidence and self-worth she’d felt in her apartment draining with every step.


She saw both Archer and Samantha’s doors open, while two parties slowly trickled in.  Some of the customers stumbled on their feet and Echo wasn’t entirely sure the right parties were going into the right rooms, but then again, who was to say they wouldn’t enjoy where they ended up.  Nevertheless, she hid in the shadows of the bottom steps, watching for afar.  She could feel a distance forming, widening with every moment she hesitated, but her feet wouldn’t move.


Black and white: that had been what she and Adin would say.  The darker the task the more they thrived to achieve it.  The hard the Sins played, the harder she and Adin would play to keep up.  No matter the cost, no matter the requirements, they did as asked, their loyalty to this family black and white.  Clear cut, unquestionable and unwavering.  So, where was all this doubt coming from.  She had changed nothing of her morals, there was still nothing she wouldn’t do for them.  Had life without her shown them they didn’t need her.  Was she as replaceable as Sydney tried to be…?


“Girl.” Echo shivered as she heard Archer’s deep, displeased voice call to her.  Once again, he was in an impeccable clean cream and gold suit. Without hesitation she was at his side and though he didn’t look angry, Echo knew not to be fooled;  the Sins ever became angry.  Just dangerous.


“Yes, Archer.” She smiled trying to keep her voice from quivering.  She was at his beckoned call, was his devoted ward and charge.  She was to be everything he need depend on.


“You’re late which is but a small step above turning up at all.” There was no question in Archer’s words, just a cool, cold statement.  “You must have not understood when I made myself clear last we spoke.” Again, no question.


“No-, I mean… yes, you were clear.” Echo mashed out.


“So, you deliberately left just hours before we opened.” Again.  Not a question.


“No.” Echo protested.  “No, what I mean is-… I-,” Echo felt the words stick to her tongue as she spoke.  Nothing she could think of would be a sufficient explanation.  No mortal need she needed to fix was above her family.  They couldn’t-… wouldn’t understand any explanation she gave.  “Detective McQueen-,”


But Archer cut her off.  “This again.” He snapped, getting as close to angry as Echo had even seen him get.  “That case is closed.  You are to no longer involve yourself with the police.”


“But-,” Echo ground to a halt as she saw the same look Archer had given countless other mortals: disdain.  She felt rooted to the floor and squirm under his gaze. 


“Drop whatever ridiculous vendetta you have and go do your job.” And like an indifferent parent, Archer walked away.  Echo knew within moments his face would transform into a charming businessman; one hand in yours with a firm handshake, the other dipping into your wallet. But his thoughts of her would be solidified in his mind.


Her fists trembled as she gathered her breath.  She felt so stupid.  Why should she still be so interested in the Detective?  For fucks sake, his fucking wife was mooching off her in her apartment.  No one ever stayed in her apartment.  Ever.


Tonight, she would work; she’d work her ass off so hard that Archer would never question her dedication to her home, her family or their interests.  Her kitchen had all she could ever need; creating the meanest, most terrifying beverages.  She could make lives fall apart or come together.  Break hearts or tape them back up.  She could do anything.  


“I have everything.” She whispered to herself taking in the hall before her.  Sydney had been right.  Echo had a life to be envied.


◆◆◆
 


Her kitchen was deserted, as was the wine cellar and Echo gave the cool room a wide birth as she found Gala’s wine.  Her back had been as stiff as steel, but as she’d stepped back towards the stairs, she suddenly came to an abrupt halt, her fingers clammy around the wine bottle.


She hadn’t been down here since Sydney had tried to kill her and some part of her hadn’t wanted to, while the stronger, dominant side told he to pussy up and get over it.  Yet, as the bare bulb flickered overhead, Echo was assaulted with flashes and her stomach cramped.


There, in the centre of the dirt was a round, dried patch of darkness, the dust clumped together, and a slight trail towards the stairs.  Blood.  Her dried blood.  And around it, discard pieces of rubbish brought by the paramedics; bandage seals, strips of plastic and blue latex gloves.  The item that drew her attention, however, was discarded against the wall, the white fabric dusty and stained black.  Holding it up gingerly, Echo opened it out and was amazed as flecks of excess blood rained down.  McQueen’s shirt soaked thoroughly in her blood.  Her saviour…


A cold hand clenched around Echo’s throat and the shirt dropped to the floor.  So much blood.  Echo had seen grizzly sights before; exsanguinated carcases, bloody faces and even a heart or two… but this was her blood.  


It had been her body left dying on the floor…


Discarded...


Worthless...


Human...


◆◆◆
 


The moonlight that dappled the Kitchen floor as Echo stood over the sink, looking out the window and admired the view.  She could see the stone veranda the backed out onto the rose garden, the small gazebo before everything disappeared into the black expanse beyond.


Looking down, she discarded the corkscrew and cork she held and picked up Gala’s nineteen-fourteen Bordeaux.  It was made by Chateau Haut-Brion in France, perfect for red meat and priced at around two-grand.  Echo could see where the dust had collected on the side, the wine inside a perfect temperament and unspoiled by time.  Was she spoiled now, another mortal on the shelf use only as needed?


“Bullshit.” Echo sneered “Nothing is wrong with me.”  If Gala had caught her, he’d have sliced her throat, but nevertheless she took a gulp of wine straight from the bottle.  The tart liquid washed down well, the doubt in her mindwashed away with every gulp she took.


Looking back out the window, Echo tried to shake herself.  She knew her place, she knew where she belonged.  “No bitch can take this away from me.  No one ca-… no one can-” Echo said to herself but had to blink as the world tilted sideways.  “What the-…” But she couldn’t finish.  The world had stopped spinning, but was now completely on its head.  She felt the cold rush in her veins before a heated flash rippled across her cheeks.  Touching them gingerly, Echo couldn’t remember the last time she’d blushed.


Fingers tightening around the bottle neck, Echo tried to take a step towards the door but stumbled colliding with the kitchen table instead.  The sturdy wood knocked the air right from her lungs with a wheeze and that was when Echo knew something was wrong.  Her body felt too heavy, too hard to move, yet her feet couldn’t touch the ground.  


She was stepping backwards, forward; her feet moving undirected while her hands shook.  The expansive bottle smashed at her feet, spreading outwards just like her blood so many weeks ago, but Echo didn’t notice.  Her eye were too busy bulging in her head while her fingers snapped to her throat, a strangled gasp crawling out of her mouth as her lungs tried to grasp one more breath.  But she dry-heaved, leaving her gaping like a fish. 


Blood pounded in her headand all at once she was on the floor, losing the contents of her stomach.  She wanted to scream; scream in pain, scream for help but even if she did sink to that level, she couldn’t.  Her throat had completely closed.


Only thirty seconds must have gone by, but it felt like hours.  Her vision was blurry and blinking was taking longer every time her eye lashes fluttered.  No air.  She couldn’t get any air.  


Her eyes darted to under the sink.  Behind the sterilizing liquid she used, tucked behind the ‘U’ bend was her small silver chest.  She could see it in her mind’s eyes and with a bout of desperate energy, she launched for the cupboard doors.  Bottles scattered as she knocked them away and desperate fingers searched for that small prize.  Cold, indented metal ornately designed, tarnished and old, its value was worthless, but inside was invaluable.


When she’d first been drawn to herbology and mixing concoction, Adin had been her guinea pig.  Whatever she made, he tried; telling her what he could taste, smell, what symptoms he had during and after each creation.  He’d been her most responsive subject, telling her to a scientific degree what worked and what could make it better.  Together they’d spent hours running tests, mixing everything they could think of.  Of course, the better Echo got, the more Adin’s interests lead elsewhere and before long he was too busy or had better things to do than play with flowers.  


She’d never forgot the anger she felt towards him, abandoning her like that.  Of course, she was too stubborn to say anything and to this day never did, but she also never told him how close she came to dying.  With no Adin, Echo had to try her creations herself and they often had disastrous effect.  She had lived - just –but learnt from the experience.


The contents of the little silver box fell all over the floor as she knock it into her lap, spilling tiny needles filled with different colours liquids on the floor.  Bunched herbs, dried followed with smaller snuff boxes and leather bags.  Eyes hazy, Echo reached for the smallest box, trying to pop the lid with shaky fingers but each time the box fell from her hands.  Palms slick with sweat, she felt the blackness creepingat the edge of her vision, and she couldn't even gasp for a small breath.


Mother fucking fucker, Echo thought repeatedly as her muscles gave way and her fingers cramped, no longer responsive.  She wondered if maybe this was it; perhaps it had been a fluke for her to survive a bullet.  Maybe Fate had decided to carve her tombstone with a more poetic death: Here Lies Echo Headly.  Lived By The Bottle.  Died By It Too.


But whatever cosmic joke the Fates plan might have been, it was out of Echo’s hands now as the blackness claimed her, and she ceased to think anything at all.


◆◆◆
 


“… at-a girl.” A voice cooed in Echo’s ear.


Groaning hard, Echo tried to swing her head round, but her pounding head cried in objection.  The lights were too bright, and the air was too cold.  She shivered uncontrollably but could feel the sweat drenching her clothes.  Someone was holding her up, their hand under her chin as the procced to poor more water on her face, getting only some dribbles down her parched throat.


“She needs more.” A feminine voice spoke up coming into focus, the sound of the running tap falling  into the background.


She was alive.  Echo could feel every bone protesting; every muscles aching but she was alive.  Just.  Blinking she squinted in the harsh light and tried to make out who was her saviour.


“I know sweetheart.  Just give her a moment.” Jacob answered beside Sandi, allowing Echo to sit up on her own.


“Wha-,” Echo croaked, but ended up in a coughing fit as her raw throat protested.


“I told you she needed more.” Sandi snapped and thrusted a glass of water back under Echo’s nose, sloshing more down her front.  Slowly, like a newborn, Echo lapped at the water, wincing as her teeth clashed against the glass. 


Drinking down every drop, Echo breathed, feeling the euphoric rush as air and oxygen began to recirculate in her blood once more.  Breathing deeply, she took her sweet time before facing her saviours.  Jacob, seeing she was no longer dead, had sat back, leant on one arm and relaxed with his eyes closed.  He could have been at a beach rather than the dirty floor of a demonic club.  Sandi, on the other hand, was still balance on her toes, arms wrapped around her knees as she watched Echo intently.  


“If you’re waiting for a thank you, you’re not going to get one.” Echo said, pleased to hear her voice was back to normal.


“A thank you, from you?” Jacob droned, “Not likely.” And all at once he gave her one of his charming, irrefutable smiles.  “But we know you mean well.” Echo narrowed her eyes at him. 


“No, no she won’t thank us.  Not yet.” Sandi said, but her eyes were unfocused again as if she were talking to herself.


Standing and leaning heavily on the table, Echo sigh internally at the mess on the floor.  Glass shards, the spit wine-… oh the wine.  Echo clenched her teeth.  She would have to clean that up later and made amends.  Gala couldn’t kill her, but he would try if he found out she wasted almost a full bottle.  “I need to get back to work.” Echo breathed. 


“After you’ve just been poisoned?” Jacob asked, but there was a humour in his eyes Echo didn’t like.


“How do you know I was poisoned?” She demanded, “And how do you know I was the intended target?”


Jacob must have sensed her suspicion because he stood too, pulling Sandi with him, all the while keeping his perfect, charming smile on.  “You were poisoned because you told us.” He answered, pointing at the floor.  All her powders, needles and herbs were still scattered on the floor and her little silver snuff box was now empty.  “When I saw the snuff box just out of reach, I figured it’s what you needed.  Interesting, that you have bezoar stones at your disposal.  Used one before have we?” He asked and Echo gave him an unimpressed eye roll.


Yes, once she’d found herself vomiting for weeks, while another time she’d hallucinated herself right off the veranda into the rose garden below.  She quickly found a black market Wijch who, for a steep price, sold her pixie bezoar stones.  As small as a pumpkin seed, there were extremely potent and flooded anything and everything from your system.  She was glad she still had some left, through restocking was going to cost her.


“As for if you were the target…” Jacob shrugged, all knowing, as if the answer was obvious.


“Why would anyone want me dead?” Echo snapped, pissed at such an accusation.  Being shot a few weeks ago didn’t count and poisoned wine she’d collected on the whim of a thousand-year-old demon?  There was no planning in that.  No, something else had happened.  “Someone clearly fucked up when bottling the wine.  Gala bought a dud.” Echo explained away, pleased to find her feet were steady underneath herself again.  Moving away she quickly grabbed a brush, sweeping the glass shards to the side.  “If you haven’t got anything else to do, you can leave.  I have work to do.”


Echo didn’t wait for either of them to reply, instead heading back down into the wine cellar.  She didn’t pause this time, didn’t ponder as she sped over to Gala’s second bottle of Bordeaux and swiped it from the shelf.  With a single-track focus, she rushed back into the kitchen, pleased to find it empty, before uncorking the new bottle.  It was only when she stood once more at the sink, corkscrew in one hand and bottle in the other, did Echo pause.  Daji-vu hit her like a lover’s caress.  Had she not just been here, contemplating her life, how she’d survived and her worth in this House?


Softly blowing out a breath, Echo straightened, pleased to find her legs were no longer shaky, nor her stomach in knots.  She was fine.  Just, perfectly fine.


◆◆◆
 
“You’re wine Gala.” Echo announced as she moved across the room to the expanding man.  Now, gone was his tie, his shirt no longer buttoned, and his belt had been discarded.


Many customers were still eating, their earlier meals drooling down their chins and chests.  Other wine bottles lay discarded on the floor, ready and waiting to be used in a fight over the last ham hock.  


Gala, currently eating through a selection of meats – some from four legs, some from two – toasted to her as she approached.  “Good girl, you’re back.” He waved away his customers holding aloft his empty glass.  It was one of five, each glass different to compliment a different meal.  “You took an age.”


“I’m sorry Gala.  I didn’t mean to keep you waiting.” Was all Echo said.  Her voice  strong, her body calm and she knew she looked the picture of collected as she poured the crimson liquid out.


Making a small humph in the back of his throat, he surveyed the room, looking for who was holding themselves and their taste buds back.  With no further instruction, Echo thought herself dismissed, but held back a yelp when fatty, soft fingers grabbed her wrist.  


“Did you not have a glass like I told you?” Gala asked.  He was looking at her now with his full attention.  Sweat drip down his brow and Echo shivered as piecing sky, blue eyes stared into hers.


“I didn’t want to keep even a drop from your feast.” Echo explained calmly.  The drunker Gala’s guests were, the more they ate which in turn fed Gala.  She was doing him a favour.


“Your restraint surprises me girl.” Gala said, slowly releasing her and sitting back.  “It’s a pity.  I so wanted to share that bottle with you.” He blinked once more, before turning away and only then did Echo allowed herself to wipe her sweaty palms.


“Next time.” Echo said in promise.  “I’d best go.  The others wanted me.” She made the excuse, setting the bottle and making a move to leave.


“Yes.  I bet they do.” Was all she heard as she walked out the door and Echo could whole heartedly say she was shook.


◆◆◆
 
It was early morning and Echo felt like death warmed up. 


Her feet were no longer attached to her body, while her arms ached from the trays that flew from her kitchen, every single one laced with her best concoctions.  Had the police raided again, things could have gotten hairy.  But Echo would risk it.  She would risk it all for her family and she took it as her personal mission to get customers flowing back through their doors.  She was done with the McQueen’s, done with the holy Saint because she had all she needed, and didn’t need more.  But as tired as she might have been, she had one last order to fulfil before she could rest. 


The last drinks of the evening were for Mara, and walking into the Midnight Suit, she made sure she’d slipped a little extra in for the Sin of Wrath.  A little hawthorn to oxygenate the blood and some crushed jade to revive any energy lost.  Not that Echo thought any more energy was needed as she looked around the room.


Blood, sweat and pissed had pooled on the training mats, glinting in morning sun from huge bay windows.  The red walls gave the room a hot, angry aesthetic, which was built upon by the black gym bags and black leather seating.  Guests huffed out in aggravated breaths as they punched, kicked and attacked.  Other’s grappled with each other, wrestling to the floor until one was dead or unconscious.  High tempo music pumped out from surround sound speakers and the smell furry hung heavy in the air.  This room was anything but zen.


Five men in training gear sat with Mara and silently watched Echo move across the room like she was prey.  They were each ordinary in features and after quickly dismissing them as poetical fucks, she’d set their drinks on the table.  They didn’t nod in thanks or say a word, but that was typical for the macho men Mara could manipulate.  There was often more brawn then brain in The Midnight Suit, excluding Mara herself of course, who was dressed in similar sportswear, her white tank top already splattered with blood and sweat; none of which was hers of course.


“Anything else I can get you Mara?” Echo asked.


Suddenly, off to the side there was a whimper and Echo glanced to see a man, more bone than muscle, curled on the floor in defence.  A woman, no bigger than he, was enjoying taking large, swinging kicks, hitting anything she could.  The man might have arrived here full of rage, ready to take it out on someone, but here there was onlyone winner and unfortunately Mara made sure there always was a looser.


“No.  You are no longer needed.” Mara answered, drawing Echo back to where she was meant to be, eagerly serving her family.  “Enjoy your night.  I’m sure we’ll be seeing you again.” Mara smiled wickedly and Echo smiled back.  It was a knowing smile; an insider smile that she’d shared with many of the Sins growing up.  It was a smile that never changed, and she knew all previous doubts she’d had dissipated.


This house was where she belonged.




X


Hale didn’t speak to McQueen as they drove to the Bell’s residence.  He was a tough officer with over ten years of detective and police work under his belt; a man that didn’t do coincidences.  Now, they were looking down the throat of one coincidence too many.  


        “Bullet notes; now.” Hale said as they took the second exit of a roundabout.


McQueen cleared his throat.  “Johnny Bell, aged seven, has been missing anywhere between six to nine hours.  His parents sent him to bed as normal at nine-teen-hundred and then checked on him at twenty-two-hundred where he was in bed and asleep.  Come morning at oh-six-hundred  he was found not to be in bed and after checking the house, he was reported missing half an hour later.”


Hale didn’t even twitch as he overtook a van, narrowly missing an oncoming car.  “I suppose there could be a link to the other missing kids.  We need to determine that as quickly as possible.  If Johnny has been taken by the same people who killed Wendall, we’re gonna be on the clock, one that better not take ten years to count down.”


McQueen had thought the same.  The Chief may have gotten the report quickly and sent for McQueen and Hale as soon as possible, but finding any trace of Johnny Bell was becoming less and less likely by the second.  Time was key when finding a missing child; they had forty-eight hours before their chances radically reduced to a fifty, fifty chance he was found alive.  What worried McQueen the most however, was if this case was connected to Wendall’s where would Johnny end up.


Breaks screeching to a stop, Hale pulled up to the residence of Mr.  and Mrs.  Bell, already scanning the neighbourhood and the house for anything that could be useful.  It was a quiet street, a small cul-de-sac with thick hedges between the houses blocking out sight and sound.  The Bell’s house was two stories; one window on the ground floor and two on the first, while it was made of new age red bricks.  To one side of the house was a black gate, leading to the back door and garden with no lock or bolt on it, meaning it was another possible escape route.  The front door was cheap plastic with glass windows and a slow movement could be seen inside.  Two police officers were stationed in a car outside who both nodded in greeting as they passed, while the Detectives already on Johnny’s case would be inside.


Ringing the bell, McQueen could hear muffled voices and after a heartbeat or two, a woman with blotchy eyes and a red nose came to the door. “H-hello.”


“Morning Mrs. Bell?  I’m Detective McQueen, this is Detective Hale from the Rippling Station.  We’re here to talk to you about your missing son, Johnny.” He flashed her his badge and made sure to smile gently.


Suddenly, another man approached from behind Mrs.  Bell, his mustard brown trench coat so stereotypical of a Detective, it made McQueen cringed.  “Hale.” The guy nodded in welcome but didn’t look twice at McQueen.  “Mrs.  Bell, these are the two detectives I was telling you about.  They’re here to help.”


Yet even as the Detective spoke, Mrs Bell’s eyes widened and became glossy as more tears began to well.  “Have you – have you found him?  My boy?” She rushed out in a breath, clutching the ratty tissue in her hand.


“Ah, no Mrs.  Bell, but we are doing everything we can to do so.” McQueen said softly.  Hope was an emotion he should have been prepared for when she came to the door, but the desperation in her eyes was heart stopping.  “I’m sorry for the misconception Mrs.  Bell.  We are running a different case and we believe your son might be linked to it.  We wanted to ask some easy questions and look around his room if that’s ok?  It could help in finding your son.”


But before McQueen had even finished speaking, he knew he’d lost her.  Her eyes had glazed over with raw guilt once more and she’d begun softly swaying.  Her feet shuffled like she needed to do something, but nothing seemed important enough, so they just stumbled forward and then backwards on the spot.  When McQueen didn’t continue further, she just sadly nodded and turned back to the house, leaving to door open behind her for them.


“Poor woman.” Hale sighed softly.  Only the Detective stood in the doorway and McQueen suddenly felt on guard.  “James.” Hale stuck out a hand to shake.  “Unfortunate circumstance to meet again.”


“Likewise.” The Detective said, stepping aside allowing Hale to pass, but returned to block the threshold as McQueen tried to follow.


“Detective McQueen.”  Sticking out his hand, McQueen offered it to shake, "Nice to meet you.  We haven’t met before, I-,”


But whatever had been about to say was cut off and McQueen was stocked by the cold, hardened voice that did so.  “You can call me Detective Armstrong and I know who you are.”  Detective James Armstrong looked McQueen up and down, unimpressed.  “Caught yourself a serial killer and now you think your top dog?” He asked and McQueen was taken aback.


“No, I don’t think that.” Pulling his hand away and felt the sudden need to puff out his chest.  He was proud he’d caught Mrs.  Badal before she could kill anyone else, but with all that came with the case, namely a raven-haired sinner, McQueen would happily have let someone else take the glory.  “I did my job.  I investigated and that was that. All I wanted in the end was justice.”


Shaking his head, Detective Armstrong levelled his gaze with a tut.  “You’re as bad as he was.” And without a backward glance, he left McQueen stood alone at the door in shock.  But, let Detective Armstrong think what he like.  He wouldn’t be judge for catching a killer, not by someone who clearly didn’t like him already.


Stepping into the house, McQueen examined the layout.  The corridor opened into the lounge-come-kitchen, all the way to the back of the house where a small dining room table sat.  The stairs leading up were directly in front of the entrance hall and covered in an ugly rust red carpet.  It was open plan and light, but very small, only made smaller by the scattered toys and games that took up every inch of the floor.  Mrs Bell had moved to sit on the couch, still softly rocking, while her husband who’d been in the kitchen, walked over.    Detective Armstrong was talking on his phone, while a technical analyst was setting up equipment around the Bell’s home phone.


“Who are you?” Mr Bell asked with a gruff voice.  He’d obviously been crying too, but he looked like he’d changed clothes at the very least.


“As I told your wife at the door, I’m Detective Hale, this is Detective McQueen.  We’re here about your son, Johnny.”


The father was a little more responsive, but no more understanding, “Cops?  More of you?” He asked, the desperation leaking into his voice as he flapped the kitchen towel.  “We’ve had Officer’s here all morning.  We’ve given statements.  What more could you possibly ask us?  You should be out there, looking for my son, just like you should allow me to do!”


Now off the phone, Detective Armstrong chipped in, soothing the Father’s frustration.  “I’m sorry Mr Bell.  We know this is hard for you and your wife.  In cases such as this, it’s required to keep the parents at home should a ransom demand be made.”


“Is that why you’re here?  To be here for the ransom?” The father asked, looking to McQueen and Hale.


“That isn’t our department Mr.  Bell.  Our case is of a different nature and we believe the disappearance of your son might be connected.” Hale answered this time and poor Mr Bell didn’t know which Detective to look at.  Hearing of a different department however, fear flooded his eyes he quickly went over to sit beside his wife who was still unresponsive.


“What is your department?  What kind of case?”


McQueen took a seat on the couch opposite, while Hale indicated to Armstrong they should speak quickly in private.  McQueen was sure the Detective would want to know about their string of missing children.  Problem was, if they did find proof Johnny was a part of their case, it would automatically be passed on and Detective Armstrong might have a problem with that.  He seemed to already have a problem with McQueen, it was safe to say.  Hale however had repour with the guy; he was sure his partner could smooth things over.


Sat alone with both the Bell’s, McQueen centred himself, knowing the next conversation might not be easy, nor would it be taken well.  “We have a number of children missing and we believe they might be linked.”


“A kidnapping ring?” The husband paled jumping to the worst case.  He was leant forward on his knees giving McQueen his full attention.  His wife, however, was slouched, biting her fingernails and looking out the window.  McQueen didn’t miss the distance between the couple, but it was unsurprising; a missing child often put strain on relationships.


“We don’t know that, Mr.  Bell.  We don’t want to jump to any conclusions yet or assume that Johnny is a part of this case.  However, if he is, the sooner we know the better.” McQueen emphasised and quickly took control before the parent’s mind could spin out of control.  “Johnny went missingin the early hours of the morning.  So, did you do anything that day differently?  Special?”


Just as he’d hoped, Mr. Bell focused on answering his question then spiralling over what had happened to his son.  “No, it was a normal day.  He had school, I dropped him off and Mary picked him up along with our other son, Mitch.  He goes to the neighbouring Primary school.”


McQueen nodded and took notes.  “And after that, what did you do?”


“Mary helped with homework, then the boys would play together, and then I came home.  I was here for six o’clock and then we had dinner.” Mr.  Bell was caught in the flow now, listing everything they did, everything they talked about like any piece of information could be important. 


None of it was as far as McQueen could tell, but making the parents feel like they were achieving something was key.  Eventually, Mr.  Bell came to the end of the night.


“Then it was bath time, both boys together.  They were laughing, having fun.  We put too many bubbles in the bath, so it was overflowing.  Then it was bed by seven.  Mitch, I read a story to first.  Johnny would help me with the funny voices, and then I put Johnny to bed.” Mr.  Bell choked on a sob.  “He said he was too old for stories and could read by himself, so-… so I let him, but I still checked on himat ten.  They-… they were both asleep.” Mr.  Bell finished barely above a whisper, his eyes tearing up, much like his wife.  Hanging his head, he caught his breath.


“And then in the morning, what happened?”


Mr Bell, let out a shaking breath and wiped away a tear.  “Mitch, he came in at six and said Johnny wasn’t playing with him.  I- … I didn’t think anything of it, you know.  Kids, they fight, they fall out.  I -… I just thought… Mitch is so young…” Mr.  Bell was breaking down and his hands started to shake.


“Mr.  Bell.  I really need to you tell me what happened.  No one blames you.” McQueen tried to sooth, but his words were met with an explosive reaction.


“I do!” Suddenly, Mrs.Bell was awake, and she spat her words at him.  “Mitch said his brother wouldn’t play with him and you thought they’d fallen out.  All the while our son was missing!” She screamed.  If fact, her outburst was so explosive, Hale and Armstrong made a speedy, but unalarmed re-entrance into the room.


“You were there too.  You didn’t say anything.” Mr. Bell retorted but he wasn’t spitting the fire Mary had. It sounded more like a man grasping at straws.


“Well I’m sorry George, that it’s you the boys go to each morning.  You who insists I have a lie in, and you do breakfast every morning!  What was different this morning, George?  Could you not be bothered?” Mary screeched.  George’s head collapsed in his hands as he shook in grief.  


McQueen was sure Mary would have had said more, but she was pulled away as the doorbell rang again.  Sweeping off her feet she practically ran to the door and only moments later, a soft muttering could be heard.


“She does that.  Every damn time.” George said with a sob.  He was trying to dry his eyes but struggled.  "Every time that damn doorbell goes, she’s up like a rocket hoping its him.  It kills her a little more inside every time it not.” McQueen saw then that George wasn’t holding it together any better than his wife, despite first appearances.


“I will see to your wife.” Hale said softly and he followed Mrs. Bell to the door, Detective Armstrong not far behind.


Allowing Mr. Bell to take a breath, McQueen pushed on.  “I need the events of that morning George, please.  Why did your wife suggest you weren’t around as normal?”


Mr. Bell suddenly looked up panicked, all the possible implications running through his head no doubt.  “No, no I am normally up and with the boy every morning; it’s my time to spend with them.  But that morning-… God it sounds so stupid when I say it, but I was so tired.  I’ve been accepting extra work, extra accounts so I can apply for Branch manager.  I’ve worked at the Bank for so long I think I’ll have a shot.  I was late that night and I just-… I just wanted a few more minutes sleep…” Mr.  Bell took a breath and shook himself out of his spiral.  


“Mitch-… Mitch came and said Johnny wasn’t playing with him.  It was around six thirty.  Normally the boys are up around six, though we try to get them to lie in.  I told Mitch… I told him if his brother didn’t want to play with him, he’d have to find something else to do.  It wasn’t until seven I got up and saw that Johnny wasn’t in the lounge.  When I asked Mitch where he was, and Mitch just said he didn’t know, he wasn’t playing with him.  I looked in Johnny’s room, but his bed was empty.  I checked the bathrooms, his brothers’ room, the garden… everywhere.  I couldn’t find him.” The last of his words dropped into nothing.


“And then you called the police?” McQueen clarified.


George nodded before gulping a breath and looked McQueen in the eyes, ready for anything.  Lord give this man strength, McQueen thought, he was going to need it.  “So, what is this case?  What’s happening to my son?”


But that same moment, Mrs. Bell came back, carrying what looked like tea cakes.  She mumbled something about another neighbour offering help before slowly wandering to the kitchen and dumped the cakes by the sink which already held four other dishes of various foods.  Neighbours always tried to help with food and kind words.   It was a side of humanity that McQueen liked; showing the community spirit towards strangers.  But Mrs Bell didn’t need tea cakes, she needed her son, and lasagne wouldn't bring him back.


Turning back to Mr. Bell, the man looked ready to hang off McQueen’s every word.  “I can’t go into detail about the case, I don’t want to worry you with unnecessary information.  Like I said, we don’t know if Johnny’s case is linked, yet.  But I do need to ask some questions: had Johnny been talking to any strange people recently?  People you didn’t know?” But George was already shaking his head.  “What about friends?  Is there any way Johnny’s walked to a friend’s house, or gone to play somewhere?”


But again, George was shaking his head.  “No, no, I asked.  I called all his friends’ and asked, Johnny wasn’t with any of them.”


“Do you have any enemies Mr Bell?  Anyone who might kidnap Johnny for ransom or as a threat?” McQueen didn’t hold much in this possibility, but he had to ask, and he was sure it was something Detective Armstrong had already checked.


“No.  No, I work at the bank as a teller.  I just input and output money, and Mary, she just works part-time at the post office.  She just gives out postage stamps too little old ladies.” Mr.  Bell let out an exasperated sigh and sook his hands at McQueen in frustration.  “Detective, we’ve already been asked all these questions.  We know the answers, as do the police.  This isn’t helpful.  I need to be out there looking for my son!”


Of course, Detective Armstrong took Mr.  Bell’s frustration as a sign he had to step in making McQueen feel worthless.  Walking over, he placed a strong hand on the agitated father’s shoulder.  “I am sorry Mr.  Bell.  This is a frustrating, but Detective McQueen must cover everything as a part of a separate investigation.  Anything and everything is being done to find your son.  Detective McQueen is chasing some loose ends.”  Mr.  Bell reluctantly nodded, and a great gust of wind flew past his lips as the rest of his body deflated with him. 


McQueen was not a violent man, but he felt his temper spike as he watched Armstrong twitch his mouth in a smile of triumph.  ‘Chasing loose ends’?  Is that what Hale had told they guy they were doing?  Was Wendell just a ‘loose end’?


Sucking in fresh air, McQueen allowed his anger to simmer, all the way down into a serene pool of calm, before smiling apologetically at Mr. Bell.  “One more question Mr.  Bell?” McQueen sent a quick prayer before opening his mouth, hoping beyond hope that Johnny was not about to become another victim.  “Do you frequently take your son to any parks in the area?”


George frowned, “I-… I don’t know.  Yes, we go to a few parks, Johnny likes to ride his bike and Mitch tries to keep up.  Mary normally takes them while I’m at work or we go at the weekend… why?  What does parks have to do with it?”


“Which parks, Mr Bell?”


“I don’t know names.  There’s one a few streets over, the one by the corner shop…” Mr Bell’s eyebrows rose, and something occurred to him “Do you-… do you thinks it’s a podophile?” A sickly green washed over Georges face and he looked over to his wife who was coming back out of the kitchen, returning to her spot on the couch.


“We don’t know anything at the time Mr.  Bell.” McQueen said firmly before looking to Mary.  “Mrs Bell, do you know the names of the parks?”


The poor woman looked dead on her feet.  Black bags hung under her eyes and her woollen cardigan was slowly unravelling as she picked and pulled at the threads.    She frowned, continuing to look out the window and McQueen waited anxiously.  “I-…” She whispered but trailed quickly off.


McQueen waited a heartbeat more, before sighing internally when she didn’t continue.  Perhaps the Chief was wrong, maybe this had nothing to do with their current case.  “I’m sorry for disturbing you during this challenging time, Mr.  Bell.  We will continue to-,”


McQueen had risen to a stand as he spoke, ready to shake hands with the grieving family and leave them in peace, but then, with great pain and effort, a crooked voice crawled out of Mrs. Bell’s throat.


“We go to St. Barrie’s play park.  Then there’s the one opposite the school; it’s just a square patch of grass, not really a park… and then there’s the big one.  It was Johnny’s favourite.” Mrs Bell frowned again, harder this time, looking to her husband for inspiration.  “I can’t remember the name though.  Something… something forest?  Or P-something Park? It was on the news recently for some reason…” She trailed off.


“Warping Woods?” Hale’s voice was soft.  McQueen felt his fists spasm as they clenched and when Mrs Bell’s eyes met McQueen's, their hollowness made him shiver.


“Yes.  That’s it.  We used to go there after school, taking a detour so Johnny and Mitch could ride their bikes.  But what does all this have to do with Johnny going missing?  We haven’t been in days because-… because there was something… something about a girl found dead…” Now it was Mrs Bell’s turn to turn an ugly shade of green.  “Is that where my boy is?  Is he going to show up like that dead girl?” Her voice rose an octave with every word and fresh tears started to fall.


“No, Mrs. Bell, we… we don’t know anything for sure.  The girl who was found in Warping Woods is an older case.  So far, we have little linking the two.”


It was a lie and it wasn’t.  Wendall’s case was a cold-case, old and was only now a homicide.  Johnny’s case was not only new, but still a missing’s persons case.  Still, there was no denying that there were similarities.  However, Mr.  and Mrs. Bell didn’t need to know that.  “I need to know how often you took Johnny to Warping Woods, Mrs Bell?”


But Mrs.Bell was no longer listening.  “My baby… my baby, he’s gonna die.  My baby is going to die.” She started to rock harder.


“Mrs.  Bell?” McQueen tried, hoping to catch her attention with his voice.  “Mrs.  Bell we have no strong evidence of that.” But it was hopeless.  She was now muttering to herself, repeating her anguish over and over.


“Is our son going to die, Detective?” Mr.  Bell asked, putting some authority into his voice despite his grief.  “No
strong evidence?  That means there is some evidence??”


“No, Mr.  Bell.  I-,”


“You need to find our son Detective.  Assure me you will find our son!” Mr.  Bell ordered causing McQueen to stutter.


“I-, I can’t make promises Mr.  Bell.” He said, forcing his voice to be calm.


“Then what use are you!” He screamed, rising to his feet and pointing angrily at him.  McQueen almost rose too, but that would have been unwise.  Mr.  Bell wasn’t a treat.  He was a man on the edge with his family missing and the world falling around him.  But it didn’t stop McQueen from straightening or for Armstrong to take control.  Again.


“Mr.  Bell.  Please.  Sit down.  We know you’re scared, and we know you are frantic about finding your son, but yelling and demanding promises won’t bring him back any sooner.”


And just like that, Mr.  Bell slumped back down to the couch, head once again in his hands and his shoulders hunched.  “I don’t know what to do.  I don’t know what to do.” He cried softly to himself.


Armstrong wasn’t stupid enough to give McQueen a smug smile, but McQueen also wasn’t a stupid man.  Instead of rising to the offensive, he focused on the task at hand.  “Mrs.  Bell.” He said softly, drawing the woman’s worried gaze.  “The park, Warping Woods.  How often did you and your sons go?”


Mrs. Bell licked her lips and thought back, “We used to go every now and again, maybe once every two weeks, but that was during the summer.  In the winter we would never go.  But then, this Autumn… Johnny wanted to go more.  He said he wanted to practice on his bike, and he was getting so fast and confident.  I didn’t mind the cold; Mitch and I would watch with hot chocolates…” McQueen jotted it all down.


“And did he ever speak to anyone there?”


Mrs. Bell shook her head, “He knows not to speak to strangers.” But she left her mouth open for a fraction too long before snapping it shut.


“But?” McQueen pushed seeing the hesitation.


And sure enough, Mrs Bell hung her head, frantically ripping up her tissue.  "He was-… He was so fast, and I always walked.  He would go and come back before racing off again.  Sometimes… sometimes he’d go, and I wouldn’t see him for a few minutes…” Mrs Bell trailed off, flicking quick glances at her husband who was smartly keeping a tight lip.  “But he always came back.  It was never more than a minute or two.” McQueen smiled gently in sympathy.


“That’s understandable Mrs.Bell.  He was a growing boy stretching his wings.  A minute or two isn’t very long.” McQueen reassured, but didn’t add on it was long enough for someone to grab Johnny’s attention.  It always took less time than you thought.  Looking over his notes, McQueen smiled encouragingly.  “May we look around your son’s bedroom?  It might give us a better understanding of what Johnny’s like and if he’s had any contact with his kidnappers before.”


Fortunately, whatever primal panic had risen before was gone, because both parents nodded, and Mr.  Bell told them in a sad voice that Johnny’s room was upstairs and to the left. 


◆◆◆
 


McQueen hesitated in the doorway, stunned.  Johnny’s room was a shrine.  Everything had its place and the soft glow of the night light cast the room in eerie shadow.  The theme of the room was dinosaurs, the wallpaper sprouting grass around the edge and McQueen shivered as he felt the eyes of fifty reptiles watch him.  Johnny’s books were all neatly stacked and his bags, dressing gown and jumpers were hung on the back of the door.  His bed was made, his toys tucked on their shelves while not even a dresser draw was pulled slightly out.


“Well this is disturbing.” Hale huffed stepping past McQueen and started to leaf through some kid’s magazines left on the dresser.  “No kids room should be this clean.”


McQueen swallowed as images of his Ma danced across his eyes.  “Some parents can’t help it.  They come in here to be close to who they lost.  They organise and tidy so everything’s ready for when the child comes back.  They do it whether they know their baby is coming back or not.”


“You sound like your speaking for experience.” Hale said, but McQueen could hear the question underneath.


“It's not always kidnapping that removes a child from its family.” Was all McQueen dared say about the matter. 


God above, with Anna popping up unannounced, he was a torrent of conflicting emotions and as much as he trusted Hale, he wasn’t the kind of man you pored your emotions out to.  


“We should just look for anything that might be useful.” McQueen said and despite a sliver of hope, after fifteen minutes, he almost gave up.  It wasn’t a spacious room and they’d looked in every hidey hole they could find. 


“Let’s go.  There obviously isn’t anything here.” McQueen said between clenched teeth.  He’d hope for at least something.  Whether he was a part of their case or not, Johnny needed to be found.


“We can try other avenues.” Hale said, not in comfort, but to reassure them both they hadn’t given up yet.  Hale made for the door and spoke over his shoulder at McQueen.  “And if Johnny isn’t a part of our case, doesn’t mean we won’t keep looking.  I’ll inform James we’re finished.  He’ll want to be kept in the loop.”  McQueen tried not to sigh disheartened as Hale left, giving one last fleet look before following.


Walking down the narrow corridor, McQueen paused to look at a family pictures hanging in a large frame.  Mr and Mrs.  Bell stood behind their two sons, dressed in their Sunday best and each wearing a tight-lipped smile.  The boys, who only stood five or six inches apart in height, wore tight pants and shirts, with their hair combed over, slick with grease just like their father.  


They didn’t look so happy.  Yet despite any misgivings, they did look like a family.  Who could hurt them like this?


McQueen started to move again but stopped when he heard a frantic flutter of suspicious movement.  Frowning, he gently pushed opened the door he’d passed and instead of being greeted by prehistoric jungle, he found himself flying through the skies with repetitive planes passing around him.  The carpet was an ugly olive green, that looked to be a few years old, but you couldn’t tell with the number of toys everywhere.  If Johnny’s room was a shrine, this room was a war zone and sat in the centre of it all, was Mitch.  He was an inch or two taller than his picture in the hall, and he looked all his four years; chocolate smeared around his mouth and his hair stuck up in all the wrong places.


“Hay Buddy.” McQueen smiled, quickly hiding his gun.  “What you doing?”


“Playing.” Mitch answered, but he sat there with his hands empty and a wide eyed, scared look on his face.  McQueen stepped further into the room smelling a rat.


“What you playing with?”


“My toys.” Was all Mitch said, but still he didn’t pick anything up.  “Are you going to find my brother?”


McQueen nodded.  “Yer, I want to find him.  Your parents miss him a lot.” McQueen's eyes drifted around the room taking in the mess but more importantly, taking in what was amiss.  “Do you miss your brother?” He asked.


“Yes.  I want him home so he can play with me.” Mitch scrunched up his face in annoyance rather than sadness.  McQueen expected, like most children too young to understand, Mitch was probably angry that his brother wasn’t here to play, thinking it unfair rather than understanding the reality of the situation.


“Do you think there’s is anything you might be able to tell me which could help me find your brother?” McQueen asked, watching carefully, and just like that, Mitch’s eyes flew straight to the doll’s house in the corner.  It was old and stylist but not a typical boy’s toy.  McQueen suspected it was once Mrs.  Bell’s and with no girls to give it too, found no problem passing it onto her sons.


Made of wood rather than plastic, it had textures red bricks on the outside with tall white windows, while the inside was bright, antique wallpaper.  McQueen could see three floors, as well as a cramped attic, filling the roof section. 


“No.” Mitch said shaking his head adamantly.
“There isn’t something in here?” 


McQueen stepped over the abandoned toys and pulled open the doors wider to get a better look.  There was a transforming robot currently tucked in the bathtub, as well as a toy car taking a nap in the master bedroom.  Crayons had taken up residence in another bedroom, while a broken soldier doll was stuff into the attic.  Allowing is eyes to wander over the rooms, McQueen paid more attention to Mitch out of the corner of his eye “This looks like a fun toy to play with.  Can I have a look?”


“No, no, no.” Mitch cried tried to close the doors, but McQueen wouldn’t budge his wide shoulders.  “No, no, no!  You can’t!  You can’t!! I promised.” As Mitch’s cries grew louder McQueen could hear the distant thump of foot-steps up the stairs.


He scanned the doll house again.  Four rooms downstairs: a hallway, the kitchen, a library and one was a lounge room come dining room.  The middle floor was three rooms: a bathroom, and two bedrooms, which repeated on the third floor.  Last but no means least, was the attic which was reserved for the maid and the young children’s bedrooms.  The broken solider took up all the attic room, while the bedrooms held nothing furniture and the robot took up most of the bathroom.  Everywhere was pretty empty except and the longer McQueen looked, he wondered what Mitch could be hiding in here.


With keen eyes, McQueen noticed in the kitchen sat a squat, old fashioned oven with a functioning door and popping slightly out was a piece of paper.  


With thunderous steps George, Mary, Hale and Armstrong entered at lightning speed and everyone began shouting at once.


“What the hell is going on in here?  What are you doing to my son?” He screamed over everyone else.


Standing briskly, McQueen stepped away from the young boy and in his hand he held three things.  One was a bright blue stone wrapped in old looking wax paper, like a hard-boiled sugar sweet.  Giving it a fait sniff, McQueen detected sugar and the overpowering smell of something more? A fruit maybe.  The other two objects were the same waxy paper, but these were empty.


Holding them up, McQueen faced the family.  “Did you give your son these sweets Mr.  Bell?” McQueen asked.


“No, I’ve never seen those before.  Mary?” He asked but she shook her head coming closer to sooth Mitch. 


“You can’t have them.  They’re Johnny’s.  Give them back.” McQueen’s heart skipped a beat and he quickly pocketed the sweets in an evidence bag he kept just for such an occasion.


“What are they?” Armstrong asked, but neither Hale or McQueen knew.  McQueen had a suspicion though.


“We’ll have to search this room for more evidence?” Hale said from the doorway, looking around the room with a reenergizes, wary eye.


“Evidence?” The wife stumbled, and Mitch started to kick wildly.  “You think there’s evidence here?”


“There could be.” McQueen sealed the bag tightly.  “If they were your son’s and he didn’t get them from you, they could belong to the kidnapper to entice him.” Mr.  and Mrs Bell drew in a collective gasp.


“If that is the case, that evidence belongs with me and my case.” Detective Armstrong ordered.  “I’ve been assigned Johnny’s case.” McQueen knew what he was doing; pulling case rank, stating under his words his case was more important.


“Actually, Detective Armstrong, the Chief believes our case holds top priority, as I told you before.” Hale spoke up, walking forwards and taking the evidence from McQueen.  “If this substance has no correlation to our current case we will of course, pass it on to you.  However, until we discover that we will be keeping this.”


“I don’t care who takes them.” Mr.  Bell said to no one particular.  “Just find Johnny.” He begged.


“Of course, Mr.  Bell.” McQueen answered.  “We’ll take these and get them tested right away.” But even as McQueen moved to leave, Mitch suddenly thrashed wildly all over again.


“No, you can’t have them!  I promised.  I promised!  Give them back!!” Mitch screamed, making everyone jump.


“Mitch!  Calm down.” Mr.  Bell ordered.  “What do you mean you promised?  Promised who?” he asked, but Mitch just continued to squirm.


“He said I could have them when he was done with them.  They’re mine.  Johnny said they were secret.  Give them back!” Mitch ordered


“What…?  We didn’t buy him those sweets.  We don’t buy them hard boiled sweets.” Mrs.  Bell muttered to herself, her voice full of fear.  “Where would he get them?”


“Don’t worry Mrs.  Bell.  We will get to the bottom of this.” McQueen promised, and after soothing the Bell’s worries, McQueen and Hale bid them a-due, only giving Armstrong a passing nod, before making a speedy exit.  


Before Hale had even pulled away from the curb, McQueen already had his phone out and was punching in Cassi’s number and luck was on their side, because she picked up after the third ring.




WANDS OF NINE

(Reversed)


Dark thoughts and disturbed feelings.






XI



Echo’s stomach was warm and when she placed her hand on it, furry.  Wilson purred peacefully, curling himself into a tighter ball not wanting to be awoken either.  Daylight streamed through the large floor-to-ceiling window, and Echo cursed why she had never bought curtains.  Then she reminded herself that someone else was sleeping in her bed and sun light wasn’t a problem buried deep under covers. 

            Groaning Echo tried to rest for a little longer but alas, the skies were burning, the world awaited, and she was ready to make some trouble.  Sitting up, Wilson dug his claws in as protest, but slinked off into a shadowed corner when she battered him away.  Stretching high, she ran the events of last night ran through her mind.  


         Never had she known Gala to have bought a bad batch of anything.  Even the sushi he imported from Japan that  travelled across the globe had always arrived in exquisite condition.

               A muffled groan resonated from Echo’s bed as Anna rolled over, her thighs flashing from under the covers.  Watching her move, Echo prayed the woman wouldn’t wake up.  She didn’t want to deal with being friendly.  She’d have to kick the woman out in a few short hours, she imagined that wasn’t going to go down well.


Looking back at the outside world through her window, Echo estimated it was early morning, the sun blazing away above the silhouette of Rippling.  She had a few hours to kill before returning at night fall and suddenly she was in the need for some serious retail therapy.


◆◆◆
 


The sleepy town of Rippling wasn’t huge, but it did lay claim to high end, exclusive boutiques that sold nothing less than the three-figure items and Echo’s latest find, was just stunning.   The skirt was fitting, starting at a natural waistline in a vibrant gold, blending down into a thick black frill of oily feathers just above  the knee.  It was a bit livelier than what Echo normally went for, but then again, she wasn’t going to buy it per-say; why would she, she could simply take?


As Echo scrutinised the skirt out of the corner of her eye, the woman she watched turned and Echo flicked her eyes away.  She’d been following a variety of different women shop to shop, checking out what they were wearing, and this woman was her best candidate so far.  


Examining the skirt some more, Echo watched how it curved around the woman’s ass and the iridescent feathers gleamed in the shop lights.  As she moved, the skirt didn’t stretch or bunch, meaning good quality and it slimmed her legs.  Echo wanted that skirt.  Yet, stealing it would take a touch of finesse that common folk just didn’t have.  Twilight, however had taught her better.


The woman in question wore large designer shades and a one-of-a-kind handbag.  She did not do cheap.  However, she wore a blouse that hung off her pointed shoulders doing nothing for her outline and a scarf that Echo knew was five seasons old: Twilight had burnt it.  So, a fashionista by money, not knowledge.  She bought what was expensive and designer because then she was wearing an expensive, designer outfit.  This was the easiest kind of mark to work with.  


Moving closer, Echo ignored her completely, slowly passing and plucked a pair of pink heels up to examine.  “Ugh.  How do they think they can get away with selling off last season’s designs?” Echo huffed loudly under her breath before placing the shoe back down.


As expected, the designer woman twisted her head ever so slightly to take Echo in; who was this mysterious woman who knew of the seasons fashion?  Of course, Echo was also dressed for the occasion.  Digging to the back of her closet - so deep even Anna hadn’t found it - Echo had pulled out her most expensive clothes.  Nothing she wore was less than two-grand.


“Excuse me.” Echo called out, dragging the sales assistant over from where she hovered.  “These trousers, when did the come in?”


“Only last week Ms.” The assistant smiled.  “It’s the latest winter range.  We were one of the few stores to be sent stock.”


“How… interesting.” Echo said, mocking the poor girl.  Money meant power, power meant respect and respect meant you could disrespect anyone below you.  “And what sizes do you have these in?” The sales assistant rattled off a few numbers and Echo just nodded.  Out the corner of her eyes she saw that the designer woman in the gold and black skirt, looking over the same blouse she had been for the past few minutes.


“I’ll take these two trousers – my size - and the three skirts overt there.  I also want everything for the recent Winter collection and don’t tell me you don’t have it; I know how big your storage room is.” Echo ordered.  “I’ll also take those shoes in all the colours available.  Take them to a dressing room and I shall see which I prefer.”


Walking away, Echo could see in one of the many mirrors the woman was still watching her with envy.  Good. 


Sealing herself in the spacious dressing area with the curtain, Echo couldn’t watch her prey anymore, but she didn’t worry.  Five minutes later she heard the ring of metal loops slid from the dressing room next to her and Echo knew her guest of honour had arrived. 


Stepping from the dressing room and onto the raised platform, Echo examined herself in the long mirror, turning so she got every angle.  The trousers weren’t that bad, high wasted, and fit snuggly around her hips.  They looked like they were made from tartan and Echo had no doubt the material was imported.  After another few minutes, the woman stepped out of her own dressing room and feigned surprise when, low-and-behold, they were wearing the same trousers.


“My, what great taste we have.” The woman said, walking forwards.  The trousers didn’t fit her nearly as well, and they crumpled on the floor because she was too short.  She’d need some heels to make up the difference, but Echo was sure she’d just sew up the hem, losing the flow of the trousers.


“Don’t we just.” Echo gave a small smile, staying aloft.  Putting the woman at her back, she turned to the assistant.  “I want those brown leather boots I saw in the window.  Bring me a pair and I liked the handbag to match.” Tuning back round, she didn’t look to see if the assistant left.  Echo reeked of money.  The assistants would lick the floor if she asked, if she spent her pretty pennies there.


“Umm, yes I do think those boots would look splendid.” The woman chimed in, beaming.  She, like Echo, stood on a small pedestal in front of a mirror, but the woman just looked at Echo.  “You know, I heard there was sale on in a design shop that had the most stylish accessories.  One of my girlfriends just bought the most luxurious scarf.”


“You buy sale items?” Echo scoffed in disgust.


The woman at once saw her mistake and backtracked.  “Who, me?  No, I would never.  I would never buy cheap.” Echo smiled at her, throwing her a bone.  “Of course, that’s what I told my friend, and well, she’s not my friend anymore.”


“The poor can never understand.  She’d probably keep the tag on it, ‘just in case’.” Echo laughed making sure she kept herself elegant, the woman joining her, slowly reaching a hand up to scratch her neck.  That, or to hide the tag that was still attached to her own clothes in the hopes Echo wouldn’t see it. 


Giving her hips and twist a few more times, Echo sighed.  “No.  These just won’t do.” Walking off the pedestal, she turned back to the woman, and smile, like they were fast, best friends.  “Don’t you just find the fashion here is so… dreary?  I’m finding I have to order from France just to feel like I’m not wearing a paper sack, you know?”


The woman smiled, a look of shame creeping on to her face.  “Isn’t it just.” She answered, voice cracking.


“It’s such a shame importing is so expensive.  Between you and me, it’s good to have a few friends in low places.” Echo winked and walked into a dressing room, taking her time.


The woman would be busy doing calculations in her head.  How much allowance did she have?  How much had she already blown?  How much was international delivery from France, and could she afford it?  How many clothes still had labels that she could return?  Who at boarder control could she bribe for a lower price…?


Walking out if the dressing room, her large expensive bag over one shoulder, Echo smile one last time at the woman, drinking in her pale face and shaking hands.  What greed she could smell off her, and pride.  This woman would do anything to be above the rest, too be as stylish and adored. 


 “You know, those trousers don’t do you justice.  I’d try on something else.” Echo said kindly and without looking back she walked out of the shop, not even pausing to speak to the assistant whose arms were ladened with boots. 


As the front shop door closed behind her, the sudden whoosh of air whipping past and one, delicate black feather floated out of her bag and onto the floor.  So lost in her own mind, the woman didn't notice Echo enter the wrong dressing room, nor that her clothes were within easy reach on the floor.  Swiping them up, Echo had dressed, helping herself to the luxurious feathered skirt and the classy, gold heels to match.


With a wicked smile, Echo kept walking.  It was only a few blocks before she found her next target who was wearing the most fabulous woollen coat.  She may have  already had one similar, but hay, she wasn’t buying.
◆◆◆
 
Echo’s arms strained under the bags she carried.  Unfortunately, her handbag could only hold so much, so eventually she was forced to stop, chat, scoop and walk away with random shopping.  She had no idea what was in most of them, but the bags would carry what she did want. 


Making her way back to the House was slow as Jacob hadn’t appeared, so she’d been forced to walked.  Annoying as it might have been, Echo was happy to bask in the dying light after such a fabulous day.


The sun was just dipping below the houses around her, when a strange unease crept into her bones, but she shrugged it off and continued walking.  There were several people passing by, all making their own way, and many gave her envious glares.  But she happily ignored them and was about halfway home when suddenly, the unease amplified.  She tried to shake it off, but her ears were pricked up to listen and her steps had automatically slowed.  Turning, she did some windows shopping, admiring an ugly knitted scarf, when really, she looked to the reflections to see who was around.


Most people were late shoppers huddled against the cold, Christmas presents clutched in their arms or take away coffee pulled tight to their chest.  She checked the darkened doorsteps and alleyways, but at this distance couldn’t see much.  Staying alert, she kept walking but as she did, the crowds thined out and as the sun lowered itself into the earth streetlights started to blink on like lazy teens, and Echo, despite all her brave talk, stuck to the light.  She might not fear the dark, but that didn’t mean there weren’t unsightly things in it.


The foot falls behind kept pace, but then so did the footsteps over the road.  Glancing back, Echo crossed to the other side while using the time to examine who was behind her.  It was a tall man, thin, with a briefcase in one hand and a long woollen coat pulled tight around his face.  He checked his watch and sped up, crossing with her.  Stepping out the way, Echo tensed ready for any move made, but breathed when he just moved on past.


Kicking herself for her silliness, Echo groaned as she realised she’d miss her turning.  Now she would have three streets of dead ends before she hit another road that could take her back to the House. 


Huffing a breath, she turned around to back track, but walked straight into a solid surface.  Broad chested, the man was built like a brick-shit house with a bald head and a rough coating of hair across his chin.  He wore a black parker coat and dark jeans.  


“Sorry love.” He said gripping her shoulders to steady her.


“Watch where you’re going, Ass.” Echo snapped, quickly tried to shrug him off,  sending him an angry glare, but when he still didn’t let go, she had to shrug harder.


“And you should learn some manners.”


Suddenly, Echo was flying sideways, and she stumbled into adead-end streets.  Her bags scattering across the grubby floor and clothes tumbled out, but she was hardly concerned.  Being manhandled was one thing but fuck a guy who told her to ‘learn some manners.’ Snarling Echo sized the guy up.


“You have no idea who you’re dealing with asshole.” She snapped.  He was big, but Echo had seen bigger.  She’d fucked bigger too.  She’d made men like him beg, but as he walked towards her, it wasn’t lust Echo felt.  This man was pissed.  A hot, rolling heat of rage crashed against her chest and Echo took a hesitant step back.


“Now, now girly.  Hold still so we can have our fun.”


“We?” Every bone in Echo’s body froze.


Suddenly, from nowhere Echo felt the rolling heat turn into a collective blaze slamming into her back so hard she almost stumbled.  This was not a natural rage.  Spinning on her feet, she saw behind her four more men, each in none descript black clothes.  Echo’s breath hitched another notch.


“No need to panic girly.” One said in a deep voice.


“Who said anything about being panicked asshole?” Echo, indeed, wasn’t panicking.  Instead she assessed the situation.  Five of them, one of her.  Mara had taught her how to defend herself, but they were on a somewhat pleasant street, so she wasn’t going to find a pipe or crowbar lying around. 


Again, as they all walked towards her, she stepped back, keeping them all in her eyesight.  The biggest, the one who’d pushed her down the street, joined the line and promptly kicked one of her shopping bags aside, hoping the violence would spook her.  Instead she felt her own anger rise.  That was a nice tope she’d swiped; now it was covered in mud.


“What the fuck do you want?” Echo asked through gritted teeth.  The building was coming up quick and she couldn’t run; damn her for choosing heeled boots. 


As the group prowled closer, no one said a word, their rage building with an exponential pace, and she couldn’t work out why.  She didn’t recognise any of the men and since her run in with Pari Badal, she’d made a point of remembering who she was fucking with at the House.  But it wasn’t like unhappy customers were a common occurrence.  She could be forgiven if she missed a few.


Without warning, a man from the far right approached and slugged a fist toward her face.  Blocking with her forearm, Echo staggered, her hand instantly going numb.  Eyes wide she watched as the next guy stepped up, taking another swing, this time, a swift upper cut to her gut. 


 Crossing her arms, she blocked again, pushing back and knocking him off balance.  He should have fallen, but he had friends and he was steadied to his feet, while the next one took his go.  He led with a left-handed punch, going for her face, which Echo blocked again despite her numb hand, but therefore missed his leg strike out and slam into her left knee.  Instantly it gave way and Echo screamed falling to the floor.  Before she could gasp her breath back to scream, a solid, heavy boot slammed into her chest, knocking out what little air she had left.


Tight, sharp breaths whistled through Echo’s lips as she tried to breath.  Tears collected in her eyes and she was distantly aware of another boot colliding with her shoulder, then her back, then her thigh, before another kick slammed into her knee. 


The last one made her sob as air rushed into her raw lungs.  She tried to get a hand underneath herself, but a posh looking loafer –crushed it, squishing her bones together.  Instinctively she snapped her injured hand to her chest, curling around it.  Fists pummelled her back and her kidneys, while more boots repeatedly slammed into her legs and arms.  One lucky foot caught her in the jaw, flesh cutting against teeth and blood pool in her mouth.


Echo knew she should be screaming; bellowing for help, but her mind had long-ago stop processing the pain.  All she could think was: what the hell was happening?  And why?


A soft, sadistic laugh sounded in her ears and Echo knew it wasn’t from any of them men around her.  They were huffing and puffing with every blow, putting in every ounce of strength they had.  The laugh was so like Adin’s it was scary, but that couldn’t be right.  He was gone, six feet under, rotting away with sunken eye sockets and a dead-mans grimace… but that wasn’t to say he wouldn’t be laughing at her now.


He was always the stronger one, winning every fight, pinning her to the floor or pulling at her arm until she conceded.  Sometimes she wouldn’t, and he’d break it, only to nurse her back to health when she was stuck in a cast.  Brutal, he never let up.  He would have had these guys fleeing with their tail between their legs and piss running down their trousers; all for her.


But Adin laughed again as Echo watched her tears mix with the blood beneath her.  Ears ringing, head pounding, everything hurt.  Everything throbbed.  Were they still hitting her?  She couldn’t tell anymore.  Minutes could have passed, but it felt like a lifetime.  She dare not lift her head out of fear they were still there, ready to strike again.


When she did feel a hand on her shoulder she flinched, making every wound and bruise scream in protest.  “Oh, great God above.  Are you alright lass?” An old, gravel voice asked. 


Stupid question, Echo wanted to spit, but all that came out was a groan.  Slowly looking up, she squinted through her swollen eyes and hissed at the harsh headlights.  A car rumbled next to her head and she could smell the thick odour of exhaust fumes curl around her and the cobble street.


“Don’t move- don’t move lass.  I’ve got you now.  I’m going to call an ambulance.” The old man babbled at her but Echo only swore in her head. 


Was she fuck going back to a smelly hospital.  Gathering what little strength she had, she tried to push herself up, but felt her muscles quiver in objection. 


“No, no you shouldn’t move.” The man said, his smoked haggard lungs wheezed as he knelt beside her.  Hetried to push her shoulders back down, but Echo refused, forcing her teeth to move, her tongue to flex and her voice to be heard.


“No… help.” She hissed wiggling her fingers and then her toes.  One finger was swollen and purple, but otherwise her hand worked. Her feet did move and ignoring every stab of pain she crawled to her knees.  Falling back to sit, she leant against to wall, feeling every bruise on her spine.  Her back was tight with spasms and there was no doubt it would look like an abstract painting by morning.


“You should let me call for help.” The man said to her, trying pathetically to brush some dirt off her.


“No.” One eye was swallow close, her vision lose and she heavily blinked the other, trying to focus.  Using the wall for support, she staggered to her feet.


“You shouldn’t be standing.  Lie back down.” The old man commanded, gripping Echo’s arm but that just made her snap.


“Will you just fuck off.  I don’t want your help.  Run on home to your cats or whatever god-awful smell is coming off you.” She wanted to spit every word with venom, by her voice was a whisper by the end and she could’ve coughed up a lung if she had the energy.


The man blinked and let Echo go, but still didn’t leave.  He just sat back on his hunches and sighed.  “I have two budgies and an old terrier.  They were my wife’s.”


Echo frowned feeling every stretch of her skin across her chest, unable to decide if breathing hurt more, or frowning.  “Why do you have your wife's pets?  Did she run off with her bingo coach?”


But instead of being insulted, the old man just smiled, his chunky white teeth showing through his wrinkled lips.  “Run off with her bingo coach… that’s funny.” Slapping his thigh, he stood and without question, looped a hand under Echo’s arms and pulled her towards his car.  “My wife would have loved that.  She always said she’d leave me for the milk man.”  Shuffling across the road, the man put her in his car while she now saw was a taxi.  “Do you really think I smell?” He suddenly asked, drawing Echo from her thoughts of pain, suffering and agony.


“Like a pet shop.” Echo offered and slowly collapsedon the back seat and felt every bit of energy flee her body.  


She wasn’t going to make it to the House - even in this cab - fuck, even if she did, she wouldn’t make it up all those stairs.  She didn’t fancy being the ‘drunk’ all the customers took pictures of as she lay prone on the front steps.  Then, an even more horrifying idea came to the for front of her mind: what would her family think?  Broken again.  Weak again.  Useless Again!  No, no, no, she couldn’t let them see her again, not like this.


Jolting forward, Echo’s weak, broken fingers grabbed the Cabbies sleeve as he settled back in the driver’s seat.  He’s been sniffing his jumper in concern, but turned at her grasp, unable to hide his wince as he saw her face.


“Now, I’m not one to tell a young lady what to do, but I will give you a free ride to the hospital.  What do you say?” He asked for the second time.  But Echo couldn’t think of a worse choice apart from the House, so let out a strangled ‘No’
again.  “Fine, no hospital lass.  But I gotta take you somewhere or you’re gonna bleed out on my seats.” he said, giving her a look over.


Echo’s instincts was Home where she could take care of herself, the words bleeding over her taste buds, but as fast as the words came to her lips, they stopped.  “I-… I don’t know.” She whispered, not even sure if the cabbie heard her.


“Well, how ‘bout the police station?” The Cabbie suggested.  “You could at least send the buggers who did this to the slammer.”


Blinking her one un-swollen eye, Echo slowly nodded. 


Yes, the police station.  Yes, that place would be perfect.   She did, after all, know someone who owed her a favour.




XII



Cassi called with an excited skip in her voice later that day and had the woman been there, McQueen would have hugged her.  


        “You were right, the traces of drug in Wendall’s system is a match to the sweet you found at the Bell’s home.  I still can’t find it in the data base, but it’s a step in the right direction.  It’s the same base structure as benzoylmtheylecgonine, but it’s much more complex than that.  Crack is derived from the Coca plant but this… this stuff I can’t seem to find its base…” Cassi trailed off; all her science speak going right over McQueen’s head.  “I’ll keep looking though.”


McQueen was pleased as punch. “That great news Cassi.  Thank you.  Any extra news, let us know, Cassi.  Anything.” 


Thanking her again.  McQueen hung up and stretch.  It had been a long day and thought he felt like it was a baby step, he was elated to have taken any steps at all.


Looking around the floor, most of the officers were heading home, the night crew coming on shift.  McQueen had seen Detective Armstrong come in late afternoon; the fellow officer ignoring him but stopped beside Hale.  They’d talked- about what McQueen didn’t know - and then left.


Hale was currently getting more coffee, but McQueen had forgone another tea.  So many leads to follow, so little time, he didn’t want to be running to the toilet every five minute just for that extra boost of caffeine. Cracking his back, he looked through the latest reports Armstrong’s team had kindly sent through.  Every interview with the neighbours, the family and any evidence found.  


So far, there had been none except the sweets McQueen had discovered.  However, before he could get into an in-depth review, his name was called across the station.


“Detective McQueen.” Spinning in his chair, he was surprised to see Officer Ramirez walking over with a tight smile and a professional nod.


“Officer Ramirez?” McQueen answered, also keeping his greeting professional.  “What can I do for you?”


“This gentleman was at the front desk.  He says he’s looking for you.” Throwing a nod over his shoulder, McQueen’s eyes followed and prepared himself.  Used to seeing someone he’d much rather not have to see; McQueen was pleasantly surprised when he didn’t recognise the man.  “Said he wasn’t expected.”


Giving Ramirez a smile in thanks, McQueen approached cautiously, but kept a pleasant enough smile on his face.  “Hello, I’m Detective McQueen.  I was told you were looking for me?” he shot out his hand to shake, all the while examining the gentleman.


He was pale, with ugly black rings under his eyes and he sniffed hard as if he might have a cold.  Cargo short knocked around knobble knees and a polo shirt covered his chest.  Gripping McQueen’s hand, his shake was firm, and he gave McQueen his full attention.  “Yes.  Sorry.” The man blabbed.  “I’m sorry for the state I'm in.  I- um… I’m sorry.  It’s been a long day.” McQueen smiled in understanding and indicated for the man to sit beside his desk.  As they walked, McQueen thought there was something about his voice…


“What can I do to help you Sir?” he asked.


In the man’s hands, he folded a slim piece of white card, the creases deep as he did it over and over again.  Looking down, McQueen finally took note of the guys shoes which were strangely sandals.  None of what the man wore was English weather attire, and McQueen quickly understood who sat in front of him.  “I’m Arthur. Arthur Dalton.” The guy’s eyes glassed over, and he sniffed again.  “You called, about my baby girl, Wendall.”


“Mr. Dalton,” McQueen said slowly, half to calm the emotional man, but to also hide is shock.  This man had made it clear he, nor his family would be coming back to England.  “I’m sorry for your loss.  You and Mrs. Dalton have been through such an ordeal.  I wish I could have called with better news.” There was no refuting that Mr. Dalton’s pain was still fresh.  “May I ask, Mr. Dalton, what made you decide to come?  I was under the impression you weren’t coming?”


The poor man nodded and looked guilty as hell, folding the white boarding pass over and over.  “They’re not… I mean, I'm the only one that came, and my wife… she doesn’t know.” Mr.  Dalton, now talking seemed able to centre himself.  “I flew in on the red-eye this morning.  My wife thinks I'm at work and work thinks I'm sick.”


McQueen nodded at the grieving man.  It seemed the guy very much needed the conformation that what he’d done was ok.


“My wife and I agreed many years ago, for the sake of our other children we would put Wendall behind us.  We love her, always will; but never knowing what had happened, if she’d come home…?  It was killing us.  So, when you rang with the news, all I could think of was my wife and my family.  The accusations and the lies the press spread… I couldn’t do that all again.”  Mr. Dalton almost sounded bitter, but his sorrow quickly swept it away.  “We decided not to do anything, that coming back would start a horrid spiral again.  But knowing my baby was on a cold slab, alone… with no one here for her… I couldn’t…”


He let out a ragged sob and McQueen had never seen a man so broken.   Whatever decisions had been made; they tore at Mr Dalton like feral beasts with no remorse.  His baby girl had been abandoned, not only now, but all those years ago when they’d decided to move.  McQueen knew that feeling; that hollow pit of guilt because you’d left someone behind.  To this day he didn’t know where his Da was, or if it was even worth looking for him.  Moving away had been his Ma’s idea, but McQueen sometimes wished they’d stayed, just in case.


“Mr. Dalton, I want to assure you that as part of our investigation, we won’t need to speak with you or your family.”  A little tension dropped from the man’s shoulders, but he continued to sob into his hands.  McQueen move the tissue box on his desk, precisely for this moment, towards the father and suddenly from the side, a steaming cup of coffee was pushed under Mr. Daltons nose.


“Here, Mr. Dalton. You look like you need it.” Hale said, catching up quickly with the situation.  “I'm Detective Hale.  I’m sorry for your loss.”


Arthur Dalton smiled in thanks, but it didn’t reach his eyes.  “It’s been such a long time … I-… I don’t have many memories left of her.” McQueen’s heart almost gave out.  This was also a feeling he knew well; the gut-wrenching blow when you just can’t quiet remember their smile, or which was their favourite toy. 


“McQueen.” Hale said, placing his half-drunk coffee down.  “If you can hold the fort here, I will take Mr. Dalton to see his daughter.  We’ll see if we can get her body realised for burial, sir.”  Spluttering a ‘thank you, thank you so much,’ Mr Dalton broke down again, flooded with the imagery of a funeral; having to bury his little girl and say goodbye for the last time. 


Watching them both leave, despite the circumstance, a feeling washed over McQueen, like a warm blanket on a cold day.  The knowledge that Wendall, whatever had happened to her in the past, was going back to people who loved her to be buried with care.  It soothed McQueen to his very soul and as he held up the first photo he ever saw of Wendell; happily smiling at the camera playing in her father’s arms, McQueen knew in an instant, that this image was exactly how Wendell felt now.  Happy, loved, carefree, but most importantly, at peace.
◆◆◆
 
That ‘warm blanket’ McQueen had shrouded around himself in the dying light of the day was brutally ripped away from him without warning just a few hours later. 


He’d spent the better part of the evening going through reports, crime screen photos and calling all of Johnny Bell’s family friends requesting they join him at the station for some easy questions.  If Johnny had been approached by these kidnappers with these sweets, maybe others had too.  He’d made a few notes to go over with Hale before they called it a night, when instead, once again, his name was called across the station floor.


“Canice.” A voice shouted with delight and McQueen jerked his head up in utter surprise, but quick shrank low into his chair.  Dressed in jeans, tan knee-high boots and a burgundy leather jacket, his wife walked through the sea of desks.


“Anna.” McQueen replied, trying to put as much happiness into his voice as he could but even to his ears it didn’t sound convincing. Anna, however, still giggled  like a schoolgirl, oblivious to the sombre atmosphere.  Not two hours ago a full-grown man had cried over the loss of her daughter.  Everyone had seen and had felt his pain.  Anna was a crude punch to the nose and McQueen was ashamed to say he was embarrassed.  Nevertheless, she still bounded over, full of glee and sway in her hips.


“Hello my darling husband.  I’m so glad you’re still here.” She smiled, planting a loud, wet kiss on his cheek though she was aiming for his mouth.  A quick head turn made her miss, but Anna acted like she didn’t even notice. 


Lots of the on-duty police officers enjoyed an eyeful before returning to work, but McQueen didn’t know how that made him feel.  She was his wife, he should be proud she was so fine to look at, but his traitors mind whispered that they truly didn’t know her, not the way he did. 


Leaning over his desk so he could get a long look down her cleavage, Anna pouted with a smile.  “Could we do dinner?  Nothing fancy, I’m hardy dressed, but somewhere nice.  Somewhere up-beat, so we could chat.” She laughed with a smile; a smile that once got McQueen to do whatever she desired, his heart on his sleeve and his eyes blinded by stars.  However, that was then, and this was now, and McQueen was quite sure that whatever restaurant Anna had in mind, he couldn’t afford it.


“No.” McQueen answered and started to shuffle paperwork.  “I’m busy Anna.  I don’t have the time.  You should have called and asked first.”


“And have you snap at me and turn me down over the phone?” Anna hissed, all her charm and femininity gone.  McQueen remembered these times more, when she would bite at him with harsh words and bitter resentment.  It never took her long though to coo apologise in a half-hearted manner, before wanting to make it up to him with sex.  As expected, she took a deep breath and settled her anger, sauntering around to sit squarely in front of him, pushing her body as close as possible.  “All I want is a dinner date with my husband.  Is that too much to ask?”


McQueen growled under his breath but kept all emotion off his face.  “As I just told you Anna, I’m busy.  I’m sorry you’ve wasted your time.”


“Canice.” She whispered in that gentle voice she use to use after passionate sex.  It was the soft voice she’d used in years passed and McQueen's heart gave a little pitter-patter at the memory.  That voice-, that voice he remembered always laughing at him, with him... she used it on him like a leash.  “Please.  You can’t avoid me forever.”


He could try, his mind whispered but his heart wasn’t in it.  He gave a reluctant nod and stood so his face was no longer trapped in her bosom.  “I meant it when I said I’m busy.  No dinner date.  If you want to talk, we can talk in the break room.”


Anna deflated and parted her lips to protest but McQueen was determined.  Walking away, he left her objections in his wake and entered the break room that smelt of stale coffee.  If she was that picky, she didn’t have to follow.
◆◆◆
 
Five minutes later they were sat across from each other on a round, unsteady table, each with a mug of suspicious looking tea in front of them.  McQueen felt his dread rise as he stared into the murky, liquid.  He wanted to hide.  He didn’t want the conversation he knew was coming, so, as an alternative, he lunged at the second topic he didn’t want to discuss.  “How is life staying with Echo?”


Anna’s eyes narrowed, and her mouth puckered in annoyance.  Apparently, this wasn’t her first choice of topic to discuss.  “Its fine.  It’s a lovely place.” McQueen nodded, knowing how easily Anna was drawn in by anything that sparkled.  “The House is strange.  And the staff are strange.  Her family, they give me… creepy looks.” She admitted.  McQueen's hands tightened around his mug as he swallowed.  Did he believe?  Sins and devils and desires… Which side of the spinning coin did he want it to fall on: truth or lies?


“That’s good.  I’m glad they are looking after you.”


Anna snorted, rolling her eyes.  “Looking after’ isn’t how I would describe it.” Sipping her tea, she didn’t seem to notice its bitter after taste.  “Echo’s room is on the top floor and I have to walk all the way up past all the drunk, leery men.” She shifted in her seat, like the thought of those drunk eyes made her uncomfortable.  “They have no food in the whole place and its huge.  I had to go out to buy breakfast and lunch today, which is why I hoped you’d join me for dinner.” 


Anna gave McQueen a look which was meant to stimulate pity; but the only thought that came to McQueen's mind was, what did Echo eat?  “I wish I could stay somewhere quieter.” Ann tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, “I’m sure your roommates really wouldn’t mind one extra guest.”


McQueen tried not to twitch into a scowl.  “They would mind Anna.” He made a point of not apologising.  “Its tight as it is, and I’m still haven’t settled myself.  I’ve only met two of three roommates and I’m not stirring up trouble.  I can’t go and demand they make room for another person.”


Annas mouth tightened but she moved on, not winning that point.  “Fine.  Well, how about we get our own place: you and me.  If you so desperate to stay in Rippling, then we should at least act like a couple.”


“We aren’t a-,” But McQueen quickly swallowed his words.


Anna’s hackles were up in an instant.  “We aren’t what Canice?” she spat.  “Not a couple?  We are still married, you know.  You said you needed space and I gave it to you.  You said you needed new surroundings and that you were moving to the middle of nowhere.  I gave you that!  But you want to tell me we aren’t a couple; we aren’t together?  Whose fault it that.”


The anger in Anna’s eyes shocked him, “I know that Anna.” McQueen said quietly, trying to keep her placid.  “And it means a lot to me that you did-…,”


“But?” She snapped.  “I can hear the but, Canice!” Suddenly tears sprung in her eyes and her anger transformed into crumpling sorrow.  “But you don’t love me anymore.  Is that it Canice?”


McQueen lost his breath, his voice just above a whisper.  “You know I will always love you Anna.  You-… You were my everything.”


“You’ll always love me, but I was your everything, in the past-tense.” Anna sniffed, a mixture of angry and sad.  “You love me, but not anymore?”


McQueen bowed his head in shame.  He wasn’t lying.  He did love Anna, more than she could possibly know.  They’d met in primary school after his Ma made them move.  A new village, a new school; McQueen had felt so alone.  But Anna had been there.  She tried to cheer him up every day and soon enough he looked forward to seeing her smile and her laugh.  Then they had grown up and had become best friends: they’d studied together, hung out together, went to the movies together; they were dating before they realised they were.  Then, they had tied the high school knot, becoming a couple and never broke apart.  She’d been his first date, first kiss, first hand job, blow job, and then finally, after years, Anna had been his first love on a hotel bed after Prom.


Then it had all fallen apart.


“You still are my everything Anna, but-… so was the baby.” Tears pinched at McQueen's eyes and he could have sworn the mug between his hands would break any second.


“And you think the baby didn’t mean to world to me too?” Anna asked, but McQueen didn’t dare answer.  His answer was no. 


There was no way Anna could have loved that child as much as he did.  He dreamed of that baby, of holding it, feeding it, lulling it to sleep with tales his Nana used to tell him.  Anna never spoke of those things.  She might have loved the child, sure, but there had been other ; a truth he couldn’t ignore.


“Want happened… What happened was irreversible Canice, the doctors said so.” Anna seethed.  This was a conversation they had had many times.  “What happened was out of my control, when will you believe me?”


McQueen could only nod.  He remembered it all as crisp as a bell: what the Doctors had said, how it couldn’t have been stopped and how it was all unexpected.  He knew it all.


“What do you want Anna?” McQueen finally asked.  His mission to keep them off one conversation topic - Anna'a demand for them to get back together - but that  hadn’t worked and evidently they'd ended up  on an even worse topic.  Now he was drained, tired and want to go home.


“I want to know when you are going to come back to me Canice?  I want to know when we are going home.  To Ireland?”


McQueen opened his mouth to speak but no words came out.  Did he want to go home?  Could he?  He’d been a coward and run away a year ago: at first into his work, then towards his promotion and then physically to Rippling.  His Ma refused to speak to him now, only sending a birthday and Christmas card because it would look immoral if she didn’t. Anna had allowed him to go and he’d been thankful, but as more time passed, he didn’t miss home.  The truth was, he didn’t miss anything in Ireland.


Anna must have read this on his face, because she took a long solid breath through her nose.  “So, what Canice?  Do you want a divorce?  Our separation almost killed your mother, while my mother blew her top.  Taking it as far as a divorce would do more damage than anyone can take right now.”


These thoughts must have been dancing around Anna’s head for a while because McQueen hadn’t even thought of the outside impact.  All that occurred to him were his own selfish reasons: if they got a divorce it meant he had failed, not just as a husband but as a man of God. Till death did they part meant something to him.


“I -… I don’t want a divorce Anna.” He admitted.


“Then what Canice?” Anna asked, a spark of hope in her eyes.


McQueen opened his mouth to speak, still no solution coming to mind, when a soft knock came from the door.  “Come in.” He automatically responded and Anna’s face fell into a scowl, but he pretended not to see it.


“McQueen?” It was Reese… or Roman.


“Hi, Rrr-….” McQueen flushed with embarrassment.


The twin only chuckled, “Roman.” The kid smiled.  “I, um… Just wanted to let you know Hale was back and looking for you…” He trailed off giving a small smile to Anna who didn’t smile back.


“Sure.  I can come now.” McQueen stood to leave.


“Canice?” Anna protested but he didn’t pause.


“I told you Anna, I’m busy with this case.  I’m sorry but it’s just a bad time.” Pouring his untouched tea down the drain, like a coward he kept his eyes away from Anna, unable to look her in the eye.  “I’ve got to go.  Take your time, but escort yourself out when you’re ready.” Leaving the room, Roman kept pace.  “What did Hale say?  I didn’t expect him back for a while.” He whispered to Roman.


“Ah, well…” Roman dawdled and McQueen drew to a stop to look at the photographer.  He gave McQueen a sheepish grin and scratched the back of his head.  “Hale’s actually not here.  You looked to be about five seconds from drowning yourself in that cup of tea… I thought you’d like an out.” Showing off his dimples, Roman flushed in embarrassment.  “I didn’t mean to overstep.  I’m sorry.”


McQueen released a breath, which Roman must have taken as anger because his face fell in worry, but the thing was, McQueen didn’t have a drop of anger in him.  “No. No, you were right.” Shaking his head, “She does something to me, any time I'm with her.  It’s like she just,… drowns me.  I can’t think.  I can’t… process what I want.  It’s like all I want is to please her.” McQueen's tongue tasted bitter after he spoke and a hot, coil of blame flared in his gut.


“It sounds to me like getting away to the open countryside was the best thing to do.” Roman said honestly and smiled.  “You might still be new around here, but despite Reese’s misgivings, we’re both happy to have you.  Plus, I’ve head good things from all the guys here.” Roman nudged McQueen with his shoulder.  “Don’t let your past control where you want your future to go.”


McQueen mulled Roman’s words around his head and smiled.  “Sounds like good advice.”


And he felt it was.  A lot had happened in his past McQueen was regretful of.  There was a lot he hid, but he knew in the Lords own way, it made him stronger, tougher and open to new ways to love. 


If he’s been asked two years ago if he was ok living with two gay brothers in a tiny, sleepy town where his job was not sleepy at all, he’d have laughed; the idea of leaving Ireland unimaginable.  If he’d been asked if any other woman could catch his eye, he would have presented Anna and asked if there was a point.  But now he couldn’t say.  He loved her, but not as he once did.  In this new town with new people and memories, his past was becoming distant.


Yet, even as he felt himself lighten; one heavy stone still hung around McQueen's neck.  It was something his Nana had said in her dying days.  She’d whispered it, her chapped lips scraping together as they quivered with effort.


Nothing ever went away until it had taught you everything you needed to see.


◆◆◆
 
Night closed heavily around them and McQueen was in a chipper mood, despite the roller-coaster of emotions he’d been thrown today.  Memory lane had not been his friend, nor had it been to others.


“Look, I’m just saying, for a favour, McQueen’s squeeze could stay with us.” Reese declared as they tumbled down the Station steps haven called it a night.


Roman cast McQueen a suspicious glace before focusing on his brother.  “And this favour you’d want, what would that be exactly?”


“He’s a strapping man, Roman.  He could be our wing man.” Reese explained, before giving McQueen a leer, “In a strictly heterosexual capacity.  We’ll go out, have fun, knock that crazy wife from his mind.” 


Reese was good; he sounded very genuine, full of concern for McQueen, no doubt hearing all his struggles from Roman.  


“Like next week.  We’ll go to Bump.  It’s Threesome Thursdays
so it’ll be busy; lots of pretty girls, loads of hunky men!” Reese smiled, starting to dance in the station’s courtyard.  “You’ll definitely forget all your troubles there: three shots for the price of one, three cocktails for the price of one, three pints for the price of one.” He explained.


McQueen laughed, turning his collar up against the chill.  “It sounds nice.” Of course, he wouldn’t commit.  With Reese there was always a catch…


“You also acknowledge by entering the club on threesome Thursday, that you are up for a threesome.” Roman piped up from behind in a deadpan voice, not humoured by his brothers’ antics.


“Roman!  What the fuck?” Reese growled, clearly thinking his masterful plan was going to work.


“It’s all right, Reese.  I guessed it might be something like that.  I will think very hard about the offer, but for now, I’ll wait until I'm a little more settled.”


“Fine.” Reese grumbled, while Roman quickly linked arms with his double and pulled him towards the road before he could do more damage.  Though they thought they were out of ear shot, McQueen could still hear Reese as he snapped at his brother.


 “Why’d you tell him about threesome Thursday?” he hissed.  Romans answer, however, was said in a hushed tone and McQueen missed it, but he could guess what the photographer had said.  Reese’s reply didn’t leave for many possibilities.  “Not yet he’s not.” And the little rascal winked over his shoulder.


McQueen could only chuckle.  He didn’t mind the twins in the slightest, and their antics bothered him even less.  If his eighty-year-old, devout, twice-on-a-Sunday, congregant Nana could have an open mind, so could he.  But that didn’t mean if Reese crawled into his bed in the middle of the night, he wouldn’t boot his ass to Timbuctoo.


“Tonight, I’m going to make pizza.” Roman declared, cutting off whatever Reese was trying to start.  “I think Jess will be around, and you can invite Ramirez or someone?” Roman offered.  “Well have a little welcoming party for your arrival?”


That sounded like bliss to McQueen, in fact, there, was only one thing that might make him feel better.  “That’s sounds great Roman, thanks.  I’ll catch up.” And pulling out his mobile, McQueen punch in the number he had memorised.


The phone rang twice before Sage picked up.  “Hello.”


“Hay-, um… Its McQueen.” He stammered.


“Oh, hi.” Sage voice beamed down the line and McQueen could already feel his shoulders starting to dip and relax.  “I was just thinking about you.  What’s up?” She asked.


McQueen inadvertently smiled down the phone.  “I’ve just finished for the night and I… we, wanted to know if you were free?  I’m moving into my new place and I’d … well, that’s to say, … I mean, we would love it if you came and-, you know – had a housewarming party.  There’s food, of course… Roman’s making it, though if you don’t like pizza we can order something in, I’m sure…” McQueen realised he was babbling and shut up.  Taking a quick breath, he settled himself.  “It will be a bunch of us, just all … chilling out.”


Coldness spread in McQueen's gut as he thought about who he should have been asking round, but then he reminded himself that Anna wouldn’t have come.  No, if he wanted her to come he would have to grovel, almost beg her and that was in his past.  Roman had been right, McQueen had distanced himself from Anna for a reason and until he could reasonably talk to her about that reason, he couldn’t see her.  However, that knowledge didn’t make him feel any better


“I love pizza.” Sage answered and McQueen could hear her smiling down the phone, no doubt mocking his babble of an invitation.  “What time?”


“Umm, I don’t know.” McQueen laughed sheepishly.  “Whenever you get off work?”


A soft, musical laugh chimed down the phone and McQueen relaxed a little more.  “Sounds good.  Give me your address and I’ll see you there.”


“Ok, then.  I’ll see you at mine.” McQueen smiled down the phone after he’d given her the address.  “And thanks… for coming I mean.”


“Of course.” Sage answered softly, “We’re friends.”


McQueen blinked and reality hit him hard.  “Yes, friends.” But even he couldn’t hide the grave tone in his voice.  “I need to talk to you about something as well.” he added, his mouth running away from him.  There was so much she didn’t know: how much their coffee dates had meant to him, how her level headedness grounded him, how he was a married man though perhaps an unhappy one…  “Not now.  Later.”


“Of course, McQueen.  There was something I wanted to ask you anyway.” Uncertainty rumbled in McQueen’s stomach, but he owed Sage answers; the truth.  “I was joking with my friends in the hospital, uh-, you know, woman taking charge...asking the question rather than waiting.” Sage laughed at herself, but McQueen lost track of what she was saying.


The twins were talking at each other at the same time in a flap, looking very pale.  Whatever Sage had been saying, McQueen cut her off.  “Hay, Sage, give me a sec.” He said holding the speaker to his chest as he approached with speed.  “What is it?” He asked Roman, who was fiddling with his bag strap.


Roman looked to Reese, who looked to Roman before looking back to McQueen with a worried expression.  “The cab…”


Following their worried gaze, McQueen saw a nice old mad in the front, with thick glasses and an uncertain smile.  When McQueen smiled back, the Cabbie chuckled.  


“Not me laddie.” The cabbie hooked a thumb over his shoulder.  “But this here lassie passed out before I got a name and all she insisted was no hospital.  She said just bring her here and something about a queen?” Following the thumb, McQueen sucked in a breath.


Slowly he raised his phone back to his ear.  “Sage, you still there?”


“Yes McQueen, I’m still here.”


McQueen huffed a breath.  “I’m really sorry, I’m going to have to cancel the welcome party.” Sage gave a soft ‘oh’ in disappointment, but McQueen wasn’t even started yet.  “But could you still come around anyway, and-… could you bring some medical supplies?”


“Medical, -… sure, of course I can, I have a first aid box.  What’s going on, McQueen?” Sage asked, a little fear leaking into her voice.


“I don’t even know where to begin.” Was all he could answer before he hung up and procced to open the back of the cab.


◆◆◆
 
Lying prone on his bed, her skin shinny with sweat and blood still oozing from a head wound, Echo was the centre of everyone’s attention.  Her body was black and blue, yellow and red, with more cuts and scrapes then McQueen had ever seen.  They’d placed her on the bed as gently as they could, yet straggled cries had erupted from her unconscious state.  They were then forced to roll her onto her front and McQueen now knew why.


“Is she going to be alright?” Roman has asked as they waited patiently for Sage to arrive.  McQueen had gathered ice in a towel to reduce any swelling, but there was so much he didn’t know where to start.


“I don’t know.” He answered truthfully.  Echo was tough as nails with an attitude to match, but this kind of brutality wasn’t normal. She had little to no defensive wounds, minus a few bruises on her arms, so he could tell she’d fought back but she’d gone down hard. 


Kneeling by her head McQueen gently placed a hand on her shoulder “Echo?” He said softly.  He almost didn’t want to wake her, knowing that the pain she was in was likely unbearable.  “Echo?” He said again, gripping tighter.  It wasn’t much of a grip, but she groaned, and a single tear rolled out of her swollen eye.


That had been it.  A single groan and McQueen didn’t dare try and wake her again.  The strongest pain killers they had in the apartment was ibuprofen and there was no way that was enough.  With every breath Echo wheezed and every movement made her wince. 


Sage had arrived shortly and after a sudden shock, she’d done nothing but tend to her patient and order McQueen around.  Roman and Reese had said they’d stay out of the way, quickly disappearing into their room and McQueen didn’t blame them.  He still didn’t understand what was going on or what kind of danger Echo had brought down upon herself.  Understandably they were a little freaked.


“Has she said anything?” Sage  bustled through the door.  In her hand she held more folded towel with lumps of ice.  Echo’s wounds were closed and sterilized, but Sage had no medicine she could administer outside of the hospital.  McQueen would never dream of asking Sage to steal from work either, so soothing the swollen areas was all they could do.


“No.  Just a few groans.” McQueen said, stepping back and out of the way.


“Well she’s not dead then.” Sage huffed before she started to examine Echo.


“No. She’s not dead.” Sitting back on his heels, McQueen watched Sage work, helping where needed.  Everytime Sage had cut away an article of clothing, a new wound appeared, darker or bloodier or weeping something.  “Should we call an ambulance?” He asked, looking at her almost mummified body.


Sage regarded the question thoughtfully before answering.  “If you hadn’t called me, I hope you would have either way, but I’ve checked her over, and apart from a few serious contusions and maybe a bruised bone or two, she’s ok.  Any lacerations are superficial, though whoever did this meant business.  They didn’t hold back.” Ripping off her surgical gloves, Sage gave McQueen a hard stare.  “But the better question is; why is she here? I thought you didn’t get along?”


McQueen ignored the worried look in Sage’s eye and shook his head.  “I don’t know.  She told the cabbie no hospital and... well, you’ve met her.  Do you want her waking up to find out her strict instructions weren’t followed?” McQueen was half joking, but the other half was deadly serious.


“That’s true.” A quiver of a smile brushed Sages lips.  “Could you imagine?  I think she’d actually hunt down the Cabbie and skin him alive.”


McQueen let out a soft chuckle, smiling alongside Sage.  “Yep.  That pretty much sums it up.” But he mellowed quickly.  “Who do you think did this to her?” He asked, though his Detective mind could guess.


“Well, I can see boot treads; around the size of a male” Sage huffed a breath.  “Multiple, actually.”  She passed him a sad smile pressing the iced cloth to Echo’s forehead.  “For how many people attacked her… Well I’ll guess we’ll just have to wait until she wakes up and tells us.”


“Yes.” McQueen agreed, settling himself against the wall, ready to be there a while.  “We’ll just have to wait.”




XIII

Echo felt like she’d been hit by a lorry.  No. No that was wrong.  She felt like she’d been hit by a lorry that had hitched a ride on a bullet train that fell from the outer atmosphere.  That seemed more realistic.


Rolling her head to one side, then the other, She suddenly very much wanted to vomit.  Spinning her head back over to empty air, she spewed, the acidic waste burning her throat and coated her teeth in thick fur.  She coughed and spluttered feeling every hurl, from the roots of her hair to the soles of her feet.  Everything hurt.  Blood pounded in her head and the back of her eyes screamed with pressure.  With shaky hands, Echo tried to sit up, but nothing was working, everything hurt, and the world was still spinning…


She wasn’t sure how much time passed while she lay there staring at the ceiling.  Five minutes, fifteen, maybe it was an entire evening, she couldn’t tell.  Huffing solid breaths she wiggled her toes, then her fingers, pleased to find they moved though it was only a twitch.


“Okay….” She croaked out.  


Lifting her arms, her shoulders protested, causing it slump back to the bed.  Next, she did the same to her legs which moved a little higher but her left thigh spasmed and they both quickly fell back to the bed.  “Shit.” She hissed.


Sighing again, Echo examined her surroundings.  The walls were a dark navy and only a solitary window next to the double bed allowed dull light to stream in.  Looking out she could see it was only late evening, a light blue haze crusted the neighbouring roofs and orange dappled the chimney pots as the sun set.  She must have only been out of it for a few hours.  


Opposite the window was the door, which was next to large sliding mirrors that worked as a wardrobe.  The rest of the room was sparse, which was an understatement.  The desk between the window and door was empty of clutter, as was the bookshelves above.  No personal items, no pictures or even a potted plant: nothing.  This was definitely Queenie’s room.


Echo eyed the desktop, thinking through all the gifts she could get him: preserved head?  Or maybe a butt naked hula girl?  If she wanted to get him anything though, she’d have to get out of this bed.


Twisting amongst the sheet, Echo flung her legs over the side and felt the tickle of carpet on her toes.  Next, she had to sit up.  Cramping her stomach muscles wasn’t going to happen – she'd made that mistake already – so she went sideways instead, turning ever so slowly until her nose brushed her knees.  Even after so little progression though, Echo was soaked in sweat.  Her arms and legs shook with strain despite not taking her weight yet, but ‘yet’ was key.  She’d been through bigger scrapes than this and gotten to her feet in a quicker time.  She was slacking, becoming weaker, softer.  Snorting, she told herself she would shift her ass into gear… as soon as she got out of this damn bed.


Standing in one push, her feet unsteady and keeping one hand on the bedpost, Echo was determined.  She was strong.  She was fit.  She was… tipping over.  With flailing arms, she caught herself on the desk as her legs gave way and she swore as her already swollen knees collided with the wood.


“Shitting damn fuck.” She hissed, feeling every nerve in her legs sizzle in pain.  “Where’s a God-damn drink when you need one?” Huffing through her hair, Echo eyed the door, surprised to see light coming from under it.
Someone was awake and hadn’t heard her racket?


Moving with sudden purpose, she snuck to the door and peered out into the light.


“…this the kind of excitement I can expect from all your parties?”


Echo sneered as she heard the preppy Nurses voice, her bubbly voice like sandpaper to her ear drums.  Opening the door a fraction more, Echo could see the two of them; the lovely Nurse Sage and dashing Detective McQueen, sat at opposite ends of the couch, each with a mug of tea, talking like it was a first date.


“Oh, I hope not.” Queenie answered, rubbing the back of his neck; a clear sign he was nervous.  Cracking the door an inch more, Echo came to realise she could have walked out the front door and they wouldn't have notice.  Paired doves would puke at the sight of them.  


“No, I can promise you I don’t normally have passed out women in my bed.” He chuckled and then realised what he’s said.  “I mean-… I’d never have that.  Ever.  I’m not-,” But the good nurse just waved him off with a smile.  Relaxing, glad his budding lass didn’t think he was a serial rapist, Queenie continued.  “Thank you, for everything by the way.  I don’t know what’s going on, but-…” he hesitated.


“She not the kind of girl you turn down easily.” Sage supplied which Echo took as a compliment.


“Not how I’d phrase it, but yes.  I’d like to think I would help anyone who looked like that though.” Queenie let out a breathy laugh and the lounge fell into an awkward silence; Echo’s favourite kind.  She revealed in the scene: Sage staring into the depth of her tea, while Queenie sipped his. 


 At Cardinal House, she would have joined them with another, turning it into a double date, then a foursome, happily leave the two star-struck fledglings to wake up together alone and confused.  She’d be doing them a favour really, breaking what already couldn’t last before it got serious.  However, knowing these two, she’d happily watch them crash and burn all on their own. 


“So, how’s work?” Queenie piped up and Echo rolled her eyes.  Safe subject Queenie, far too safe, not to mention boring.


“Works been good.” Sage beamed.  “The ER is as crazy as ever: kids with stuff stuck up their nose, bumps to the head, drunken bar fights.” She looked at him through humorous eyes, which Queenie returned in turn, but fear and embarrassment swelled, and both quickly looked away.


“You sad boring, children.” Echo scoffed to herself.  She’d seen Nuns with more passion and that wasn’t necessarily with their God either.


Observing the scene, Queenie had taken to checking the time, while Sage bit her lip.  Lip biting was a sure sign of indecisiveness so, what was the little Nurse up too?  And just like a wishing well, Echo’s question was answered.  “One of the doctors asked me out on a date the other day too.” Sage laughed, now running the knitted throw through her fingers.


“Cleaver little bunny.” Echo whispered, test the waters.  With sudden clarity, Echo wondered if Sage knew about a certain Mrs. McQueen?  She’d played the jealousy game many a time, and it was easy to get a lover railed up, especially if you suggested another man was moving in on their territory.  Queenie had never seemed one to care for territory to Echo, but maybe that was because he already had some…?


Hot liquid splashing across the couch as Queenie sprayed his tea down himself.  “He did?  I mean… what – what did you- what was your answer?”


Now that surprised Echo.  Did the Detective fancy himself a Nurse?  Sage certainly thought so as she quirked her lip at Queenies response.  “I told him I wasn’t interested.”


“Oh.” Queenie tried not to smile, but Echo could see the sigh of relief flood out of his body.  Naughty, naughty McQueen.  Whatever would the Mrs say?  “Did he take it well?”


Sage barked a laugh, and Echo drowned out the conversation.  It was boring; easy cat and mouse which was high school stuff.  Instead Echo watched their body language, something that rarely lied and spoke volumes.


Both were sat facing each other, but there was at last five feet between them; completely invested in one another and their conversation, but a distance kept with unspoken words.  The chemistry between them was to remain unspoken but that would only simmer until someone turned up the heat.  Echo would happily volunteer, of course.  


Sage kept bobbing her head every time she paused, not because her attention wavered, but because she didn’t want Queenie to read into her expression and the emotions pouring from her eyes.  Queenie of course was doing the same, looking over her shoulder or glancing away, not wanting to read and not wanting to show.


Echo could have vomited.  They were two teacups on one of those stupid fairground rides; turning and turning, looking for one another but as soon as they caught a glimpse, they shot off again, spinning out on their emotions and the uncertainty.  Suddenly, one teacup stalled to a halt and Echo watched, marvelled as Queenie shut down, his whole-body deflating and his eyes turning flat that far from dream like.


“What is it?” Sage asked, and  Echo tuned back in.  She was pleased to watch the Nurse scoot forwards, bringing them closer.  With a delicate hand, she placed in on McQueen’s; a light touch, one that screamed ‘I'm here with you.’  It was a good tactic on Sage’s part, but Echo knew what haunted the Detectives eyes.


Speak now, or forever hold your peace, Echo thought, watching Queenie raise his head, or she just might have to speak for him. “Nothing.  Nothing.  Its-… It’s nothing.” Smiling he gulped another mouthful of tea, “So, work’s crazy, are you fitting time in for study?”


Echo smiled wickedly.  Till death do you part then.


But Sage, unaware of the inner turmoil her lover was going through, babbled on.  “It’s great.  I’m finding the studies so interesting.  This week, we’re studying a case called ‘The Wild Girl of Avalon’.” 


Sage took some more tea before continuing, but Echo was already half asleep. “It was the case of a small pre-teen girl who was found in nature preserve which went on for miles.  She was thought to have been living in the wild for years.  The study went on to develop the bases for ‘natural experiment’ and the question of nature verse nurture.”


McQueen looked impressed, or was that a frown in his face, Echo couldn’t tell.  In fact, the more she tried to focus, the more the world changed shapes.  Blackness creeped on the edge of her vision and she was suddenly very aware of her legs, or to be more precise, aware she couldn’t feel them. 


 Slowly sinking down, she hit the ground with a thud and the unstoppable need to vomit crashed into her like a wave. Turning her head to the side, she spewed, the acidic waste burning again. It wasn’t until she threw up again, did she realise someone was rubbing soothing circles into her back.  Echo groaned as she saw Sage.


Thumping foots steps soon followed and Queenie’s bare feet came into view.  “What is it?  Why’s she groaning?  Is she ok?” he asked.


“She’s fine.  I don’t know how she got out of bed though.” Sage explained, stepping round the vomit.  “She must have a concussion of some kind.  Getting out of bed to fast in her condition… I can’t believe she even made it to the door.” The preppy Nurse continued to flap.


Echo laughed to herself, knowing she’d been at that door a lot longer than either of the two love birds realised, but that was fine with her.  She’d play that card when it would be nice and painful.   Waving away Sage as she tried to clean Echo up, she looked the Queenie with a glare.  “Where are my clothes?”


But he was shaking his head.  “You don’t need clothes Echo; you need to go back to bed.” He tried to lift her, as if he could pick her up and physically put her back in bed.


“Get off me.” Echo ordered, getting increasingly annoyed.  Infiltrating on all their dirty little secrets was fun, but being coddled was a step to far, “Just give me my clothes Queenie.  I’m going home.” She ordered again.  


Speaking of home, Echo was suddenly wrecked with horror as she tried to see what time it was.  If she was late to evening service after already having a stern word… Echo wasn’t about to fail her family twice.  “Let me go.”


“Echo, McQueen doesn’t have your clothes.  I had to cut them off you to get a look at your injuries.  I-,”


Echo stilled and turned to look at Sage and wished she was stood so she could tower over the snivelling girl.  “You fucking cut my fucking clothes off!” she screamed.  “Do you have any fucking clue how expensive those clothes were?”


Echo tried to get her legs back under her, but everything was hurting.  With each new struggle her anger was dampened, and her pain threshold lowered.  “Just let-… just let me … go.  I want to go…” She wanted anger to snap behind her words, but they were slurring, and her eyes were drooping close.  She could feel her legs trembling underneath her and she felt as if her lungs were the size of a condom wrapper.


“Stop it.” Sage ordered, stopping Echo once again from trying to stand.


“Echo this is serious.  You’ve been beaten.  You’ve got a bruised kidney and your hand in swollen.” Queenie stressed.  “You could have died.  What the hell happened to you?”


“Oh, is that all?  I thought it was just a stubbed toe.” Echo suddenly felt very pathetic again.  Sure, it had been a few years since she'd taken a beating - since before Adin died to be exact - but that involved broken bones, internal bleeding and concussions.  A bruised kidney was pitiful; she had two after all.


“I know you’ve been shot Echo, but this is across your whole body.” Sage joined, throwing her two-cent in.  “You could throw a clot if you fell and hit your head.  You’ve already thrown up from a concussion.  You could have died, or worse-”


“Worse than dead, Sage?  Really, worse than dead?” Echo snapped.  “Is this from your wealth of medical knowledge from years being a doctor?” Echo sneered and Sage smartly stepped back.  “No, you’re a sad little Nurse with such bad skills, you’re going into the profession for the crazies and weirdos.  I hope you like crayon scribbles, because that will be your life from here on out.”


“Don’t talk to her like that!” Queenie quickly defended and in there lied the sweet spot and Echo was going to poke it.  Hard.


“How sweet.” she laughed bitterly.  “Here comes the shining hero to save his, poor, distressed girlfriend? Does she know what baggage comes with your kingdom?”  Echo snarled and finally push herself to her feet. Whatever wave of dizziness had just hit was gone, and as long as she didn’t have another until she was home, all was well in the world.


Sage flushed and quickly darted her eyes to the coward Queenie, who of course, wouldn’t look at her.  “She’d not my girlfriend Echo.  You know that.” He said, almost through gritted teeth.  


Smiling wickedly at Queenie, she felt him physically take a step back.  Yes, remember she thought, remember the bitch that she was; and no secret was too devastating. 


“Oh yes.” Now stood, Echo felt some strength fill her.  Her mind had been focused on her pain, but now she could redirect it, strike where it would hurt, and she knew that would make her feel so much better.  “Yes, of course she’s not your girlfriend and I guess Sage now knows that too.” Echo looked to the Nurse, pleased to see she looked more than a little hurt.  Ah, but let her wait, Echo thought, there was more.  “You should call that strapping Doctor back.  I think he will be far more available than dear Queenie, will ever be.”


The blood suddenly rushed off McQueen’s face.  “Echo…?” He said with warning, but McQueen should have known better.  He should have begged.


“McQueen, what’s she talking about?” Sage spoke up and Echo would give her some due, she didn’t sound like she was about to burst into tears just yet.  Of course, there was always time.  


“Not very Catholic of you McQueen.” she whispered savagely.  “A woman devoted to you with a ring still on her finger witness by the Lord above, all the while you play Doctors and Nurse behind her back? What will your holy God think of that?”


“You’re married?” Sage gasped, now looking hurt and confused but there was steel in her voice.  A strangled grunt escaped Queenies mouth, but at least he had the guts to look at Sage with an apology in his eyes.  That gave him bigger balls than most men.


“I -, I didn’t mean to… I wanted to tell you.” McQueen babbled.  Echo buzzed with newfound energy as she watched the couple flake and fall apart.  It was glorious.  “It’s very complicated.” Queenie tried to cover but the silence grew as Sage still refused to speak.  He took a step closer to her, his body begging and his eyes pleading.  He looked so delectably pathetic.  “She and I-… we’re not… It’s complicated.  Yes, I'm married but, I don’t… I don’t know-,”


“You don’t know?” Sage asked, trying to make sense of McQueen's rambling.  “Don’t know what McQueen?  Do you love her?  Are you still together; plan to stay together?  What, McQueen?  What don’t you know?” There was some fire behind each question and Echo gave her points for that.


“Sage…Ah-, …I,”


“Don’t.” Sage said.  One word.  One strong, unquestionable command.


“Sage, please.” McQueen repeated, moving to beg.  “Sage… I know I was reclusive about my past – and I had my reasons.  Anna and I… I meant it when I said it was complicated.  But please, I… I really like you.  I don’t know… Anna and I-… It’s complicated.”


 Coward, Echo laughed.  All he was going to ask from her was time, time he couldn’t promise.


“Oh, well that just clears everything up.” Echo dawdled.  “I’d love to stay for more, but I’ll be going, now.” But as she moved for the door, she had to jump back when it swung in at her.  Suddenly two guys swarmed in, barely looking out of their teens, each displaying the opposite reaction to the other.


“Ah-... Hi, Echo.” One of them said, smiling before stepping to the side and placed the groceries he’d been carrying on the kitchen counter.  “You’re looking better, but should you be up?” He asked but as he took in the situation, his face fell.


“Do I know you?” Echo bitched, looking the guy up and down.  


She vaguely recognised his face… maybe.  She couldn’t be sure.  Plus, there was two of them, so she would have remembered twins surely.  Ash blonde hair, chiselled jaws with dimples to die for, not to mention their bean-pole frame.  She would have remembered them.


“God, and to think we carried you up all these stairs.” The other twin spat, sitting on the countertop.  He evidently hadn’t been carrying anything and was much more interested in growling at Echo.  She decided she’d call him Asshat.  “I had to hold your legs too. Far too close to your lady bits for my taste.” He sneered.


Echo just shot him a glare, but before she could answer, the first twin – Echo would call Good-boy – regarded the rest of the room.  “McQueen what’s going on?”  The Nurse swiped away tears and Queenie looking desperate to fix it.  He was only just holding himself back.


“Nothing, Roman.  It’s nothing.” McQueen answered, looking deflated and lost.


“If this is what you call ‘nothing’ Queenie, I worry for your sanity.  Being strung up by a serial killer for cheating on your wife must have been a ‘brown toast and oatmeal’ kinda day of excitement for you.” Echo mocked.


McQueen opened his mouth to argue, or more likely to tell her to shut up, but heartbroken Sage was done.  


“No, you’re right McQueen.  Clearly nothing is going on here.  Nothing ever could.” Swiping up her equipment and coat, she shook her head  as she held back tears. But by  the time Sage was at the door, she only looked  Echo with determination on her face.  “I’ll give you a lift home.”


“What?” McQueen cried in dismay.


“What?” Echo asked in disgust.


“Sage don’t.  Please.  I want to explain.” McQueen said taking a step after her as she swung open the door.


“No. Everything’s been made pretty clear from me.  You have a wife and this… this was all just a stupid, pathetic farce.” She answered in that cool, calm voice that was overlaying a growing storm.  Before McQueen could even reach for her, Sage was gone and only the soft sound of her shoes on the stairs could be heard.


“Well,” Echo said backing out the door, “Bye Queenie.  I’m sure I’ll be seeing you soon, but don’t fret your pretty little head, I’ll pass on your undying love to the wife.” Giving McQueen one last fleeting look, Echo relished in his expression, one that could break a cherub’s heart.


Poor, poor thing.




XIV

“Fuck McQueen.  What did you do?” Roman asked, hefting the bag of apples higher and into the hanging fruit bowel.


McQueen breathed through his nose and he centred himself again.  He should have known better; God above he had been so stupid.


Echo and Sage in the same room?  Things never could have gone well, and it was all his fault.  His stupid, cowardly fault.  Why hadn’t he said anything to Sage?  Why hadn’t he apologised and explained?  She could have understood - would have understood if he’d just told her :  I’m married but we’re estranged.  I’m Catholic so divorce in close to impossible...  But I like you, …but we can only be friends…but I need you in my life, your calming influence… but Anna will always be there too… Things could work out…


Yes, that wouldn’t have been patronising at all, but it would have been a darn sight better than letting Echo explain.  She’d enjoyed every second of McQueen miserable experience and he’d never wish violence on anyone in his life, but even he almost reached his holy limit.


“I made a stupid, stupid mistake.” Was all he said quickly, collapsing into the breakfast bar stools, unable to stand any longer.


“Stupid?” Reese asked, snorting.  “You don’t say.  I don’t think stupid quite covers it.”


Roman, being the good brother and roommate, he was, slapped Reese on the leg, shutting him up.  “Enough Ree.  McQueen’s problems are his to sort out.” He said, sending McQueen a sad smile.


“No, he’s right.  What I did to Sage was terrible.” 


And the guilt ate at McQueen’s gut.  Would she even talk to him again?  But a darker, gut chilling thought ran around in the back of his mind, one he couldn’t say out loud...  Should he want to talk to her again?  He was married.  Divorce wasn’t a future he saw for himself… so where did that leave them?


“Well, I’d ditch the Nurse and ditch the wife and join the dark side.” Reese sang under his breath and into a packet of cookies he’d swiped from his brother.  Roman growled and thwacked his brother again, but McQueen heard nonetheless, though he was thankful for Roman’s protection.


“Look, I’m going to bed.  I’ll have a whole load of evidence and paperwork to go over in the morning so I’ll just-… I’ll just head off.” 


Making an about-turn, he headed straight to his room where he paced, stripping off and falling into his bed.  He immediately regretted it.  The bed smelt of her, her sweat, hot spice and apples.


Sitting up, he ripped the bedding off.  Fuck Echo.  Fuck her.  Why had he cared?  When she lay so broken on his bed, asleep, he didn’t know what to do.  She’s looked so peaceful, so normal; her lips parted slightly and her brow unfurred.  She wasn’t cursing, mocking. She looked… ordinary.  


He should have known better.


And Sage.  Shit.  She had looked so broken when Echo had sneered about his past.  He should have just let Echo walk on out when she wanted to.  Instead, his good nature made her stay, raising her hackles and causing her to attack.  Sage had seemed so… devastated.


And then there was Anna who hadn’t even been present but was such a massive part of the problem.  He needed to deal with her soon… Heavens’ above- ‘problem’ and ‘deal,’ he sounded like a mobster, like she was an unruly lacky he needed to fix.


“Fuck,” He whispered to himself, falling on the bare bed.  


He had no new bedding, he couldn’t afford it.  All his money went to Anna; Anna who was meant to be in Ireland.  Anna who was his wife.  Anna who he was meant to be with, now and forever, until death do they part and meet in Heaven.  


 He sunk lower and lower into the mattress, his sorrow and pain slicing his soul open into ribbons. He hadn’t slept in the early evening hours, and he had a few more before he’d awaken for work.  He could just rest… just for a bit.  He could lay there for a while, hoping for a miracle just around the corner…


◆◆◆
 
A fresh start, his Ma had insisted.  Their Priest, the one who’d taken McQueen back to the lake weeks after his Da went missing, had plead with Ma to stay.  She needed satiability.  She needed a helping hand and a community behind her, but Ma wouldn’t listen.  
She’d packed them up in the back of the car, shoving in anything that would fit and left.  McQueen was too young to remember much, and his head was still turning: ‘Where was Da?’ Where were they going?  Was Da there?  Was he coming with them or meeting them there?’


The next week he was at a new school.  HIs old  small village school had only a handful of children in his class, with the local post-lady as their teacher and they’d worked on paper books, white boards and everyone knew everyone.


His Ma had moved them to the outskirts of Dublin, and  so close to the city meant the number of students in one class rapidly expanded.  Lost in a sea of unfriendly, unfamiliar faces, McQueen had retreated in upon himself.  He remembered the break times he spent alone and the lunches where he just picked at his sandwich.  He’d made them for himself every morning and he was having to use less and less chocolate spread.


His Ma hadn’t been… around much after they’d moved.  She’d spend days in bed, or sat on the couch with Shauna, not moving, not helping.  He’d asked her one night, just after they’d arrived, if he could have a bath; extra bubbles.  His Ma had cheered, saying of course and excitedly pored the lotion into the tub.  McQueen remembered being so excited… but then she’d forgotten, and the tub had overflowed, spilling water everywhere.  


Ma had been so mad and started to cry screaming that having a bath was stupid, they couldn’t afford it.  It was a waste.  After that, McQueen learnt to shower on his own, began to make his own food too and whenever his Ma seemed upset, he quietly stayed in his room.


He remembered it had been autumn; the leaves were falling, it was only getting colder and his Ma hadn’t packed any winter gear in their flight from home.  Because of that, McQueen stood shivering in the school doorway, watching everyone else enjoy games of tag or football; their loud laughter assaulting his ears.  Every morning McQueen dreaded getting up that little more.


Through the winter months, he’d spent the entire time inside and whenever a teacher asked him to go out, he’d snarl, telling them to go away.  As more weeks went by, they gave up trying.  They must have seen him as he walked home, his shoulders hunched in the cold, his skin deathly pale and thought they’d spare him more chapped lips and blue fingertips.


“I hate the cold.” A sweet voice had spoken up next to him one random day in the week.  “I can never get warm again.” 


Looking up from holey shoes, McQueen saw a pretty girl with fire red hair.  Later he would call her beautiful and stunning, but at such a tender age, pretty was good enough. “Don’t you just hate the cold?” She asked him.


McQueen loved the cold, in fact, the colder the better. He loved the sharp nip on his nose and the way the trees looked whole again, cover in white fluff.  He liked throwing snowballs at large brick walls to make patterns, but what he loved most was the warm hot chocolates he got after a long day, and the mountain of whipped cream his Da would give him.  


But Da wasn’t here anymore.  There were no hot chocolates, or open parks with lots of trees.  There was no snow, just grey sludge and even if there was, he couldn’t play in it; he had no coat.  Nothing was the same anymore. “Yer, the cold sucks.” He answered kicking his feet.


“I’m Anna.” She introduced herself.  “You’re the new kid, right?  I heard Bobby. G making fun of your name: Can-of-ice?”


McQueen scowled harder and snap back at her just as he’d done to the bully.  “It’s said Canice.  Can-iss!! And don’t call me that.  Its McQueen.  Everyone can call me McQueen.”


But all Anna had done was smile and looked back out to the playground with a sighed.  “Ok, Canice.  We can be friends because you don’t like that cold and I don’t like the cold.  Ok?” She told him and just as like that, she walked out the door letting the cold, harsh wind knock at McQueen’s knees as he stood chattering in his shorts. And just like that, they were.


Every day after that, his fire head friend came back every lunch time before running off join the others outside, but without fail she chatted to him.  Then, when things warmed up, she would talk to him on the playground, then in the school corridors.  The more she talked to him, the more he looked forward to it, until the point he’d seek her out.  He expected rejection, but she allowed him to join her friends and he chatted to them too.  


Soon he went on play dates, sleepovers and parks, over and over, again and again and he felt… happy. No one bullied him about his name or about being alone, or that his sandwiches looked funny.  Anna and her friends were the ‘popular’ kids and so McQueen was one of them too.  And it was McQueen.  No one called him ‘Can of Ice’ again.


His Ma had brightened too.  She started to get up more, tidy the house more.  When Shauna was old enough to go to day care, she got a part time job in the local shop which meant McQueen no longer had to save his chocolate spread; he used as much as he wanted. She allowed more bubble baths, and she cooked a big Sunday dinner every week after church, always making Yorkshire puddings the size of McQueen’s head.  Home was normal again.


When it was time to go onto high school, McQueen didn’t even sweat it.  Everyone in the area went to the same place and he was no different, even ending up in the same class as Anna.  Some of their friends moved classes, made new friends or wandered away finding themselves in their growing youth, but Anna - his fire head - was always there.


◆◆◆
 
“My light.” McQueen whispered to himself into his dark, empty room, picturing her behind closed eyes.  
That was what he had called her on their wedding day at the tender age of six-teen; his light that shone with brightness he couldn’t look away from.  She had blushed profusely as he gushed in front of their friends and family, but he didn’t care. 
 She hadn’t diverted from the pastor’s words, but love shone in her eyes through the entire ceremony and he didn’t doubt their happiness for a moment.


However, McQueen's smile soured quickly at the thought of the months following: the angry screams she flung at him, the nights she stayed up crying in his arms, professing how sorry she was and how she didn’t mean it.  


He remembered the mood swings and the accusations: she said he was cheating, that he was leaving her, that he hated the way she looked.  She would test him, spy on him, follow him when she wasn’t convinced.  Over and over he’d consoled her, proved himself to her and every time she sobbed, saying she silly, she was protected. He never told his mates what troubles they were having, or his family.  Maybe if he had, things could have changed…


McQueen’s gut didn’t believe that for a second.  So, he pushed that niggling thought away and gently pulled his covers over himself.  No matter who he would have told, no matter who he confided in, the events that passed wouldn’t have changed…


◆◆◆
 
“It’s just a few nights in Dublin.” She laughed at him, slowly moving around their cramped room in their cramped apartment.  They’d moved in as newly-weds, excited to make it their home and add beautiful touches. So far, they still lived out of boxes with nothing on the walls, but they were happy.  
“I’ll be fine.” She smiled.


“I know you will.” McQueen had replied with a crooked grin, “But we both know it’s not just you I’m worried about.” Anna smiled and tucked her chin against her chest as she placed a loving hand on her belly.  It was starting to protrude, and he adored the sight of it.


“I know, I know, but McQueen-Junior will be safe in mummy’s hands.” She said, rubbing soothing circles on her belly.


“That doesn’t mean daddy doesn’t worry.” McQueen joked but grew serious as he saw that round hump; the most cherished sight he’d ever seen… “Please don’t go Anna.” He begged again in a soft whisper, knowing her reaction already.


She stiffened, clenching an old pink top in her hands.  It wouldn’t fit over her stomach anymore, but she insisted one day, everything she owned would fit again so they’d kept it all.  


“Will you stop asking me that Canice!” She spat calling him by his first name.  She was the only one allowed to use it, as over the years she’d wore him down and now, as his wife, he’d wanted something special with her so, Canice stuck.  “I want to go.  I need to go.  Stop trying to take my fun.”


“I’m not trying to Anna.  I’m just-,”


“Worried.” She snapped “I know.  Over and over you keep saying you’re worried.  Well stop it!  Stop worrying about the damn child for one moment and think of me.” McQueen swallowed as Anna pointed an accusing finger at him.  “You say I need to have fun and I need to go out, but every time I do you flap like a mother hen.  You tell me to be carefuf, be safe.  Don’t you trust me?”


“You know I do Anna, but-,”


“No!  No.” She interrupted, “I love you and I love this baby, but I need to love myself.” She took a breath and let it out.  “We went to prom Canice.  I wore my stunning green dress and we danced and twirled and were crowned King and Queen.  We went to the hotel and we made love.”   Tears streamed down Anna’s face and McQueen desperately want to wipe them away, but that would just set her off again.  He’d tried before.   “We made passionate love and did it over and over.  Then three weeks later I told you I was pregnant, and you just fell to your knees and proposed.”


“I know Anna.  I was there.” McQueen said softly.  


He’d seen the fear in Anna’s eyes when she’d told him, and he knew he’d do anything to make that fear go away.  He’d gone to church many times after that night, asking for God forgiveness.  He knew he should have waited until his wedding night and bed only his wife, but they’d spiked the punch so much, and Anna had looked so stunning… When she’d told him she was pregnant, he felt the world start to crash around him and he wondered if this was God’s punishment.  It took him only a second to fall to one knee and ask for her hand.  


“And when I asked you, you said yes.  A thousand times yes.”


“I knew I wouldn’t be alone with you at my side.” Anna was smiling again and then she laughed, shaking her head. “And then we were wed’ so our child would come into a complete family.  I was in my dream dress that showed my slim body, you were in your tux. We were married so quickly.” 


Walking over, Anna slipped onto the bed and sat beside McQueen. “We moved so fast, and I love my life, but I need this.  I need my hen party.  I need to have my fun before everything changes.”


McQueen looked at her, worry still filling his heart as she kissed him; a quick peck on his cheek.  Then she kissed him again, this time on his lips and he felt the warm bump of her belly push into his side. “Ok.” He complied, pushing down his paranoia.  “Have… fun.” And he forced a smile. For her, he would force anything if she was happy.


“Thank you.” She rewarded him with another kiss, smiling sweetly before returning to pack her bag.  “And besides I’m not alone.  I’ll have Betty and the girls there.  This is my hen party weekend. We’ll have fun, a few mocktails and a dance or two.  Don’t worry.  I won’t be too naughty.” She winked over her shoulder.


And for those few nights, McQueen hadn’t slept.  He’d tossed and turned, feeling her cold empty side of the bed.  He went to church every morning and prayed for her safety and the safety of his child, also thanking the Lord repeatedly for his understanding, that he no longer thought his fatherhood a punishment, but instead a gift.  Yet despite all this, it didn’t stop the phone call at midnight, nor the stagnant pool of worry that flare to life in his gut.


“Is this-… Canice McQueen?” A female voice had asked down the phone when he’d answered.


“Yes.” McQueen held his breath.


“Hello Mr. McQueen.  I’m calling from Dublin Memorial Hospital in Dublin.  It’s with regards to your wife.” 


McQueen's stomached dropped and he’d bubbled out all his questions at once: what was wrong with Anna? Where was she? Was she ok? What had happened? But, the Nurse wouldn’t give information down the phone and just explained he had to make his way to the hospital as soon as possible.


He made it two hours later, still in his sleep shirt and yesterday’s jeans.  He was sure his shoes were odd too becuase the Nurses looked at him with pity.  “My name is Canice McQueen. I’m here to see my wife.” He spoke in out of breath as he approached the cold, sterile Reception desk. He knew. He already knew.


The nurse pointed him in the right direction and the Doctor met him outside the room where Anna lay asleep.  She had her back to him, her red hair curled up on her head and his heart clenched with the hope she was ok, that she was healthy and so was their baby…  


“Mr. McQueen, thank you for getting here so quickly.  I know that couldn’t have been easy.”


McQueen didn’t even look at the woman’s face, just nodded and asked the question that had been burning up his lungs for the past two hours.  “What happened Doctor?”


Looking into the room too, the Doctor didn’t even need to look at her clip board, as if she’d been preparing herself by remembering at the notes just for this moment.  “I’m not aware of the finer details; but I do know your wife was feeling unwell in the early evening and left her friends to lie down in her hotel room.  She went to take a bath - too relax - where she fell asleep.  Luckily, the water wasn’t very deep, or your wife could have drowned.”


McQueen begged the Doc to hurry up.  The details didn’t matter, he just needed to know.  To confirm.


“When she awoke an hour later, she was bathing in blood, her genital region inflamed and in a serious amount of pain.  She called her friends who came to help and who then called the ambulance.” The Doctor clasped her hands in front of her, the universal move by all doctors when they were about to give bad news and McQueen felt sick.  “It was confirmed on arrival that your wife had a miscarriage.  We gave her some drugs for the pain and tried everything we could, but we were unable to save the fetus.  I am terribly sorry Mr. McQueen.  I can offer some good grief counsel-…”


Whatever the Doctor had said next though was blurred out by the high pitched ringing in McQueen’s ears.  His knees had buckled, and he hit the ground hard, sending vibrations up every bone in his body.  He was numb, head-to-toe and continued to be for years.


He didn’t remember the days after, the weeks or months; they had all just blurred.  


Three years later, he’d passed his Police training and worked the Dublin streets.  


Two years later he was a Detective. 


 Within a month of his promotion, he was transferred to Rippling and Anna had refused to come with him.  She was happy in Ireland, her friends where in Ireland and so was their family.  She argued with him over and over about staying but he hadn’t heard any of it.  He’d been a coward and run away.  As he thought about it now, he still couldn’t say why he’d left.  He knew he’d never recovered from what had happened, and he’d known his duty as a husband and yet still he’d left.


He’d said space was what he needed, but with his previous work load he was never home anyway.  He’d said he’d needed time after all that had happened, but they’d lost that child years ago and they’d never tried again.


As McQueen slipped his work tie over his head, the morning rays washing his eyes with sun, he asked himself again; why had he left?  


The morning birds began to chirp as if they were sending him his answer and he had to admit he knew why.  The last dirty secret of his past.  He kept it too himself and from Anna too, because if he spoke the secret out loud - if he uttered the truth for all to hear… he just might do something he’d regret.




XV

Echo’s lungs blazed as she’d stepped out of McQueen’s apartment building into the frigid cold. The long coat she’d stolen from McQueen’s place did well to fight the winds, but she was in her underwear and slip-on heels.  She was still mad Sage had cut off all her clothes off, but she didn’t have the energy to yell at her yet.  Leaning against the wall outside, she clutched at her side hiding the fact she was gasping for every breath.  The pain might have been everywhere, but cold was like a soothing balm.


“You really are a piece of work.”


Looking over her shoulder, Echo snorted as Sage stepped outside to join her.  “If that’s true, why would you offer me a lift?”


Sage rolled her shoulders and stepped closer, averting her eyes.  “Because of everyone in that room, you were the only one who told me the truth.” She nodded to herself like she’d strengthen her resolve.  “McQueen lied: he hid that part of his life from me, played me for a fool.  And the twins, well I’m sure they knew, and they said nothing.” Huffing a breath, Sage pulled her coat around herself.  “Look, you can’t walk, and you didn’t turn up with a bag, so I assume you have no money or keys.  You’re stuck here.  Would you like a lift or not?” Sage offered again.


Echo eyed her suspiciously, before flicking her eyes up.  McQueen, for all his goodness had not come running down the stairs after either of them.  For Echo, she wasn’t surprised; McQueen would probably push her in front of a taxi before helping her into one, but big mistake not following Sage.  She was a tough cookie, even Echo could see that, so she wasn’t going to forgive easily.  


“I’ll take the lift, but don’t think I told you for your benefit.” She answered, indicating that Sage should lead the way to her car.


“I know it wasn’t for me.  You’re a cold-hearted bitch.” 


Echo blinked but held back her smile.  The little nurse had some snap in her step; such bluntness from a tiny little thing was rather refreshing.  
“Throwing that information in my face was a bitchy move.  You did it on purpose to hurt McQueen and you did it because you could.  Hells, maybe you did it because you hate people caring for you and you need to push them away,” Sage must have seen Echo’s hackles rise, because she quickly moved on.  “It doesn’t matter.  You’re a bitch for exposing McQueen like that-… but I also should thank you.”


“Thank me?” Echo laughed bitterly, “No one’s every thanked me for being a bitch.”


Anger fizzled in Sage’s gaze and Echo became even more intrigued.  “I was a fool.  I though he-… I thought he liked me.  He’s the first guy in a long time to encourage me; who believed in me and what I was capable of.  The environment I’m in… everyone wanted to step on each other to gain the upper hand, especially when it comes to gender in the workplace.” Sage sniffed as her face turned from anger to sadness.  “He was genuine and kind.  I’m an idiot for think we could have been more.”


Echo snorted loudly snapping Sage’s head up.  “Please.  You’re a woman.  You saw something you liked, and you went for it.   Fuck him for not telling you the truth.” Echo kept walking, “My Auntie Mara has a killer instinct for woman who’ve been scorned and you my dear where hit with a doozy.  Fuck him and move on.  Go fuck that Doctor you were talking to, let him fuck the idea of McQueen right from your mind.”


But when Echo glanced at Sage from the corner of her eyes, the nurse had flushed red and softly spoke into her scarf.  “Actually, there was no Doctor.  I made him up.” And with a sudden change in tempo, Sage groaned out loud.  “Oh, I'm such an idiot.  What was I thinking?”


Echo rolled her eyes.  “You thought you could get some sweet guy, with a dazzling personality, who doesn’t have a single flaw, just like every childish, fantasising woman wants.”


“You’re calling me childish?” Sage asked, offended.  They’d reached her car and Echo eyed it with distaste.  It was a small, compact bug of a car that looked like a well-aimed cyclist could take it out.


“Yes.” Echo snapped, now annoyed.  “Queenie lied to you, to your face and here you are screaming and crying like it’s your fault.  Grow a pair!  It’s his fault.  His giant ego thought he could hide it from you and it’s not up to you to made the situation better.”


Sage looked struck dumb.  Seconds passed so Echo helped herself into the car, slamming the passenger side door closed behind her and soon enough Sage followed, rolling the car into motion.  They sat in silence for too long, before Sage finally answered Echo’s accusation.  “I really liked him; you know.”


Echo crushed her teeth together.  “No, I don’t know.  I don’t let guys play me like that.  Or girls for that matter, they’re just a liable to do the same thing.” Echo looked out the window and shook her head of the whole situation.  Maybe she'd just throw the sap a bone causing mayhem as she went.  “Look, for what it’s worth, I think he likes you too.”  


Sage, consequently slammed on the brakes horror struck, and the two of them flew very close to the windscreen. “What?”


Echo smiled, remembering how she’d played cupid before in school, the situation remarkably similar to this one.


◆◆◆
 


“Yes, Jamie told me that he does like you.” Echo had whispered to Bethany while they queued to entre morning prayer.  “But he’s stuck with Ella.  He’d rather be with you.”


The little church fearing Beth blushed and her eyes darted across the tiny, chapel courtyard to where Jamie stood in line with the other boys.  “He said that?” She asked in a whimsical voice.  “But he never said-,”


“Why would he?” Echo interrupted, “Do you know what they call Ella?” Echo smiled politely at the Nun wandering past who straightened the student’s uniforms and made sure everyone was quiet.  “Jezebella.” Echo whispered savagely.  Of course, Echo had started the rumour and the name, smashing together Jezebel – the murderer, temptress and enemy of God and poor, innocent Ella’s name.


Beth gasped, but Echo could see the pleasure in her eyes, even after the Nun reprimanded them.  “So, what do I do?” She asked as the line began to move.  “He’s so dashing, I wouldn’t know how to talk to him.” She admitted.


Echo met Jamie’s gaze, his devilish grin matching hers across the small hedges and herb garden.  She’d tasted that devilish smile, running her tongue along his teeth qhilw her nimble fingers had danced lower than Bethany or Ella would dare to think of.  


“Oh, that I can help you with.” Echo offered and from those whispered words, well, there was no hope for poor, love struck Bethany.


◆◆◆
 


“What makes you think he likes me?” Sage asked, flapping as she tried to keep the car from crashing into the historic streets of Rippling.


Echo shrugged enjoying her memories of the past.  “Because he’s Queenie.  He likes good, kind decent people, who work hard not only in life, but to make other lives better.” Echo then snorted, remembering Sage had never met the infamous Anna.  “Besides, his wife could use a bit a polish.”


“She’s ugly?” Sage asked in surprise.


“On the inside, sure.”


And that left Sage in a contemplative state.  Echo thought she might now get some peace; the seeds of corruption planted.  All Sage must do was push Queenie to choose her or Anna, his marriage or happiness, his God or love.


Poor little Bethany chose love and was caught behind the organ with her skirt hiked up, her pants around her ankles and Jamie halfway to glory.  Weeks of writing out the Bible as punishment, as well as a caning across the back of her hands made poor Bethany of Babylon
 the talk of the school. 


Echo was pretty proud of her little game, though it all came to an end when Bethany, just as she turned eighteen, suddenly went missing.  Many claimed suicide - another moral sin to stain her soul - while others said her parents stole her away in the night out of shame.  Echo didn’t know what had happened or cared. Echo hoped this time Queenie was sneakier than Jamie.  Sex before marriage was one thing, sex wile married had a whole new set of rules and one more kink in Queenies halo meant one less kink until he was all hers.


“Can I ask you a question?” Sage asked, not removing her eyes from the road.  Her hands however did clench on the wheel.


“No.”  Yet despite Echo’s answer, Sage prattled on.


“Why do you find McQueen so interesting?  I mean-… you talk all this talk about being a bitch to him, trying to hurt him, and all he’s ever been to you is kind.  You test his resolve, try and tarnish him at every turn… but why?”  Sage glanced at Echo for an answer, her face full of confusion.


“Because I can.” Echo answered, a half smile on her lips as Sage just gaped in shock.  The truth was it didn’t have to be McQueen; she could have quite easily chosen Hale as her target, or a technician.  She could have ignored them all and happily helped herself to the long stream of customers who waltzed to the House, day-in, day-out.


But that was the point.  McQueen wasn’t like them.  He was good, he was pure and kind.  Never had Echo met someone quiet like him.  Nuns were egotistical, believing they were married to God – as if someone so high would marry old hags like them – while other religious saps were selfish.  They went to church, they prayed but they didn’t go out of their way to help others, be better or stand up for all that was good in the world.  They just hoped if they prayed hard enough, talked to themselves long enough, they’d be given everything they wanted.


But Queenie…


“He’s just something I’ve never come across before.” Echo said to the window, her eyes unfocused and her mind lost in the memory of him.  Sin-less, stainless, he was perfect, and Echo wanted to know how much shine she could scuff out.


◆◆◆
 
The sun was halfway to midday when Sage finally pulled her crusty, tin car up outside the House.  Echo couldn’t have scrambled out of it fast enough, but Sage, like any normal human, felt the need to chat before she let Echo go.


“You’ll never hurt him; you know?” She said out of the rolled down window.  Huffing a sigh Echo turned and pretend she cared what Sage had to say.  “You’ll keep trying, I know you will, so I won’t tell you to stop, but you’ll never change McQueen from who he is.”


“And who is he?” Echo dared ask, thinking this would be good.


“He’s you’re friend.” 


Echo’s chin almost hit the floor.  She must have wax filling her ears, because there was no way she’d heard that right.  


Yet preppy little Sage just kept going, oblivious to how wrong she was.  “He cares for everyone, yes, and he wants everyone to be happy, but he doesn’t let just any injured person sleep in his bed.  He doesn’t care for their health outside of his job or check in on them at the hospital, even after their case is closed.”


Echo blinked.  This woman couldn’t be serious.  He came to the hospital to see Sage; Echo was a guilty by-product and as for tonight, well she knew no one would turn away someone that badly beaten.   “Bullshit.” Echo said.  She didn’t have the time or the attention span to tell Sage how and why she was wrong.


But all Sage did was shrug.  “Fine, don’t believe me.  Alienate yourself from him and everyone else, but I’ll tell you this.” Sage paused to make sure Echo was listening, and damn it, Echo did lean it, drawn to what the woman might say next.  “I know your game; I know you want me to pursue McQueen.  It would be a fun chase for you to watch.  A chaos of your own creation.  But McQueen is good, and I might be pissed at him, but he is worth it.  I still want him in my life, even if it is as a friend.   You said you don’t let anyone play you, but you just don’t let anyone get close.”


Echo narrow her gaze at Sage, annoyed.  To enjoy the game was one thing, but worse than losing the game was it not being played at all.  “What’s your point?” Echo asked, her voice dark and deadly.


“You don’t let people close enough for them to hurt you.  I might be childish for wishing for a Prince Charming, but you’ve put up thorns so high, no one stands a chance.” Sage nodded, no doubt a feeling superior as she passed on her wealth of knowledge in a simplistic metaphor.  “You should let someone in, Echo, or you’ll die alone in that dark coffins of yours, asleep to the most amazing possibilities in the world.”


Echo kept her face blank through Sage’s speech; ignoring everything she had said, was as good as them not saying it at all.


“And if you and Queenie stay ‘friends,’
I’ll eat my cat.”


◆◆◆
 
It was almost afternoon by the time Echo  entered the house and inside, she deeply breath in the fragrant air of sweat, sex, blood and alcohol.  Home.


Looking left and right, she found all the lights off and not a patron in sight.  Gone were the days they crashed on the floor and left for whenever they awoke.It was a shame, but with the fall-out of the Police raid, people sadly didn’t let loose as much as they used to.  


Shuffling to the stairs, Echo’s ribs ached with every step. Her legs protested all up her calfs and even the arches of her feet cramped.  And that was the minor stuff.  Echo’s stomach felt heavy and her head just wanted to fall on a soft pillow.


The rest of the house continued to be dark and only the lights from the Winter Wing cast an eerie glow.  Echo had never felt the house be so … empty.  Stopping thetop step, Echo hesitated.  She wasn’t stupid to think the Winter Wing’s light were on for no reason.  The customers had gone home, the House had been done for the night hours ago which meant only one thing.


Her family awaited.


Approaching the door, she observed the cold, open room and immediately dropped her arms from around her waist.  Straightening her back despite how it hurt she didn’t even contemplate what she was wearing.  They’d seen her in less than her underwear.


“Girl.  Come.” Was all that was said in greeting.


Archer sat at the head of the table and as Echo entered the room, she saw the rest of her family sat either side.  Again.  Very rarely did the Sins meet like this; all in one room, and now for the second time in a week…


They all wore stony faces and didn’t move to greet her.  They didn’t ask her why she was limping, nor shown concern for her bloody face.  


She didn’t movefrom teh door way; she hadn’t been asked, instead waiting for instruction, like a  maid waiting for her duties.  It stung Echo to her core, but she didn’t let on.  Returning home from the hospital it had all been warm welcoming words and being whole once again with her family.  This time was not the same.


“We were just having a family meeting.” Mara said, speaking down the table, not looking at her.  Instead she closed her eyes and laced her fingers together.  “You would have been invited, but you were nowhere to be found.” There was no anger in Mara's voice, merely saying a fact, like the latest boxing match scores.  Cold.  Distant.  Uncaring.


“I’m sorry Mara  I didn’t-,”


“Don’t apologise girl.” Archer suddenly snapped and Echo jumped,  feeling very, very small.  “Apologising is beneath you.  It means you are lowly and weak.  Are you lowly and weak girl?”


“No.” Echo replied, trying to harden her voice, but she wasn’t sure it worked.


“No. You were raised by us.  You are us.” His fingers twitched, but still he hadn’t raised his voice.  “We will say this only once girl,” A chill went down Echo’s spine and she dared not breath as no one else made a move.  They were all statues, expressionless and immune.


Never had they disciplined her before, individually, sure when Echo wasn’t fast enough delivering a blow, Mara might break a finger.  Or if Echo didn’t hold off her orgasm as Sam commanded, she would be bound and used.  Gala would make the food turn rancid in her stomach or Nic would make her sleep for a few days when he thought she was being particularly annoying, but never had they done it like this: humiliated her in front of all of them as one.


Archers tone left no room for question.  “You are to get in line with the family once and for all. You live to serve us, live to please us and you will die for us as we see fit.” 


Echo looked down and replied meekly.  “Yes Archer.” And that was that.  No extra explanation was needed, and she was dismissed.


Back-stepping, she didn’t stop until her feet hit the stairs.  Trying not to trip, she raced up them, distantly aware they could probably hear her heavy foot falls as she ran.  Her throat burned, and her vision was blurry while she gritted her teeth until she thought they might crack.  Heart thundering, she slammed into her apartment and closed the door behind her.


Twenty-fucking-three!  She was twenty-fucking-three and she was running up to her room like a scared little baby. Chest heaving, she trembled against the door.  She wasn’t good enough.  Her legs weren’t strong enough, her body was too weak, but every wound she’d taken was nothing compared to the stab she felt in the centre of her chest.


Utter humiliation.  Disregard and disgrace.  Echo bit the inside of her cheek absorbing the pain.  Bit down under her teeth clashed together again.  Copper blood swelled in her mouth, but what was one more injury?  Her forehead thumped on the door of her apartment as she couldn’t think… couldn’t process.  What had just happened?


“Oh, good you’re finally back.”  


Nails down a black board, the electrical buzz from a faulty socket, hell, even the sound of a silver fork across a china plate would have been more pleasant than that of Anna- fucking- McQueen. 


 “I wanted to go out again tonight.  You’re taking me.  Not that place you took us too before though.  That club… I don’t remember much.” Anna totter to Echo’s wardrobe helping herself again.  “I want to see Canice.  Does he go out drinking?  Silly question.  He loves to socialise at the pub.  He would go all the time with his mates.  I’m sure he’ll go to the local hole near the station.” Still she prattled on and Echo’s hands clenched into fists.


“Shut the fuck up you bimbo-headed twat!” She shrieked.  “Just shut it.”


But Anna wasn’t one to understand the simplest of demands.  “What?  What has your panties in a twist?  Jesus.” Tutting and fluffing her hair, Anna continued.  “So, I need to fit in with Canice’s crowd.  I need to be… the woman he wants.  The woman he’d expect.” She applied some lipstick which Echo noticed through her rage, was hers.  “I’ll look for apartments sometime next week, maybe the week after that.  I’m sure we’ll be moving in together soon enough, maybe somewhere near the old heritage sites-,”


Fingers dug into flesh and a yelp bleated from Anna lips as Echo literally dragged her across the room.  One heel of Anna’s shoe broke, causing her to teeter to one side, but Echo didn’t slow her pace.  Wrenching the door back open, she threw Anna down the flight of stairs hoping she’d fly head-over-heels, but as luck would have it Anna keep her footing.  A look of complete shock was the last thing Echo saw before she slammed the door shut.


Fucking bitch.  Stupid fucking bitch, Echo thought.  She was a leech, sucking anything and everything up that she could and now, now it was affecting Echo’s life.  Her family.  She was done!  Done with the McQueen’s, done with breaking any podiums.  Just done.


She would prove herself.  She would prove her worth!




XVI

McQueen took his time in the morning and so he went to church and prayed; for what he wasn’t sure: guidance?  Knowledge?  Reprieve?  Hunched in his coat; he’d felt cold as he took his seat in the church.  The painted ceiling looked down on him judging, and though the sense he wasn’t alone had dissipated, he still felt isolated.


He was a cheater; not in flesh, but the blood that pumped through his heart that no longer belonged to Anna.  His soul no longer sort for her as it once did and thus he was a traitor to his vows, and begged God for his forgiveness.


           Yet, after sitting for far too long, hoping for a miracle in his life, McQueen withdrew.  He left as confused and hurt as he had entered; finding for the first time he had no solace, no answers and no strength.


He’d tried calling Sage in the morning with no avail, even sending a text to ask if he could explain, but it never got a response.  His gut hollowed at the thought of what Echo could have said to Sage; what twisted lies she might have spun. Frustrated, he knew she’d say something to throw his life into more turmoil.  Despite all the aid he’d given, McQueen didn’t know what he felt towards Echo: pity for the state she was in, anger for what she said and did.  Could he even dare hope she could change anymore …?


Shaking his head at such a stupid fantasy, he climbed the stairs into the station, ready to bury his head in anything that distracted him for his personal life.
◆◆◆
 
Sleet had fallen over night and despite multiple search teams, Johnny had yet to be found.  


Twenty-four hours had passed, and the clock had almost run out.  The longer it took, the more likely they’d be looking for a corpse.  McQueen didn’t feel any closer to solving Wendell’s case and arriving at the station that morning, seeing the mass of paperwork that scattered his desk, he hadn't felt better.


He started with Cassi’s preliminary findings on the drugs compound first, regardless of the fact it looked like an art piece, rather than a report to him.  She’d written about her lack of progress with what it was made off and how the organic structure was confusing at best. 


 Hale had therefore begun talking with the Narcotics Unit as he’d arrived, but they were putting him through the ringer.  McQueen could see the thick vain in his partner’s forehead pulsating with anger as he suddenly, with force slammed the phone down, seething through his teeth.  “Bloody useless!” He snapped.


“What?  What happened?” McQueen asked closing Cassi’s report.


Hale waved a dismissive hand at the phone in disgust.  “They’re saying we’ve been hooked by the Boggy-man and to stop asking so many questions.” He spat, rocking back on his chair,running his interlocked fingers over his bladed head, giving it a scrub.  He didn’t look pleased, but there was also a hint of fear.  Whatever the Narco-Unit had said, he believed them.


“There’s a rumour of these blue sweets.  People have heard of them, even sworn they could get some, but every time the lead falls through.  They’ve never been seen, or touched, or ever found on a junky; dead or alive.” Hale huffed, but began tapping his pen between his fingers.  If anything, it was a sure sign he was thinking this all through.  “According to the guys in Narco,’ every time they think they’re getting close to a bust, the rat turns up empty handed or dead.  The Unit Chief has all but banned any and all future investigation of the stuff.  To them, it doesn’t exist.”


McQueen shook his head.  “But we have the actual drug?  Doesn’t that count for something?” But Hale was already shaking his head too.  “Well, what do they call it anyway?  This mysterious drug?”


“It’s a pansy of a name and by the sounds of it, it was a tossup of what to call in.   The guys figured it was best to call it after something that would never to be found, Unicorn farts was one, but they stuck with a more orthodox choice.  Pixie Dicks - or Dixie for sort.” Hale snorted.  Shaking his head, he stretched out, his pen still ticking in his fingers.  “But if it is this drug we’ve found, they’ll be all over us to get information on it.  For now, keep its existence under wraps.  We don’t need the Narco’ Police barging in on the case with no regards for the missing or dead kids.” Hale ordered.


“Agreed.  Plus, it’s likely Narco’ would overlook small children.  If they were street kids or urchins, they might try to help them more than arrest them.” Grabbing the phone, McQueen called Cassi.


She quickly agreed, and pulled all files that involved a drug called Dixie, even going on to confirm that the three other victims had the drug in their system.  It was good, meaning all their cases were linked.  Cassi didn’t say goodbye as she hung up, too busy thinking and running all the possibilities though her mind.  McQueen liked her for that.


He’d just started to bring up the data bank to research Dixie, when Ramirez strolled over with a cup of tea for McQueen and a coffee for Hale.  “Morning McQueen.  Hale.  How’s the case going?”


“Slow.” McQueen smiled half-heartedly, but wasn’t that always the way?


Ramirez nodded but smiled, “Well maybe this will help.  The families of the friends of Johnny Bell are here.” He indicated over his shoulder and McQueen saw the long line of kids and parents trailing into one of their small conference rooms. “I thought you might have forgotten you’d asked them to come, you know, with everything that’s been going on.”


McQueen cringed and didn’t dare look at Hale. “Yes, it’s been… some interesting few days.  But yes, yes I’ll talk to them now. Thank you, Ramirez.”


His one achievement from the previous day, before Anna and then Echo descended on him, was contacting all Johnny Bell’s friends.  A parent or guardian had to be present, but McQueen informed them it was a time sensitive matter and excuses wouldn’t be accepted.  Most of the parents had grumbled about short notice, long distance, or the other plans they’d pre-made, but really, they didn’t have choice. Children saw more than they let on.


Thus, not five minutes after Ramirez informed him, he walked into the small conference room and was greeted by hostile adults and bright-eyed children.  Hale told McQueen to go ahead while he worked on finding a lead on Dixie.  He also said he’d catch up with Armstrong and see where his team was at.  McQueen was happy to leave that job up to him.


“Hello.” McQueen made sure to smile at the kids as he entered the room.  They were who he needed to warm towards.  “I’m Detective McQueen, thank you for coming in.” He pulled a spare chair in front of the group and sat.


“Not that we had a choice.” A man grumbled from the back.


“Hush Barrie.” A woman next to him scolded before passing a forced, apologetic smile McQueen’s way.  He nodded in thinks.


“What’s this about?” Another impatient mother asked, jostling a new-born on her lap.  “I assume it had something to do with the Bell boy.  Are our children in danger?”


McQueen smiled encouragingly at her, before looking at the parents in total.  “I can’t give any details of the Bell case at the moment; however, I do wish to speak with your children.  I have some questions and yes, it does involve Johnny Bell.” 


A collective movement of nervous glances swept over the parents and McQueen could sense the fear.  He also didn’t fail to notice that the kid’s eyes were moving back and forth between the adult already, no doubt picking up most of the conversation.


“Where’s Johnny gone?” One kid pipped up, starting the ball rolling.


“Yer, you going to find him?” Another asked.


McQueen looked at the parents but they each looked as terrified as the next.  Apparently, it was a topic of conversation they’d been avoiding.  “I am trying to find him, but I need the help of some very cleaver children.  I know that you all want to find you friend, so this way you can help by helping me.  Would you all like to help?” McQueen was pleased to see a round of eager nods.  “Okay.  So, I first need to know if you’ve seen anyone strange.  Anyone new who you've never played with before?”


But to McQueen’s dismay, the kids stayed quiet.  They fidgeted, and one was even picking his nose while looking at the ceiling.  So much for the eager nods, so he took a breath, his mind rattling with ideas, until one amazingly simple thought popped up. “Does anyone want a lollipop?”


Five minutes later, each kid was happily munching on lollipops that McQueen had snagged from Reception.  He’d waited until there was sugar syrup an inch around their mouths before trying again.  “I guess we really like sugar sweets, huh? Did any of you see someone give Johnny any sweets? Little blue ones?”


“Oh yes.  Me, I did.” A little girl in pigtails eagerly answered.  She was licking her lolly like a delicate lady, but still had it all round her mouth.  McQueen worried for her hair.  “Johnny would show them off all the time.”


A cold chill went through McQueen.  “Did he ever give you any of these sweets?”


“No.” The girl answered shaking her head, getting some hair stuck on the lolly just as he feared.  “He just liked to show them to us.”


“He was mean.” The boy next to herhuffed.  He’d finished his lolly and eyed the bowl for his next one.  “He wouldn’t share.  He was mean and stupid and no one liked him.” 


“You shouldn’t say awful things about a friend.” A quiet father said to his boy, but a boisterous woman - his mother - overruled him.


“Shut up Lace, James isn’t wrong.  If Johnny Bell was mean to our son, he can say so.  Besides, we all know Johnny was a …troubled child.”


“Troubled, Mrs…?” McQueen asked, growing suspicious.


“Mrs Roger.” She smiled, battering her eyelashes. “Yes. Johnny was a troubled child.  His parents, the Bells, they were… having problems.” McQueen could tell this was ‘that mum.’  The one who lived for gossip; who knew everyone’s business and made it her priority to make it known she knew.  


He nodded for her to continue and of course, she didn’t hesitate. “Mr. Bell is a late-night drinker and Mrs Bell wasn’t best pleased. He would come home well after six, drunk and would try to make up for it with kisses in the morning. But I told Mary, I told her not to fall for it; what George was up too would only get worse.”


“Gellie?” Another mum hissed displeased with Mrs Roger’s gossip, but the woman didn’t stop.


“There was divorce on the horizon.” Mrs Rogers nodded, pleased with her own detective skills.  “Johnny had stopped coming for play dates, and I know for a fact the school was concerned Johnny was becoming distant and detached.”


McQueen wondered where Mrs Roger had heard that information, but it would explain how someone could worm their way closer to Johnny.  Alone and frustrated, he would have been perfect to be whisk away on the promise of more sweets and a better life.  “You think the prospect of divorce was keeping Johnny distant?” McQueen mused over the idea.


“The Bells are loving parents.” One mum came to the defence.  “They ardour their boys… But times have been hard.  I know George was having stress at work and they cut Mary’s hours at the post Office.  It’s easy to see they might have had trouble.”


“And what about Johnny and Mitch?  Apart from being distant, did any one notice anything else about the boys?” McQueen looked back to the children who seemed much more engaged in the conversation.


“Johnny didn’t play with us anymore.  Mitch still did.  He was fun.” The girl with the pigtail spoke up again.


“Yer, Johnny had a new friend.  He gave Johnny those sweets an wouldn’t share.” The boy, Lance spoke out.  He’d nabbed another lolly and was quickly devouring that one too.


McQueen heart beat a little faster. “He did? Can you describe the new friend?  Was it an man or a woman?”


But to McQueen’s surprise, Lace wrinkled his nose, “It wasn’t an adult.  It was a boy.  He was older, like my brother Matt.” McQueen looked to the Dad stood behind who conformed their other son, Matt was eleven.


Eleven. Their kidnapper was an eleven-year-old boy.  Cassi had been right. No one suspected children as drug pushers.  Seeing extra kids at a playground didn’t raise suspicion because that was where they were meant to be.  


McQueen's brain ticked off one question after another: who did these children work for, how where they kept in line, how did they obtain these sweets and most of all, where did they go at the end of the day?


Of course, the children with him now wouldn’t know these things, so he stayed on task.  


“He wore all black.” The girl said when McQueen asked for a description.  “And he had long hair and he was dirty. Very dirty. And he smelled really bad.” She concluded with a sniff like the boy had offended her.


“He’s not that dirty.” One child spat. “And he doesn’t smell.” This little boy, McQueen noted, had been quiet through the whole interview and had only whispered a thank you after he received his lollypop.


“You’ve met him?” McQueen asked, not daring to look at the Father in case he could read his sudden intrigue and fear.


The kid, seeing he was the centre of attention, shrunk back quickly. “Just… just once.”


“What did he say to you?” McQueen leant forward but held back his eagerness.  “Did he give you anything?” But the boy clamped up.


“Pete.” His Dad stressed, “What are you doing talking to strangers?” The was a hitch of panic in his voice.


“He’s not a stranger dad.  He’s nice.  He played with me when everyone else runs away.” 


McQueen saw as the rest of the adults shift uncomfortably.  No parent liked hearing their child was a bully, but McQueen wasn’t at a parent-teacher conference.  He had a much more important job to do so he stayed focused on the boy, begging for any information.


“And he said he knew Johnny?  Did the three of you play together before Johnny went missing?” McQueen asked.  The dad had crouched down and hugged his son furiously with one arm.  “Have you seen him today? Or yesterday?”


“I-… I dunno.” Pete mumbled, tears in his eyes and he clutched his dad furiously.  “When we went to the park.” The boy mumbled into his Dad’s jacket.  Everyone was watching him now and Pete was on the brink of hysterics.


McQueen’s heart sadden at the sight of the boys fear.  As a child, he had always been outgoing at school, something he put down to his future wife.  However, McQueen could remember when he was interviewed by police; first when his Da left and then again with Shauna… It was scaring having someone ask you intence questions and hadn’t been nice then; it probably still wasn’t nice now.  Nevertheless, this was a witness who not only knew who might have kidnapped Johnny, but it could be a lead them to where Johnny had been taken.


“We went yesterday.” The dad answered, growing pale.  “I took him and his sister to the park after school.  We have a dog that always needs walking…” But that father trailed off, the full force of the situation coming to his attention.


Crouching closer to the boy, McQueen remained calm but looked to the father.  “What park was it?” He asked, but the father was stumped, the name not coming to his bewildered mind.  “Was it Warping Woods?”


As a detective, he should never lead a witness with answers like that.  If the witness didn’t know the name, he was meant to wait, or find evidence that gave the answer.  But McQueen could feel the clock ticking in the back of his skull.  He’d had one too many coincidencesin in this case and he was willing the bet on another.


“Yes… That’s the park. It’s on the way home…” The father paled and a few of the other parents drew in a breath as they recognised the park name themselves.


Turning his gaze to Pete, McQueen asked a question he’d been dreading.  “I need to know if the boy gave you anything, Pete?  Any sweeties like he did Johnny?”Pete had to only be about five years old and he was frozen in panic, his eyes shifted to his Dad as any child would when in trouble.


Looking the boy over, Pete was wearing a t-shirt and grubby jeans, the pockets flat and empty, but his puffy coat sat in the pile with the others.  Plenty of pockets to hid things in. “Did he give you them and tell you to keep them a secret?” McQueen asked, already moving to the coat pile.


But still Pete didn’t say anything. “Please, Pete?” His dad smiled at his son encouragingly, “Give them to the Detective. You won’t be in trouble, I promise.” Tears streamed down the boy’s face as he slowly, with a shaking hand, pointed at his snow jacket.  


Anxiously, McQueen plucked it from the pile and dug in the pockets, finding three lumps.  He held his breath as he passed them from one hand to another and sighed, relieved when he saw all three sweets were intact and uneaten.


“Thank you, Pete.” McQueen smiled at the boy.  “You’re really brave.” Looking to the rest of the group, he held up the sweets, the old fashion wax paper crinkled, and the blue underneath shone through.  “If you find your children with any of these sweets, take them straight away and please bring it here to the station.”


“Why?  What are they?” Mrs Roger’s asked squeezing her son’s hand hard enough he flinched.


“They are… not good.  The kidnappers use them to lure Johnny away.  I’m sorry, I must get these to the lab, but thank you for all your help.  If you have any more information, please don’t hesitate to call.”


McQueen ushered the families out and wasn’t surprised to find Pete and his father the last to leave.  “My boy, is he going to be ok?” The dad asked carrying his son as he sobbed into his shoulder.


“I’m not certain.” McQueen answered honestly and looked at Pete who hid his face further.  Johnny had one whole sweet and two wrappers, while Pete had three whole sweets.  Three seems to be the magic number… 


“Pete, have you eaten any of these sweets?” and after a heartbeat, Pete shook his head, releasing a little more air from McQueen's tight chest.  “Without giving too much information, your son should be ok.  He hasn’t digested anything, which is a good sign.  If I were you though, I would take your son to the hospital and ask them to check his blood.  If there are any traces of narcotics in his system, please do call us.”


The father’s breath hitched before nodding.  “Thank you, I will.” He made to leave but turned back around at the last second.  “You’re going to find these kids?  The one endangering our families?” He asked.  “We try, you know, as parents, to warn them, but… children drugging other children?”


And McQueen felt the same chill at such a horror.  “I understand your worry Sir, and I can assure you it is of my greatest concern.  I’ll be informing officers of the situation and stationing them around the woods.  We will attempt to catch these kids, spearing no expense.”


The dad nodded, seemingly pleased with McQueen reply when a small, hushed voice spoke up through layers of clothing.  “You not find them.”


“Pardon?” McQueen asked, stepping around the father so he could see Pete’s snot covered face.


“You not find them.” He repeated.  “He told me no Elders allowed.  That Johnny was loving it and there was no rules.” Pete swallowed her and sniffed loudly.  “No rules.  He said no  Elders were allowed and we could have all the sweets we want.  That’s what he said.  he said i woudl love it there.” Pete’s voice was barely a whisper by the time he  finished; exhausted from crying.


“I’m sure that’s not true son.  Besides, you’d miss home and who would make your toast in the morning?” The dad tried to encourage, but the full force of how close he had been to losing his son started the weigh on him.


“The police are very smart Pete.  I’m sure we’ll fine him and Johnny.” McQueen continued, but Pete was shaking his head adamantly.


“He said they have loads of kids from everywhere.  They play all day and never have a bedtime.” Pete sniffed hard.  “I like bedtime.  Mummy reads me a story.” Pete’s dad heaved his chest, catching a sob before it got out; both of them couldn’t break down in floods of tears.


“Yes.  Yes, you do.  Come on Pete, let’s go home and you can tell Mummy which story you’d like tonight.” The dad was silently crying now, his arms shaking, but Pete didn’t seem to mind.  He was almost asleep, and with thanks, the father left.


◆◆◆
 
Sitting back at his desk, McQueen rubbed the small wax-paper sheet between his fingers and contemplated all he’d learned.


They – whoever they were - struck at the lonely kids, swaying them with a lawless society and freedom. Drugs entice them, masked as sweets, making them dependant.  Then, the kids stay missing until something happens to them.  He couldn’t say for certain they were killed because so far, they’d only found four bodies, but McQueen didn’t hold high hopes.  There were dozens of missing kids and nowhere in this town was big enough to hide them.  Plus, there was still a few missing puzzle pieces too, the top one on McQueen’s list being: why where the the kids they had killed?


Leaning back, McQueen pulled a pair of latex gloves from his draw and unrolled a sweet.  Carefully, he took a closer look at the wax paper.  It was a dull matt and you could see the crease lines where the paper had been folded or crumpled.  It was yellow with age, but McQueen couldn’t figure out if it was authentic or just due to how it was made.


The phone rang twice before Cassi answered.  “Yes, hello?”


“Cassi, it’s me again.  What did you find out about the wrap for the drug?  The waxy paper?” He asked, holding the paper up to his desk light.


“Oh, I sent you the report yesterday, it should be on your desk.” McQueen paled as he looked at the masses of folders strewn over the desktop.


“Could you give it to me over the phone?” McQueen asked cheekily.


“Uhrrr… sure.” The was a slight rustling over the phone but eventually Cassi huffed a breath, looking over her notes.  “The paper is a mix of newsprint, parchment and other sources of writing supplies.  There are traces of a lot of inks, which makes me think the paper is recycled.  No doubt it is mushed up, mixed with some wax and dried flat” The phone scrambled lightly as Cassi turned to the next page.  “I had problems identifying the wax substance though.  It’s not beeswaxes or made from tree nuts.  I was thinking fat from an animal, but now we’re thinking the kidnappers are children, that seems a bit complex…” Cassi trailed off and McQueen could hear her mumble something about maybe a false positive on the scans.


“I’ve got some more sweets you can test: three more.  Could you run a trace and see what else you can find?” McQueen asked.  Even brick dust or several types of clay would identify what area of they might be looking in.


“Of course, McQueen. Excellent thinking. Send them over and I’ll have a look.”


“Thank you, Cassi.” McQueen said and got a distant reply before he put the phone down.


Picking up the drug again, he added ‘children’ too his train of thought.  A well organised group, in need of children. They could be using them as slaves; forcing them to create this Dixie drug and the wax paper to distribute into the city… but McQueen quickly dismissed that. 


If they were distributing, they would have an epidemic and the Narcotics department wouldn’t think it was a hoax. They only gave the sweets to other children they were trying to kidnap; but then what?  A thought struck McQueen and he tried to remember what Pete had said ‘and we could have all the sweets we want.’ So, the sweets were used to keep the children in line, that was plausible, but again McQueen was stumped about the why…?


It could be child trafficking… but again McQueen didn’t buy it.  Wendell, at the age of six, was perfect for what the black-market called, ‘White Gold’: long blonde hair, pale white skin and stunning blue eyes.  She would have made hundreds of thousands on a single sale, but instead she grew up on the street, malnourished and addicted to Dixie, wound up pregnant, beaten to death.


“What the hell do they want these children for?” McQueen felt like a child trying to force a square peg through a round hole.  He just wasn’t getting it.  But someone else does, his traitorous mind whispered.


McQueen thought back to that fateful day when Echo had first spoken the name Wapping Woods.  He remembered how sullen she’d become and how her wicked smile hadn’t reached her eyes.  He’d happily ignored her rapid mood swing then, but now he wondered if he’d made a mistake.  What had she said; ‘When I was…’  was what?  Could it be possible Echo was about to say there?  When she was there, she had experienced the horrors of the kidnapping ring?  Been forced to make a drug, with no bedtime?


McQueen suddenly laughed at such an idea.  It wasn’t possible.  Echo was alive, here and now and hadn’t been reported missing, nor was she addicted to little blue sweets.  But as McQueen spent the next few hours mulling over every angle and every bit of information he knew, his couldn’t stop glancing at his phone.  He knew he was being silly, but it was like an idea he just couldn't ignore.  Even if there were a slight possibility...  


Instead, he called the officers on duty at the park, asking if they’d seen anything.  Most said no, with only one saying he’d caught a drunk peeing in the flower beds, but otherwise nothing. Their presence was going nowhere and the more McQueen thought about what Echo had said, the more his resolve broke down.


She probably didn’t know anything and even if she did, it wasn’t like she’d tell him. Besides after what she pulled with Sage; he didn’t want to speak to the she-devil.  She’d just mess him around; play him a fool.  This wasn’t a case he could waste time on following half cocked leads and ghost stories.


He picked up the phone, and then put it down again, before picking it up and tapping in the first few didgets, before he stopped and put down the phone.  


“Damn it.” He snarled.  “Damn her.” 


Grabbing his coat, McQueen walked out the door, cursing every step he took in the direction he didn’t want to go.




XVII

Alone in her apartment, Echo had paced across the front window ranting in her head about how stupid she’d been.  She should have been here.  She should have known that her family might test her once she came back.  She’d been weak; fallen prey to someone else and  barely got out alive.  Her family wouldn't have someone so powerless as their ward.


        Stopping mid stride, Echo caught glimpse of her swollen hands.  Outstretched in front of her, she watched them trembled  like quivering flowers, do delicate, so fragile… she wasn’t fragile! 


          Taking breath, Echo remembered through times like this before; times when her family had been displeased.  She remembered being ignored for weeks when she’d been distracted by other sinister projects they considered mediocre.  She’d clawed her way back into their graces and learnt  to take their punishment as advice.  She had to wait for them to forgive her and do as they say.


        This time was no different.  She must work hard, make sure they all knew she was here for them ready and willing to do anything.  “I am one of them.” Echo said to herself in the mirror, her voice hard as it echoed in the bathroom. 


       Sweeping her hair back with a sigh, she took in a full, unobstructed view of her face and cringed.  She didn’t look like a peach; more like a dying avocado, and if anything, it was getting worse.   A few blows had caught her face, her once blue bruises where puffy and seeping into dirty yellows and greens.  A black eye was glowing, and a lovely shiner covered her jaw.  Her hands was swollen, her back ached and her ribs prevented any extravagant movements.  She was going to be more of a deterrent than an asset in the House tonight. 


         Cringing again, Echo imagined it: her family wanting drinks, testing her resolve tonight, but her ugly face and broken body would fail her.  She couldn’t hold anything or do anything at speed.  How was she to join her family tonight if all she did was send people screaming?


“Ok, let’s try this again.” She ordered herself and was proud to say her backbone solidified into an iron rod.


Plucking up the concealer, Echo clenched her teeth as she rolled it painfully across her skin, going over the same bruises three times just to make sure nothing showed through.  Traitorous tears rolled down her face, but she ignored them.  Tears were no excuse to her family; a little pain was nothing.  


They could cause everlasting pain if they so chose and Echo would not give them any reason to.  She was theirs tonight. Realising a steading breath, she picked up her powder and dabbed her skin.  Plumes of pale dust clouded the air, but Echo kept going, covering the bruises, coving the truth; covering her skin like a fine armour.  Once she looked like herself, nothing could hurt her.


When her face was flawless, highlighted and contoured, the last job was just her signature blood red lips.  It wasn’t her amour but her weapon.  With a silver tongue and a wicked smile; her red lips made her powerful.  It made her strong.  It made her confident.


Twisting the stick to the right height, she hesitated for a second, taking in her immaculate face.  You never knew what was under someone’s skin, the secrets and the story they wanted to hide...


With a steady hand, with her heart in her hand, Echo painted her lips with a smile.  She could do this.  She was Echo- fucking- Headly and she was the one and only ward to the Seven Deadly Sins.  She was theirs, as they were hers and nothing could take that away from her.


◆◆◆
 
Echo rubbed her rose red lips together when a heavy blow shook her door.  Ignoring the need to check she looked perfect, Echo walked over, her heels clicking along the way and a sway in her hips.  Damn, was she ready for tonight. 


Pulling open the door, Echo made sure she scowled, unimpressed with whomever disturbs her?  Who dare think she had time to waste?  Yet Echo hid her shock as she came face to face with a seductive couple enjoying each other’s bodies.


“Yes?”  She asked, but there was no disdain in her voice.  If anything, she hoped she sounded inviting.


“Hello beautiful.” The woman said, eyeing Echo as her man grazed his lips down her neck.  “We were invited…” She trailed off her eyes rolling in her head.  “… can we come in?” 


Stepping over the threshold, the Latino goddess prowled forward in a blazing red dress that clung to every curve.  Her hair was slung low down her back and she had perfect milky coffee skin with dark, smouldering eyes that promised a delight. “You are not the one who invited us?” She asked her rich, exotic accent curled around Echo’s mind.


“I’m your better offer.” Echo found herself saying, pleased to see a spark of interest in the woman’s eyes.  The only person who might have invited them was Anna, so Echo made a metal note of her infidelity...


No. Echo bit her nails into the palm of her hands, casting away whatever stupid pet-project she was about to create.  She didn’t care anymore, let Mrs. McQueen cheat, she was digging her own grave anyway, she didn’t need Echo’s help.


“Where did you go pretty girl?” A thick, warm Russian accent dragged Echo back to the present. A very sexy, enjoyable presents which she was wasting.  


The man had moved in front of Latino Goddess and as she undressed him with her teeth, he cupped Echo’s face.  She followed the smooth plains of his muscular chest while her eyes were drawn downwards to opened jeans and a mouth-watering site.  She hitched a smile.


“I was wondering what you’d done to ever deserve me?” She whispered stepping closer and allowing her hands to wander.


“Isn’t that the other way around?” The Latino asked, but Echo cast her a half-coked smile and allowed her fingers to run through the Russian’s hair, pulling him close.


Just as their foreheads touched, Echo allowed her ruby red lips to whisper against his, feeling their shallow breath mix. “No. I meant exactly what I said.” And Echo brought their lips together, eager to prove her words true.


“I think we all deserve a treat, no?” The Russian teased pulling apart and moving to stand behind Echo.  He made light work of her dress zipper, kissed down her neck as her dress was tugged to the floor.  Echo, not one to be greedy, expertly pulled the red dress off the Latino goddess, leaving all three in their underwear, all breathing heavily.


Lips and tongues danced over skin and Echo felt electricity ripple up her spine as she became increasingly sensitive.  Heavy, male fingers trailed under her underwear, causing Echo to gasp, while long nails gripped her hips pulling the two women closer as the friction built. Slipping one hand behind her, feeling for the iron rod that pulsated against her back, Echo caressed the mounds of flesh in front, drawing a groan from them both.


“You taste so sweet.” The woman moaned against Echo’s lips as she squeezed.  “So good.” 


“I don’t disappoint.” Echo answered, feeling her earlier worries wash away as the pleasure took hold.


Stumbling across the floor, the three of them collapsed onto Echo’s couch, the woman falling to sit first, spreading her legs wide, while Echo knelt between them.  The male stooped behind Echo and didn’t let his fingers stray for a minute.  Hands on her knees, Echo kissed along the inside of the Latino’s leg, licks and sucking the sensitive spots.  


Her own knees spread wide, the Russian was taking his sweet time, making sure to arouse every inch of her.  Sucking on the back of her neck, he bite down lightly, leaving a soft mark before moving onto another spot.  Each time he took a bite, Echo felt her body respond wanting more.


“Looks to me, someone has been through the wars.” He said as he licked around her bruises, pushing hard enough Echo panted at the pain but softly enough she groaned for more.


“What doesn’t kill you, makes you stronger.” she gasped. 
"Isn't that so." The Russian breathed as his free hands stroaked down Echo's front. 


The Latino gripped the couch behind her, knees shaking as Echo’s fingers mirrored the Russians; every touch, every twist, every push until she thought her own body might buckle from the pressure  and Echo could feel how close she was.  A pulse pounded through her body and she could hear her mind begging for more.  It was then that the Latino curled her body in release and groaned, a stream of ‘fucks,’ ‘yes’ and ‘motherfucker’ flowing from her mouth.  Echo smiled as she silently took in the praise.


“You have served my Camila well.” The Russian purred in Echo’s ear and she whined as he removed his fingers, but panted heavily as she felt him move into position from behind.  With anticipation, she opened herself to him, eager for her own reward.  “I will thank you for pleasing my girl.”  He wrapped a hand around each of her elbows for leverage and Echo curved her spine, ready.


“Yes, yes, yes…” She whispered to herself, her eyes closed and her body shook while on her keens with raw pleasure as he pushed against her opening.  He went slow, allowing her to feel every inch and Echo threw back her head as he hit home.  “So-… good,” She purred, arching more and tilting her head to the sky.  


In hindsight, she shouldn’t have done that, nor closed her eyes, but that was why hindsight is a bitch.


Without warning there was a tightness around her throat.  Eyes snapping open, Echo’s hands automatically tried to dig into the material currently looped around her neck, but the Russian gave no slack.  If anything, he gripped her elbows tighter and quickened his pace.  


Camila – who last had been bathing in her own aftermath – now looped the red silk belt from her red dress around Echo’s neck.  It wasn’t cutting off her breathing yet, but Echo could feel a pounding behind her eyes and the flush that had crept onto her face.


“Look at me.” Camila cooed, crouching close to Echo face.  “Look at me.”


Echo groaned as the pressure in her lower abdomen built, her body useless to hold back the pleasure spiralling in her flesh.  She gasped as just the right spot was hit but was cut short as the red silk belt tightened and her throat closed.  She twisted her entire body in a knee-jerk reaction to get free, but the Russian still held on tight.


Looking at Camila again, Echo felt the first stab of fear penetrate her lustful haze as she caught the look of excitement cloud the Latino’s eyes.  The silk was loosened again, and Echo took a lung full of air.  She tried to speak, her mouth forming words, but her body betrayed her as the Russian again upped his pace, sending her spinning.


“Oh baby, I think you’ve got her.” Camila whispered, gripping Echo’s chin so she was once again looking up.  “She’s so close.”


Echo couldn’t say she was wrong, she felt every nerve ending on fire and if she let go, she’d be there, but doubt screamed at her not too.  The silk belt shifted around her throat again and the warning bells flared as she started to feel more than a little dizzy. Erotic asphyxiation was in her repertoire but there was a time and a place.  “Who-… who are you?” She gasped, looking Camila in the eyes.  “Who-….  Ugh,” She groaned.  “Who invited you?”


Camila grasped the ends of the silk belt and smiled, the truth shining from the gleam in her eyes.  “I’m Camila and my stud of a man is Vadim” And the belt began to tighten.  


Echo felt her airway close off again and she trashed, panic soaking her veins.  She raged against Vadim’s hold twisting her body left and right, but he was oblivious to her attempts.  She was at his mercy and Camila only laughed, pulling tighter and tighter.  Choking… they were choking her… Why?  …


"We are honoured guests in this house."  Camila answered as the last rational thought that flitted through Echo's mind.    


Without a second thought, she pushed all her energy into that one leg, her foot flat on the floor and shot her body forward.  One arm slipped free of Vadim's grasp, while the top of her head collided with Camila’s face.  Blood spirted from the Latino’s nose and she let out a gurgled scream and then did Vadim wake from his lustful haze.  


“Camila!” He cried, letting go of Echo, allowing her to collapse in a heap.


Coughing a splutter, Echo yanked the red belt from her neck and crawled further away.  Her head ached, and she might have a bit of Camila’s blood in her hair, but that was nothing compared to the rest of her body.  All her muscles ached, and what little adrenalin she had was now nothing but fumes.


Glancing back at her attackers, Camila appeared dazed and Vadim inspected her face with a look a of wrath.  “Cyka!” He screamed, his angry gaze snapping over.  Echo didn’t know Russian, but she didn’t want to learn more.


Hustling up, Echo hesitated, and that hesitation coast her.  Her first thought had been to run for the door, run to safety, but in that split second, she heard the word ‘coward’ whispered in her ear and she’d stopped.  


By the time she got moving again, a hand grasped her hair and she was propelled into the door, rather than through it.  She narrowly missed breaking her own nose, but she was flying backwards before she could be thankful.  Slamming into the bed was her only saving grace – the soft matrass saving her – before she collapsed onto the floor. Heavy footfalls resonated behind her and she begged her body to move, to get up, but whatever ribs had been bruised before, were now cracked and if Echo thought she’d been struggling for air before, it was nothing compared to now.


“Hurry up and finish the bitch.” Camila snarled, holding a hand over her bleeding nose.  It seemed she wasn’t one to get her hands dirty, happy to watch her man draw the last dying breath from Echo’s lungs.


Flipping her, Vadim took the more traditional approach and sat on her chest, wrapping two strong hands around her throat and squeezed.  Lashing out she swiped at his face drawing three red lines across his cheek, but it was the fourth nail that swiftly gouged at his eye that did this trick.  


Reeling back, Vadim screamed, and Echo sucked down some sweet, sweet air.  Kicking her legs, she tried to dislodge him, but he was a big, meaty guy- a lot of which was muscle.  What precious seconds she’s gained, she quickly lost as he renewed his efforts.


Eyes darting around, Echo pulled on every bit of knowledge Mara had ever taught her; every pressure point, every breakable bone, every-which-way out of a choke hold.  The lessons came in thick and fast.


Striking out hard using the heel of her hand , Echo smashed it against Vadim’s forehead.  Blunt, but surprisingly effective at disorientation, it jostle the brain inside the skull.  Hard enough it could have caused a concussion which was what Echo wanted to achieve, but she only struck hard enough that Vadim’s grip slackened slightly.  She didn’t stop though, striking repeatedly anywhere she could reach.  It was annoying more than helpful, but Echo was panicking now.  As she tried in vein  to break his hold, he smashed his own fist into her jaw.


Echo felt her head loll as darkness crept over the edge of her vision.  Distantly she heard Vadim speak, his voice coming from down long tunnel.  “This is for Camila you bitch.”  The pressure in her lungs built again, her vision a grey tunnel and Echo wouldn’t be surprised if she had burst blood vessels behind her eyes.


Fifty seconds.  She estimated she had less than fifty seconds before she was be dead…forty-six, forty-five,fourty-four… more time.  She needed more time...


Suddenly, like warm rain on a summer’s day, Echo felt splashes of liquid across her face while the rich smell of copper rushed up her nose.  Fingers loosened around her neck and air pooled back into her lungs.  She didn’t question it, didn’t stop to see what had happened until her back-hit wall and her vision had returned.  Surprised, she found herself face to face with Jacob.


“Breath Echo.  Breath.” He told her, rubbing her arms and levelling his gaze with hers.  Blinking, Echo tried to make sense of what she was seeing.  Jacob’s pristine white suit was splattered with blood, as well as his silver hair and milky skin were also covered.


Glancing around his frame, Echo could see Vadim collapsed on the floor beside her bed, a river of blood seeping from a head wound.  Shattered across the floor lay a Chinese vase Echo had once stolen, the ceramic powder still falling through the air.  


Running a hand over her face Echo winced as she felt every bruise flare to life.  “What-… what happened?” She asked, her voice as hushed whisper and her eyes continued to dance around the room.


Jacob gave her a hand, which she took, and he began to pull her to her feet.  “Nothing to worry about.  Mr. Vadim here just took a nasty fall.” Jacob brushed off, and continued to support Echo, even after she was fully stood.  “Come.  You need to leave.  This House isn’t safe for you anymore.” He ordered and though Echo nodded, she didn’t move.


“What… what about the other one?” She asked, her back glued to the wall.


Jacob frowned and looked back to Vadim.  “What other?  There was only one when-,” With a gurgled chock, Jacob cut off and as he fell to his knees Echo saw a large, wicked knife protruding from his back.  A scream bulged in Echo’s throat, but she clamped it down.  She hadn’t screamed in all her life, not out of fear and she wasn’t starting now.


Polished red nails reach for Echo, but this time she was ready. Gripping the arm that came her way, Echo swung Camila round, throwing her across the room.  The Latino crashed, rolling onto her back, but Echo didn’t stop.  Falling with her, she straddled the woman and punched her solidly in the face.  


She enjoyed the rush that came with the violence and despite Camila’s, fear, Echo struck again.  “Who put you up to this?” She wheezed but found there was still venom in her voice.


“I don’t know.” The woman stammered so Echo hit her again.  “Please,” she croaked, “Please, I don’t-… we didn’t know…”


Echo pulled her forward and slammed her head back down before speaking again, “Who paid you to kill me?”


The woman tried to shake her head but quickly resorted to words, “No money.  No one paid us.  It was an old favour.” She gasped but Camila wasn’t talking fast enough Echo, so she slammed her down again causing her to gape in anguish.  “We owed a favour.  She brought us together, made us a perfect match.  I never would have found my Vadim without her.” Camila sobbed.  Her eyes darted to her now dead lover, making her sob some more.  “It was meant to be an easy favour.  It was meant to be quick.  She said you wouldn’t resist.  She said-…” The rest was lost in a bubble of tears and snot.


“Who is she?” Echo screamed, lashing out again.  “What is her name?  Give me a God-damn name!”


Through snot and tears, Camila voice bubbled out, her eyes trained on her dead lover, one hand reaching out for him even in death.  Her lips moved with an answer, the air from her lungs forms sounds, but Echo could have sworn she misheard.  “You’re lying.” Echo breathed, her own hands shaking with adrenaline and nerves.  “You’re lying!” She screamed and she threw every ounce of weight behind her fist, as she lashed out again… and again.  


Over and over she hit Camila, blood spurting, bones cracking, until Echo felt her knuckles split; fist hitting bone and teeth.  Its wasn’t until Echo couldn’t see straight, did she stop.


“You’re… you’re lying.” She whispered to the empty apartment.


Stumbling to her feet, Echo turned on the spot, her eyes taking in the two dead lovers, there blood soaking into the wood, but her brain couldn’t process any of it.  It wasn’t until a gurgle came from her left did she snap to attention and found Jacob, slumped against the wall still with a knife in his back.


Crouching beside him, Echo’s hands trembled over his back and shoulder, and for the first time she realised she didn’t know what to do.  Jacob must have read it in her eyes because he grasped her hand in his and smiled, a dribble of blood falling from the corner of his mouth.  


“Don’t fret.  I realise you wouldn’t save me, even if you could.” Echo felt her body go cold.  He was right, Echo hadn’t saved a life ever.  She’d killed, maimed and destroyed lives before, but never had she wanted or needed to save one.


“I-… I’m…” But words became locked in her throat.


“It’s okay Echo.” Jacob squeezed her hand.  “It’s okay.  I know better than anyone it’s not in your nature to put anything before yourself.” He smiled and coughed again, “But you cannot stay here.  You understand this?” He asked and Echo’s throat closed, not because of Jacobs words, but because of Camila’s.  She told herself as Jacob spoke, he had to be wrong and so was Camila.  “It’s not safe anymore, Echo.  You have to go.” He ordered again but Echo shook her head.


“No. I can’t.  I can’t.” She said.  “They’re… they’re my-…”


“They are nothing.” Jacob squeezed her hand one last time.  “They are nothing to you, as you are to them, but don't worry Echo.  You and I, we…” But even as Jacob spoke, the air left his body and whatever he’d been about to say dissipated.


“It can’t be true… it can’t be…” But even as Echo said it, her eyes trailed over to the other two dead bodies lying prone on the floor.


She could feel the coldness creeping into her bones and the silence in the apartment was deafening.  Nevertheless, it only took one last fleeting look at Jacob, before she darted to the ugly carpet bag that had been in the attic longer than she had.  


It was just a bag: one bag, one night… that’s what she told herself. One night to recover and she’d be back, wanting answers.  Jacob had to be wrong and Camila, she had to have been lying... She knew it.  All she needed was one night to prove it.


◆◆◆
 


Echo’s feet moved faster than she did, the carpet of the stairs barely touching her feet.  She pushed past customers with haste, knocking into anyone and everyone as she went.  She paid no heed to faces or voices, keeping her head down and her bag tucked so tightly under her arm, it hurt.


She hit the entrance hall at a run, voices calling out in annoyance as she spilt drinks and drugs alike.  She could smell the outside air just feet away from her, when she collided into a hard frame.  Body impacting on body, she spun away to keep moving, but a strong grip stopped her in her tracks.  Flashes of Vadim’s hands on her tore through her memory and she thrashed, determined he wouldn’t get her again.


“…cho!” A voice yelled at her, but still she thrashed, pulling harder and harder.  “Echo!” The male voice snapped again, and suddenly she was wide awake, her body shaking as she looked up to see who held her.


“Q-Queenie?” She gasped.  She tried to stand, to make her body strong but she couldn’t stop shaking and even seeing him there, she still tried to move for the door.


“Echo, what happened…?” But Queenie took in her attire and froze.  “Echo, you're bleeding?” He asked, turning her hands over in his before swiping her hair away from her neck and swore.  Echo would have teased him, relished in the fact he’d cursed in the sight of God, but she was still trying to get to the door.


“I’m just-… I’m-,” She stammered but Queenie wasn’t having any of it.


“Don’t you dare say you’re ‘fine’ Echo.” He snarled and quickly had his head on a pivot.  “Who did this?  Where are they?” He demanded.


“Nothing.  I just-… I need to leave.” Echo said though a chattering jaw.  She was cold.  Too cold.  But no matter how she felt, she’d never show fear, so shrugging from his grasp, she looked at him with a frown.  “What are you doing here anyway?  Here to pick up your whoring wife?”


Weak.  Echo’s voice was weak, and she hated herself for it, but every time she tried to stand tall, pain flared across her entire body and she crumpled.  She must have looked pathetic enough that McQueen didn’t even question her remark. 


Instead, like the damn hero he was, he pulled her close again and walked towards the door.  “Let’s go.” He steered her around some guests and Echo was content with their pace, until a screeching voice cut through them both and they ground to a halt.


“Canice?” Anna slurred confused, staggering towards them both like a drunk dog.


“Anna?” McQueen asked, equally surprised and Echo wondered if McQueen had come for his wife, or not.  His slacked jaw and wode eyes, suggested he hadn't been expecting her, let alone the state she was in.


Anna started to smile at her husband, elated to see him, but her face dropped, and fear filled her eyes when another set of heavy, drunk footsteps thunder up behind her. 


 “Annn-nnn-aaaaa!” A masculine voice sang out.  “Where did you run off too?” Not a second later a tall, dark haired man stumbled into view and threw a drunk arm around Anna, squeezing her breast from behind while kissing her neck.  “Why’d you run off?  I thought you wanted a go at round four?” He asked, oblivious to the situation.


Anna didn’t answer and instead just stood petrified on the spot.  Echo felt tremors that matched her own run across McQueen's skin and watched how his grey eyes darkened into a raging storm.  Maybe she had been wrong; maybe it wasn’t a loveless marriage.  Perhaps it was in fact, a broken, one-sided love that onc e flourished with hope.  Now, it perished.  


“What-… what are you doing here?” Anna breathed; her eyes trained on McQueen.


“Am I not allowed here, Anna?” He asked in a cold voic, one Echo had never heard before; full of an anger that didn’t just simmer below the surface but shook with volcanic potential.


“No, I mean-…” Anna quickly detached herself from her squeeze.  “I mean of course you can come to see me.” She smiled, doing that thing again when she tucked a piece of imaginary hair behind her ear.


“I’m not here to see you.” Was all McQueen said and Anna’s face dropped.  Where once was hope, was now pure vengeance.  Her eye zipped to Echo and burned.


“Her?  You’re here to see her?  You never have time for me, but you come a see this whore?” Anna screamed, drawing displeased looks from the rest of the crowd.  She didn’t care though and kept going.  “You know this bicth kicked me out.  I have no place to go.  I’ve had to stay down here in the sinful place, waiting until I could go back up.” Anna tried to sell, but Echo nor McQueen were buying it.


Neither was the guy, stood drunk behind her.  “Sinful?  You weren’t saying that earlier.  In fact, you made it sound almost heavenly the way you were screaming God’s name.” The guy snorted at his own joke, and Anna paled so much, she rivalled Echo.


“No. No, Canice honey, he’s lying, I’d never cheat on you.” She begged, but she mis-stepping trying to approach and wobbled.  McQueen didn’t even flinch to catch her.


“What?” The guy cried out in anguish.  “Girl why are you lying?  I was amazing.  You said I was.” Snorting he gave McQueen a once over and puffed out his chest ready to stake his claim.  “Who are you anyway?”


“You should leave.” McQueen said in a low tone.


“Says who?” The guy answered, and even made to roll up her sleeves.


Echo, already feeling woozy, gripped McQueen tighter. He was the only thing holding her up at that moment and all the sins she coudl feel swarming around didn’t help.  McQueen sizzled with rage while Anna’s fuck-buddy pulsed pride to the point it made Echo feel sick.  All the while Anna just oozed lustful leftovers so there was no doubt in Echo’s mind who had and hadn’t cheated.


“Says the husband.” McQueen answered and the guy, for all his bolster, took a step back.


 Anna, unaware of her lovers fear, launched herself forward, trying to catch McQueen's attention.  She might have gotten close, but much to Echo’s dismay, she flinched at Anna’s movement and that was all McQueen needed.  “Let’s go Echo.” He said and steered her back to the door.


“I’m sorry Canice.  I didn’t-… It’s not what it looks like.” Anna sobbed.  Her hand fluttered on her chest while she tried to keep up, struggling like a new-born lamb.  “Canice, please?  I love you. Please don’t go.” But her cries fell on deaf ears.  “He didn’t mean anything.  He doesn’t.”


They were by McQueen's car now and he helped Echo into the passenger seat, before going around to his side.  Anna still followed and getting no response, grabbed his arm.  With violence Echo had never seen before, McQueen threw her off.


“Don’t touch me.” He spat with venom in his eyes.  It sent shivers down Echo’s spine and, for a blink if an eye, she saw what McQueen could truly become.  It thrilled her to see, but as fast as Anna’s eyes could flutter in shock, his face softened, but instead of confronting her, he back up and entered the car.


“Canice!  Please!"  Anna stood on the sidewalk, crying her heart out.  Sadly, Anna’s voice assault Echo's ears at full force and as she sneered in annoyance, Anna turned an ugly shade of red.   “Don’t judge at me, whore!”


But Echo just regarded her coolly, running her eyes up and down, while McQueen shifted the car into gear.  “I don’t think you’re one call me a whore at this present time darling.” Eyes flicking down to her short skirt, Echo raised one painful eyebrow, but it was enough.  “Next time you try to protest your innocence to your husband, best not to have warm bodily fluids running down the inside of your legs.  It’s a dead giveaway.”


Blood disappeared off Anna’s face and as McQueen pulled away, her paranoia and fear warmed Echo’s little heart as she dipped her head down.  But as McQueen spun around the turning circle, her eyes were drawn up to the windows of the House and her blood ran cold.


In every frame, be it a room or a hall, she saw her family looking down upon her. Seven windows for seven sins, each as still as a statue, their silhouettes backlit with an orange glow of fire.  There, like omnipotent beasts, they watched her run away.  
She was a coward.  
She was weak.  
She was everything she despised in others and most of all, she was utterly alone.




XVIII

McQueen drummed in finger on the searing wheel and focused on his breathing.  In through his nose… and out.  His fingers drummed again… in … and out.


          “I knew….” He breathed, shaking his head.  “I mean… I didn’t know….  But,” 


             McQueen had breath again.  He could still see her, falling through into the hall, her drunk stepps filling the room, laughing with tha tman.  He remembered that laugh, the playful way they would relax in bed after sex and she would laugh like that; full of joy...   He remembered the shock on her face when she saw him, how her feet stayed rooted to the floor and the guy -  that sleazy guy - fondled her from behind and she’d done nothing.  Nothing!  
           “I should have known.” He answered himself as he wondered how it all could have ended up here. 
       Nothing but the sound of the car’s engine met McQueen’s exasperation, and as he glanced over, he had to double take.  Echo sat quietly, her feet on the seat and her chin tucked behind her knees.  She wasn’t looking at him, wasn’t even listening to him.  He knew because she would have fired a quick, quip at him by now, so instead he watched her from the corner of her eye.
              She had a coat thrown on, its long sleeves hanging down over her wrists, but it couldn’t quite hide the cuts on her hands, or the blood splattered.  Her feet were bare and covered in blood, with large bruises around her ankles.  McQueen had seen bruises like that before as an officer, helping drunk ladies in strappy heels get home.  He was surprised Echo was still walking.  What caught his eye though, was the rough, red band around her neck.  The white of her skin was a stark contract: blood splattered on snow, raspberries crushed on fresh whipped cream, there were a few analogies he could think of.
            “Echo… What happened?” He tried to ask again.
        “Nothing.” A single word, two syllables and McQueen didn’t believe it for a second.
As he turned a corner, he ran his lip through his teeth, feeling the tension rise in his shoulders.  “Echo,” McQueen said softly, “You look… What ever happened was not nothing?”
“I’m fine.” Echo repeated and McQueen was transported back to his Nana’s table when she would ask how everyones day was and ‘I’m fine,’ was not an answer she ever excepted.  'Fine is not an emotion.' She would say, pottering round in her apron an beating the pie crust with her rolling-pin.  'First, it’s: ecstatic, then trilled.  Then it goes down: happy, okay, all right, bummed, saddened, disappointed, distraught, hysterical and then, last be not least, fine.'
“Fine is not you Echo.” McQueen slowed the car right down, feeling the rough bumps of the cobbled streets.  “You’re hurt. You’re covered in blood. You’re scared and I want to help-,”
“I’m not scared.  This is perfectly normal.” She snapped, but continued to look only out the window, and McQueen didn’t miss her pull her coat tighter.  “It’s a misunderstanding.  They’re just-… angry.” Echo said the last word as if she were in morning.
“This isn’t anger Echo.  This is abuse.  They’re sitting by while you’re attacked.  How can you not see that?” He exclaimed.
“Your one to talk!” Echo suddenly spat and he was almost glad to see some fire in her again.  “Your wife is a cheating leech and still you cling to some damn hope things will get better.  How can you not see that?!”  Her words resonated loudly in McQueen’s small car, not only in volume, but in truth.  Silence enveloped them both after as McQueen considered her words.  
             “I have no hope.  Not anymore.”
“Well, isn’t that nice for you.” Echo sneered, but she was far from done.  “You know it’s your fault, she's  cheating on you, right?  I wouldn't be like this if you had just staied screwing you wife in the green hills of Ireland!” McQueen’s jaw dropped and for a second too long he took his eyes from the road.  Horns blared and headlights flashed, but luckilythey didn’t crash.  “Becuase of you coming here, everything has changed.  Because of you-,”
“Because of me, you’re alive.  And as for me being here or not, doesn't change the fact that your family are allowing to to be beaten for-... for who knows what reason?  That’s not right!” McQueen threw back as the car screeched to a halt outside his apartment.  With the engine off, the silence enveloped them.  “You need help Echo.” He said but wasn’t at all surprised when the only response he got was the car door slamming.  
          Breathing deep, McQueen reminded himself Echo wasn’t a lost cause he needed to fix.  He had a case, and she had information, that was it.  Releasing said breath, he followed Echo up to his apartment, but despite his empty fingers, McQueen felt the ghostly weight of his wedding ring like a tether to the burning brimstone below.
◆◆◆
 
Stood by the breakfast island, McQueen had spread out his case files on the coffee table, while he waited for the kettle to pop.  Echo sat as far away on the couch as she could, knees drawn up again and a distant look in her eyes.  After her screaming match in the car, some of her bolster had returned which McQueen decided to take as a positive.  For now.


“What’s she doing here?” Reese growled, appearing from his room as McQueen poured out the boiling water.


“I need her.” McQueen answered, keeping his voice low.


“For what?  You like collecting stray pets?  Is that it?”  Reese continued to glare over his shoulder, throwing daggers into the back of Echo’s head.  “She was only here the other day.  And how the Hell did she get in more than a state than what she was?”


Allowing his eyes to drift to Echo, McQueen wondered the same.  She had yet to say a word on what happened, but he wouldn’t put it down to PTSD.  Echo didn’t seem the type to lay down and fear the world around her.  He would put money on the fact she was plotting; scheming, organising someone’s demise.    “I don’t know.” McQueen answered, passing Reese two cups of tea, one for himself and the other his brother.  “Just… give me some time.  I think she can help with this case and I just-…”


McQueen felt the rest of his words stick in his throat.  He just wanted to attack one problem at a time.  Not his wife, not Echo’s attacker, not Reese’s surly attitude.  Wendell, she came first; she couldn’t fight for herself, argue for herself or scream in his face until he gave her all his attention.  Only the living had that preference.


“Whatever.” Reese said shaking his head and passed Echo one last fleeting look.  “You can go and attempt to gain her help, but I’m telling you now; she’s a box of crazy cats on catnip.”


Watching his roommate leave, McQueen grab the last two cuppas and sat next to Echo.  He didn’t look at her as he sat, placing each cup on a coaster and moved some files into new piles, before fluffing the pillow behind him.  He took his time and repeated his actions as if each job wasn’t quite right, until his fussing had the desired effect.


“Well you stop fluffing that damn pillow!” Echo snapped and snatched the cushion from his hands, stuffing it down the side of her and out of his reach.


McQueen hid his smile.  “Glad to see you are awake in there.” On the edge of the couch, he gave her his full attention.  “Do you want to talk about it?”


Up close, he could see the red welts had deepened in colour and her bruises had spread.  There was still blood drying across her body and McQueen didn’t dare offer any creature-comforts yet, but sat so close he could smell the copper tang.  A blood vessel had popped in her left eye making it look wickedly painful and was only emphasised by the black streaks of mascara down her cheeks while her mouth was covered in a red gore.


“There is nothing to talk about.” She said, and McQueen hadn’t expected any other answer.


Taking a breath, he pushed down all his inner catholic teachings to insist, and allowed himself to move on.  She didn’t want help; he wasn’t going to ask twice.  “I want all the information you have on Wapping Woods.” He ordered. 


She had yet to show any interest in the file at her feet, but he knew she couldn’t hold back when it came to lording her knowledge over his head.  He just needed to get the ball rolling.  Reaching for a file McQueen was ready for anything but jumped when a sudden hand came sailing out of nowhere, slamming onto his, stopping him in his tracks.


“Now, now Queenie.  Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.” Looking over, McQueen dared not show any fear on his face as Echo watched him.  Sitting back, he kept his spine straight.


“What?” He tried to ask in a firm voice, but instead his voice cracked, and he found the need to swallow.


“Well,” Echo sat back as well, and McQueen was amazed how sharply her demeanour had changed.  She was confident; her arms draped across the arms of the couch rather than before, around her stomach.   Nevertheless, he still saw more: the hunch in her shoulders, her face twitched as she caught a wound, yet none of that stopped her glared through narrowed eyes. “Last time we spoke you kicked me out of your apartment.  The time before that, you dumped your wife on me and we both know how well that went.  And little over three weeks ago you just about called me a crazy, Stockholm-bitch and proceed to wish me the best in life because you doubted my hold on reality.”


McQueen reluctantly looked away.  He remembered.  He remembered leaving the hospital and having a normal coffee and conversation with Sage, pretending everything was normal.  He’d  promptly gone to church, as normal and prayed on his knees for hours - that wasn't normal.  He ran everything through his head, every declaration made in that basement that twisted in his mind: seven demonic guardians were the seven sins of Hell.  He’d never felt so bewildered over something so … farfetched.


“Your point?” He asked.


“My question, dear Queenie, is what's changed?” Echo watched him and there was a kink in her lips; a challenge.


“Nothing.” But McQueen cringed internally as he reminded himself denial would get him nowhere.  “Nothing-… exactly.” He corrected.  Licking his lips, he frowned, trying to think of a way to say the next part.  “I… struggled with what was said; what you and Sydney were saying… I couldn’t believe it.  Didn’t want to.  You think you live with the Seven Deadly Sins?” There was a question in his words, but he already knew the answer.  She did believe and no matter what the truth was, he had to tread lightly.  “I can’t-… I couldn’t accept that.”


“And now?” Echo accused, watch him intently.


“I don’t… I was raised not to judge so, I won’t” Nodding his head, McQueen felt solid in his decision.  “You can believe what you want.  I don’t think your family are demons, but beliefs are each our own; not everyone believes in God the same way, so why should I treat you any differently.  God is only allowed to judge us, so it’s none of my business to say what is right and what’s wrong.”


As McQueen spoke, he felt the ‘rightness’ in his words and the profound sense of ease that relaxed his shoulders.  He wouldn’t accept demons as a living entitys, just as he would never accept that God suddenly walk among them, but Echo was allowed her own views, just like the guy who preached ‘God would destroy the Earth on Thursday.’


After a split second of silence, Echo snorted and winced as her injuries flared, but that didn’t stop her from mocking him with effortless disdain. “Hell’s furry balls Queenie.  If I knew you’d go all righteous and moral high ground on me, I wouldn’t have asked.” Scooting forward, Echo snatched a file from the table.  “You're so predictable, although I can hardly be surprised.  You would still hold on to your halo like a teddy bear as the devil himself licked your precious, hairy underside.”


McQueen chocked, the abrupt need to clear his throat sudden, but he also breathed a sigh of relief.  Forward footsteps, that’s all he needed to take.  “Right, thank you… I think.”


“Ah shut it.” Echo grumbled looking closer at the photograph she’d plucked from the file.  “What an ugly looking gremlin.” She whispered to herself.  “And this one…” She held up the next photo, “Why would anyone want these things?”


“You mean… children?” McQueen asked, not sure why he was surprised.


“Yer.  Life sucking leeches covered in sticky goo and no sense of self preservation.  If you ask me; they go missing, all the better for culling the gene pool of stupidity.”


McQueen opened his mouth, outraged but instead ground his teeth.  Arguing what was wrong with every word of that sentence would take all day and he really would rather pass it off as a pessimistic outlook, rather than believing Echo condoned kidnapping.  “Let’s just ignore your sense of right and wrong and focus.  Will you help me with this case or not?”


Echo shrugged.  “Why would you need my help, Great Detective?”


Taking his queue, McQueen pulled out the smaller version of his map and laid it out on the table.  “You saw this, and you told me to stay away from Wapping Woods.  All these children have gone missing have a connection to this park.” He looked back to Echo hoping she was paying attention, but instead he saw her flinch.  She tried to hide it with a shoulder roll, but McQueen didn’t believe it.  “What do you know about Warping Woods?”


Flicking her eyes slowly across the map, Echo fringed disinterest.  “Nothing much.” And after a heartbeat to long, McQueen realised she wasn’t going to expand on that.


“I don’t believe you.” McQueen ground out, annoyed at her reluctance.


“Well it wouldn’t be the first time would it, Queenie.” Echo gave him a narrowed glare.  “Why are you dragging me into this anyway?  Last time you had my help, it didn’t work out well for you.  Or me.”


McQueen’s eyes trailed over Echo’s wounds; the blood on her hands had started to flake and her face had swollen dramatically.  “That might be so, but you have information I need and these kids deserve justice.  Already we have four dead, another missing and we-,”


“You have four dead? Four dead what?” Echo interrupted.


McQueen paused, his mind flying through every reason Echo would ask that question before coming up empty.  “Dead children, Echo.” He said hesitantly.  “We’ve discovered four of these missing children, each taken at a young age and found dead as teenagers. They were unidentifiable, bea-,”


“Beaten beyond recognition.” Echo finished.  Suddenly she had Wendell’s file in her hands and flicked through.  “You found… Dixie in their system?” She asked, reading Cassi’s report before pulling a frown.  


“Yes, it’s a narcotic drug handed out in sweet form.  We think whoever takes these children do it to-,”


“Entice them into their ranks and pull them away from their families.” Echo finished again.  “Never heard it called Dixie before.”


“So, you have heard of it?” McQueen asked, catching Echo in her lie.


Paused in what she was reading, Echo scowled over the rim of the file.  “I’ve heard of a similar substance that produces a similar outcome but there is nothing to prove one and two are the same, or that I can help in your case.”


If McQueen didn’t know of her tenacious attitude and likelihood of allowing criminals off scot-free, he might have thought Echo a lawyer.  “Fine.  But you know more that you’re telling.  Why does that fact we’ve found murdered children bother you?”


“It doesn’t bother me.” Echo answered, but McQueen’s annoyance must have shown because with an eye roll and an exasperated sigh, she sat back, regarding him with her own withered stare. “Dead children don’t bother me.  Fact of life: dead kids around the world don’t get a tear shed for them.” Echo’s voice was hard and cold, so much so it gave McQueen the chills.  “But these kids… they should have disappeared.  Vanished without a trace, that's what i fond interesting.”


“They did.” McQueen pulled a file out, this one belonging to Charlie Tootles.  “This case was open for six months before it was deemed cold.  The kid disappeared and no one found anything.”


“But you did.  You found the body, right?” McQueen nodded and slowly closed the file as Echo continued.  “You found the body of one of you missing kids, you found four in fact.” Again, McQueen nodded.  “Do you have any idea how unusual that is?”


McQueen had done a unit on kidnappings while training to be a Detective, and there had been a smaller unit on child cases.  “Nationwide the percentage of children found can vary, depending on police response time, the-,”


“Fuck nationwide.” Echo snapped.  “Here, in Rippling?  Do you know how unusual it is to find dead children here in Rippling? Dead pre-teens beaten to death?”


McQueen had no answer.  He’d been so focused on finding these missing kids, find out what happened to them, he hadn’t investigated those who had been found.  “No.” He admitted.


“Zero.”


“Excuse me?” He gasped.


“No children who’ve gone missing before have ever been found, dead or alive.  The fact you’ve found some means someone’s slipping…” Echo trailed off, an idea coming to mind before shaking it loose.  Looking to McQueen, there was a spark of triumph in her eyes, as they always did every time she succeeded to throw him off his tracks.  “I’d get you to check but seeing as Adin and I got that number from your very own police station, it would be a waste of time.”


“You and Adin… Why were you and Adin looking into missing children?”


And just like that, Echo shut down.  Her face lost all light and the spark in her eyes died like a snuffed-out star.  “We weren’t.”


“Echo…?” McQueen stressed, trying to catch the coat tails of whatever progress he’d been making.  “You know something.  I get the feeling you don’t want to talk about it; fine.  But help me - help me find these kids and where they’re being kept.  Some of these kids only went missing a year ago, they could still be alive somewhere.  Johnny Bell-,” 


McQueen picked up the correct file and showed it to Echo, but she didn’t even flinch to take it. 


“Johnny went missing less the forty-eight hours ago.  We could get him home, get them all home.” He implored but Echo had no sensitive side, and as she’d already told him she felt kidnapping was a case of survival of the fittest.


The clock ticking above the television and the slow, low gurgle of traffic passed by below.  He watched as Echo ignored him, her mind and emotion switched off as she looked at her empty tea mug.  He knew this wasn’t going to be easy. When she’d helped with his last case, it had been for her own gain.  Now there was little staked in her favour.  McQueen had to make it important to her… somehow.


Taking a breath, he tried to put himself in Echo shoes.  “You and your brother looked into this why?  How do you know so much about this?  Why won’t you tell me: bad memories, the horror of it all?  Does it still scare you?”  McQueen should have known poking at her ego would do the trick. 


 “I’m not scared!” She snapped, facing him with a fist full of rage.  “I’m not scared of anything or anyone!   Adin and I investigated those missing kids because we had to infiltrate the group, we had to be ‘kidnaped.’ Go undercover.”


McQueen gapped.  “You got in?  You got into this group and saw all the missing kids?” This was fantastic news.  He couldn’t have dreamed up this kind of miracle.  “When Echo, when did you go?  Where did you go?  If we mobilise, when can get S.W.A.T involved and take this all down t-,”


“I don’t know any of that.” Echo scoffed at him, unimpressed with his fanatical excitement.


“But you just said-,”


“I said Adin and I went there, kidnapped.” She stressed.  “We were kids at the time, I was barely eight.  I don’t remember anything.”


“But you were there, you must remember something – even subconsciously…”


“No.”


The room turned silent as McQueen watched Echo.  She was shaking, her whole body fuelled by something: trepidation, anger, annoyance – a mix of all three.  Soothing his eagerness, McQueen took a metal step back.  If Echo wanted to say she didn’t remember anything, she could hold those secrets close, but for Wendell’s sake, for Johnny’s sake, he couldn’t let this go.  


“Echo, just-….  Tell me what you can.  Tell me what will help me find them.” He ordered.


What caused her to open her mouth, McQueen didn’t know, but Echo did answer his plea and from that moment onwards, he wished she hadn’t. “Forget the kid.”


“What?”


“Forget.  The.  Kid.” Scooting forward on her chair, she shifted through the files quickly.  “Forget this, John-whatever who’s gone missing.  Forget all the missing kids.”


“What are you-,”


“You can’t find them.  You can’t get them back.” She said simply.  Flipping each file open, she ripped off all the photographs and shuffled through them.  “Dead… Dead...  Been dead a good ten years… Oh, this one could be alive… but I doubt it.” Throwing each image over her shoulder, McQueen watched as the spun  through the air, falling, twisting until the crash to the floor, face down.


“Stop it Echo.” He implored, but she kept going, flinging the images like they meant nothing.  “I said stop!” He snapped, snatching the last few images from her hands. 


Whether it was the loudness of his voice, or his sudden movement, Echo stood bolt upright, her skin such a sudden shade of pale, McQueen could see her veins.  She was moving away from him before she could even stop herself and guilt pooled in his hallow stomach.  “Echo-… I… I’m so sorry.” McQueen stammered out.


“Don’t fucking apologise.” Echo said with a slow, deadly voice.  “Don’t fucking pity me.”


“Okay.” McQueen whispered, holding up two hands in surrender. 


He’d never seen Echo skittish.  Whatever had happened… he couldn’t understand it.  She was so scared; traumatised by violence that had knock her defensive nature right off its feet and yet she wouldn’t talk about it.  She was blocking it off, building her walls as high as she could and acting like it never happened.  He felt it down to his bones, the unrelenting need to make her talk so he could help… But he’d been down that road and it wasn’t pleasant.


Sighing at the pictures of the children they’d lost, and with a cold hand clenched around his heart, McQueen looked at Echo, keeping his face as neutral as he could.  “Okay, Echo. Tell me: why do you think they’re dead?”


Echo, as far as McQueen could tell, had stopped breathing.  She stood perfectly still, her arms hanging by her sides and her eyes closed, staying like that for what seemed like forever, before blinking out of it.  In a sudden rush her body untensed, her shoulders dipped and she was her old self.


“As soon as the children hit puberty, they are useless.” Sitting back on the couch, Echo lounged and didn’t removed her gaze from McQueen for a second.  “To hit puberty, they have the fight of their life every day and if they don’t, they die.”


“So, it’s a … fighting ring of some sorts?” McQueen asked, trying to keep up with her cryptic answers.


“Of sorts.” Was of course, Echo’s answer.  “It’s not a sex ring, or a black-market sale which I'm sure you thought of.  Nothing… bad happens to these children per-say.”


“Enough with the puzzles Echo.” McQueen demanded.  “Why are all the children dead?  Why are they taken?”


“Well…” Echo seem to have to think about it.  “The thing is, I don’t think you’ll believe me if I out-right told you the situation.” She explained, but at a hard stare from McQueen she shrugged.  “Fine, have it your way.” Suddenly she sucked in a breath, ready for her big reveal and in one gust of air, she told all.


“The children are dead because they’ve gotten themselves killed.  They weren’t the strongest, the fastest or the hardest kid around.  The children kill each other just as any creature would, cut off from humanity and society, thrown into a lawless cult, solely built on the needs of survival.”


McQueen blinked once… then twice, reining in his anger.  “I asked you for serious answers Echo.” He stormed, questioning again why he was going down this road.  “That makes no sense.  Why would they kill each other?  And a cult?  Really, you expect me to believe that?”


“I did try and tell you, Queenie.” Echo shrugged again.  “You asked, so I told you.”


“So, I’m meant to believe all these missing children are dead because they killed each other for the sake of a cult?” He asked sarcastically.


“Oh no.” Echo laughed, “No, no.  They kill each other for survival: one kid has a bowl of food and another wants it, they’ll kill for it.  They want the warm blanket someone has; they kill and take it.  They want the water; kill them.  They want the weapon, kill them.” Echo waved off McQueen disbelief.  “Of course, this all depends whether they can kill for it. Many end up dying in their own attempts.”


“I can’t believe you dragged me into this again.” McQueen growled to himself.


She was crazy.  Why would he believe someone as crazy as she?  He wouldn’t believe a beggar woman off the street. Needing to walk off his frustration, McQueen gathered their mugs and tried not to throw them into the sink.  Of course, his restraint was tested when he heard the pitter patter of feet behind him.


“You can’t believe?  Really Queenie?” Echo asked, “Then perhaps you need a little more to convince you.” McQueen kept his back to her, wishing the tap would drown her out as he scrubbed at the fine china.  But alas, Echo couldn’t be drowned out.  “You said you had a recent disappearance: Johnny?  Well, I haven’t seen his file, but I can guess his story. Shall I tell it to you?” She asked.


Throwing a dish cloth down, McQueen turned and leant against the sink, his arms folded.  “Go ahead, Echo.  Surprise me.” He agreed.  Honestly, he thought she couldn’t come up with any wilder ideas he’d believe.


“Alright, let’s see; Johnny will have come from a broken home, nothing severe but a home with problems.  These problems would reflect on his attitude, his need to rebel.  So, when a random stranger started talking to him, he vents his frustration instead a of being weary.  Frustrated and alone, Johnny would have found comfort with this new stranger; a kindship that would only grow as this new friend gave him sweets.  Three to be exact.”


McQueen hid his surprise.  She had to be guessing, that or seen the file.  There was no way she knew. 


“Now, both you and I know these sweets hold more than sugar, but innocent Johnny didn’t, so he eats, happy to have a friend and some sugar.  What he doesn’t know what he’s digesting ….  What did you stupidly call it again?  Dixie?” Echo asked, chopping her story-telling flow.  “Whatever.  He’s eating Dixie which is a narcotic.  Addicted, he looks for this friend more and more while he’s told nothing but stories of a magical place; a place with no bedtime, no rules, no homework, no chores.  It was a place he could run and play and do anything his little heart desired.”


McQueen was paying attention now, his gut growing uneasy by the minute.


“And then Johnny was gone.  Now, did he go in the middle of the night, or on his way home from school?  Maybe on the way to a friend’s?  It doesn’t matter when really, because he was gone, addicted and moving onto a better place.  Stuck in the cycle of addiction, he’ll forget his home, his family and will stay there until he dies.”


“You can’t prove any of that happened.” McQueen challenged, the damp mugs behind him forgotten.


“No. You’re right I can’t.” Echo frowned comically, clearly enjoying herself.  “But how about what will happened after?  We’ll assume for stories stake he does kill for his next bowel of food and he does get to keep his warm blanket.  Then he’ll hit puberty.  Hair will grow, hormones will fly, and he’ll be more aggressive, more challenging and will slowly dominate.  Then he’s killed; beaten to the point he’s unrecognisable and his body will never be found.”


“Why?  McQueen found himself asking, knowing what she said to be true.  “Why will he be killed for being dominant?”


It was at this point Echo allowed a coy smiled to curl her lip. Whatever crazy ideas she’d speculated before, she was now at the panicle point.  “Because, dear Queenie, there can only be one dominant in the Under-ert.   Only one top dog and he will kill any who challenged that.”


“The Under-ert.  That’s what this place is called.” McQueen filed that away to research later; he was thinking an international ring of some kind.  “And this top dog, who is he?”


“Shade.” Echo said the name softly.


“Shade?”  McQueen repeated, feeling the name of his criminal master-mind roll off his tongue.  “Who is he, the leader?”


“Yes.  He leads, dictates, thrives off his following.  Has been doing for years.”


“This the man was could be looking for.  If he produces the Dixie, kidnaps the children…”


“Not a man.  A boy.” Echo interrupted and McQueen felt the whiplash of his gullibility.


“A boy?” His disbelief leached into his voice.  “A boy is leading a cult of children, feeding them an addictive narcotic drug that’s so complex Cassi can’t break it down, who fight each other for their own survival, and he’s been doing it for years?” McQueen shook his head and gave up.  “That ridiculous Echo.  I’ve heard enough.”


Back turned, McQueen heard Echo sigh whimsically.  “Fine, suit yourself, but I will say this: you’d think as a Detective always searching for the truth, you’d be a little more open minded.”  Then she let out a little snort, as if a funny idea had just come to mind.  “You know, I bet this is how Shade has survived so long, the principle that no one thinks it’s possible.”


“It’s not possible Echo.” McQueen steamed, annoyed he had to listen to the silly notion.  “You said yourself you were there when you were eight.  That was fifteen years ago.  This ‘boy’ would be a man by now, not to mention, some of these missing reports go back further than that, so what?  Shade was building his child cult at the age of … of two?” McQueen groaned in his own frustration.   “It isn’t possible Echo and if I stand a chance of finding Johnny, I need real leads and real evidence.  Not your silly fairy stories.” He snapped.


“Just like it’s not possible for me to be raised by the Seven Deadly sins?” Echo asked in a cold voice, turning McQueen back around and he felt like an ass.


She had never awoken from whatever dazed she’d been in before and regardless of what front she wore, she was still broken, beaten and exhausted from whatever ordeal she’d been though.  Looking at her now, her body had deflated again, her arms had slipped back around her waist and the act had dropped. 


She’d been playing him.  He needed her help, and she’d asked him right at the start, did he believe?  He hadn’t lied, and said he would try to understand, yet here he was, throwing his words aside and spitting in her face.


“Echo… what you believe-,”


“What I believe has no consequence on your case.  You wanted my knowledge and my information,  so you said anything to make me talk.” 


The was a growl beneath Echo’s words as she bared her teeth at him.  “But I am not a fool Queenie.  I know when I’m being played.  Well, you got your answer and it’s not one you like, so go.  Go stumble over your own feet and try and find this boy.  If you are his only hope, you’d better pray your God helps him, because otherwise, my family own his soul.”
◆◆◆
 
McQueen rubbed his forehand again for the fifth, probably sixth time that evening, before looking at Echo.  Taking her all in, he didn’t know what to think.


After her venomous words, she’d ignored him, pushing his files off the coffee table and the couch, making herself at home.  Lying out flat, she was asleep within minutes, her body covered in nothing but her coat and not even a whisper about needing a shower. 


Five, then ten minutes passed before McQueen found himself kneeing by her face, a warm rag in one hand as he gently washed off what blood he could.  He could feel his Nana watching over him, scolding him for his abrupt words and making an extensive list of how he should make up for it.  Once he’d got as much as he could off, he threw a knitted blanket over her body and dimmed the lights until he was sat in semi darkness.


He, however couldn’t sleep: too wound up, too frustrated, too many thoughts getting stuck in his head.  As an alternative to being well rested, he reorganised his files, placing them back in the correct order and - with a little caution - silently started a new one.  


It was the same manila outside, and only held rough scribbles, but it was the only file he had open.  Sat on the single seater, he read over every question he’d written down, every word or idea he’d scrawled out and felt every hesitation mark from his pen.


How had Echo really known all this?  She said she’d been kidnapped, which he scribbled air quotes around because she said it had been undercover work.  That had surprised him.  She was eight; what eight-year-old went on an undercover mission?  Then was her claims of vicious children killing for survival, how would she know that?  If it was true, she had really been there and would be invaluable to the investigation.  If she was fucking with him, he could be chasing flying pigs and dead ends for weeks to come.  What was real, what was make-believe? Could he pick and choose what he believed?


Glancing up at the clock, it was almost three in the morning and he could feel the dust sticking to his eyeballs, begging for him to sleep.  Leaning back in his chair, McQueen took off his tie and shoes, finally feeling himself relax, not because he wanted to, but he just couldn’t stop himself.  


Closing his eyes, he told himself he just needed to process everything, sort things into categories… decide what was worth following and what…
was just …
pure…
     fantasy…




XIX

Queenie's head lolled back as he fell asleep and his mouth dropped wide open.  If Echo had been in a playful mood, she might have put something in it; like a live fish, but she could still feel a chill in her bones that a blanket just couldn’t chase away.  Delicate fingers traced the ligature marks on her neck, the rough puckered skin flaring with heat and pain each time.


          Turning on the uncomfortable couch, Echo rubbed her arms, pleased to know the sticky, brittle stains of blood were gone thanks to Queenie, yet she could still smell it: the sharp, sickly tang of copper and the rotting stench of sweat. 


        She’d always associated that smell with the Midnight Suit; bodies pumped with rage and anger, it leeched into the walls and floor, stirring the same feelings from one customer to the next.  Echo remembered how she’d walk in and watch women attack those who looked like their abusive spouse, controlling mothers or abusive stepfamily.  


          Then there were the closet homosexuals, beating out their repressed feelings, only to have it heightened by Mara.  The lowlifes and unpopular teens would use the firing range that consisted of a handful of guns and a single mannequin at the end of the room: no safety, no lessons; just a pure, unpoliced outlet.  It was always a room that buzzed with excitement, release and simmering anger.


But now, she knew different.  Echo felt her stomach churn as she understood there had been a third source of that smell, a third source that she ignored because it hadn’t been any of her concern.


             Fear.


         Fear from those they strung up as punching bags, those who were stupid enough to sell themselves to Cardinal House as tools; they dripped with blood, sweat and pain.  Taken from the streets, lured in, bribed with money or tales of a new, exciting, experience, they got the people they needed.


     Acid burned the back of Echo’s throat as she remembered one man, muscular with wide shoulders who had reeked of so much fear, Echo had to leave the room.  Adin had brought him in with an invitation to the elusive Cardinal House and with just one of Echo’s drinks, he was gagged and bound butt naked in Mara's Suit.  A woman, bland in her looks and meek in personality had enjoyed torturing him for hours.  Burning flesh seared Echo’s nose as she watched the woman taser him over and over in the same spot, wielding the cattle prod like a sceptre. 


              Echo recalled how the woman had called him ‘Sir’ mocking the title and taken to pouring bleach all over his feet.  “Get cleaning. Get cleaning.”  She’d cackled as the madness of her rage took over.  


         Echo had never liked the smell of bleach after that, or the stench of fear that followed her for days after.  She’d never bothered to identify the victims afterwards, knowing they would soon enough become the aggressors themselves and Mara’s cycle of wrath would continue.


      But now she had felt that pain and that fear that dripped off in every bead of sweat.  She had been those victims and she didn’t feel angry.  In fact, she was hiding like a coward, with their blood still under her fingernails and in her hair, twisting into knots every time she moved.  Their sweat and saliva covered her, soaked into her underwear and her skin.  Her throat burned every time she spoke, and her lungs still begged for more air despite the cord around her neck being gone. 


          She could smell them; they were still here.  Still on her.
With a sudden rush of cooling air, Echo tossed the knitted blanket off her body and sat upright on the couch.  The apartment was dark and as she examined every elusive shadow, finding it as silent as the grave, except from a sleeping Queenie.  Flushed, and sweaty, Echo forced herself to breath; to prove to herself that her neck was fine, her throat was fine, and she could.  She’d made it out of that apartment, not only alive, but left that murderous Bonnie and Clyde act dead on her floor.  Leaning forward until her head was practically between her knees, Echo reminded herself; she was alive.  
         “But Jacob isn’t.”  her voice wheezed out, practically biting her lip off to stop the traitorous words from speaking the truth.  The silver-tongued devil had helped her, and he’d been killed for it, stabbed in the back with a knife meant for her.  “The stupid idiot.” She spat.  He shouldn’t have interfered and now look at her, she was hiding like a coward on the dying words of the door man!  “It’s not safe.’ what does that even mean?” She snapped.
Rubbing her face, trying to wake herself from whatever pathetic, guilt ridden state she found herself in, Echo instantly regretted it.  Her face spasmed in pain as she pushed down on her black eye, bruised jaw,  her fingers still swollen.  Groaning through clenched teeth, she examined her wounds further: purple shiners on yellow bumps, a few cuts and scrapes, and maybe a bruised bone or two.  That was all. 
       “I am not scared.  I am not scared of anyone or anything.” She whispered to herself, but the last words of Camila rang loud and true.  ‘Samantha.  Samantha, she called in a favour.  Said you were to die.  We had to kill you but make it fun.  She said it was a race…’
Silent tears ran down Echo’s face as she told herself again Camila was lying.  Sam didn’t want her dead.  Sam loved her; Echo brought her all the best drinks and helped Sam get all the guests’ inhibitions down.  Sam always said, 'what would we do without you'.  Always.  But as Echo felt the last of the heat leave her bone, her aching body begging her to rest, she heard Adin’s voice whispering in her ear like a cold, harsh wind.  
        “Samantha is the deadly Sin of Lust, Echo.  She doesn’t love anyone.”  Samantha didn’t love her.  None of the sins loved her. They coudln't... hadn't that been what she'd told Sydeny... 
In that moment, Echo realised was completely alone.
◆◆◆
 
The manila file turned over in Echo’s hands just as the sun started to peek over the buildings across from the apartment.  The file was new, and it pleased Echo to see it held every impossible detail she’d told Queenie.  Unable to sleep and unwilling to try, Echo had instead, done what she did best: schemed, plotted, and snooped.  Looking through McQueen’s files had been easy; he’d left them all out and without his puppy-dog eyes, she could read them with some interest.  She never knew when she might need to kidnap a child; it was always good to make notes.
What was more, McQueen was again asking for her help, which usually spelt trouble.  But, her curiosity was peeked, so here she was, going over his notes.  Shade had his name circled in red and she enjoyed reading how Queenie flip-flopped from believing her, to finding every plot hole in her ‘story.’  A child cult?  Ridiculous.  A child leader?  Ridiculous.  
        Echo found it interesting however, that Wapping Woods was circled in green.  Did he believe this then; that the source of all his problems was hidden behind a tree trunk in some giant forest?   Echo hoped not.   When she’d made the passing comment about being careful she’d meant for him to fall into a head spiral of fear and paranoia, not pop up with dead bodies and enough proof of Shade’s operation it made her want to vomit.
Wendell Dalton.  That had been Queenies first find.  Hell, if Echo had known he’d find a body, she wouldn’t have said anything at all, but it did make her wonder.  Shade never allowed for bodies to be found before as it brought in nosy Elders.  Pulling close another file, Echo wondered for a second if there were as many kids as before, or if her dugout was still there?  She suspected it had collapsed on top of a child by now,  just like a tunnel had done once before.  But that wasn’t even her biggest questions.  Holding up an image of Wendel, her angled teenager face looking ghostly in the coroner’s photograph Echo wondered how she ended up pregnant?  Shade didn’t wait around when it came to chopping up the kids who were too big for their boots.  No male teen should be old enough to impregnate a female.
Tossing the file down, Echo allowed her neck to loll back until her posture matched Queenies.  Her shoulders rose as she felt her entire neck become exposed once more, but she bit down on the inside of her cheek until she tasted blood.  She wasn’t scared, she remined herself and stayed like that until the tension dropped and she’d fought down ever instinct to cower.
Watching shadows dance on the ceiling, she contemplated what she would do.  Queenie would expect her help now, more so if she could convince him she was telling the truth.  That could be fun, but that lead to the problem, was she just picking up her pet project again?  She’s said she’d drop it to be one with the family again, but what if what Camila said hadn’t been a lie...
“I need to make it up to them.” Echo whispered to herself.  If she could bring them something – something that would prove her worth without a shadow of a doubt, maybe whatever was going on would stop. She’d find them a prize, something she knew they wanted and once she had it, the test would end, and everything would go back to normal.
Sitting up, Echo pulled the forensic report towards herself, finding the long passage about the drug ‘Dixie.’  When Adin and Echo had gone undercover it wasn’t out of boredom or the need to play in the dirt.
All those years ago Archer and Gala had beclose enough, to conspire together and they’d recruited Adin and herself to help.  Tensions between the two Sins had been strained ever since the Boston Tea Party as far as Echo understood.  Gala’s bold antics had outraged Archer, costing him thousands in trade deals and stock.  Gala however, had fed like a king with so much tea going to waste. As filling as a gluttonous human was, Gala received more sustenance from wastage.  The knowledge of throwing it away because there would always be more outweighed the gluttony of use.  Centuries had passed since then though, and with Archer owning most of the U.S.A Wall Street, and Gala owning every fast food company, they came to an agreement: make a product that humanity would be addictive for Gala, which would in turn make billions for Archer.  All they needed was a substance that would work.
           After weeks of reserch, Adain had heard whispers of a substance that just might do the trick, a substance that was used in the dark depths of Rippling. They'd gone looking, searching for a source in the Under-ert, but Adin and Echo had failed.   
      But that had been then, and this was now. If she turned up with the formula for Dixie in hand when she next saw Archer… Echo smiled to herself.  She could fix this. Now all she needed to do was play Detective long enough to get close to Shade again and-…
Three solid knocks sounded on the apartment door and Echo glared at it in annoyance.  She’d lost her train of thought and this was a life and death situation.  Turning back to the files, Echo ignored the door, until more rapid knocks sounded in quick succession.  McQueen grunted, but didn’t wake, and it wasn’t until the knocking continued did anyone do anything about it.
One of the twins – Asshat – had clambered out of bed and stood seething in his doorway.  “Who the fuck-…” He’d started to grumble, but ground to a halt when he saw not only McQueen still passed out on the single seater, but Echo awake with her nose in a file.  “Why the fuck aren’t you opening the door?” He seethed.
“Not my place.” Echo shrugged.
“Not you place.” The twin mocked.  “Not your place, well you're fucking staying here aren’t you.  And it’s not like it’s going to be for me or Roman.” Walking over, Echo looked up at him through innocent eyes, and the twin Asshat-Not-Roman, glared.  “Ever since you’ve been around everything’s gone haywire.  I told Roman we shouldn’t let you stay.  I don’t care if someone tried to kill you.”
This caught Echo’s attention.  “What makes you think someone tried to kill me?”
Asshat-Not-Roman just snorted.  “Please, we’ve all been around murder scenes and strangulations before.  You’re just lucky McQueen is too kind-hearted to push you for answers.” Squaring up, Asshat-Not-Roman pointed a finger at Echo and bared down at her.  “If you keep bring this shit down on McQueen, I’ll kill you myself.”
In a flash, Echo had one hand grasping Asshat-Not-Roman’s solitary finger and bent it backwards.  Stood toe to toe, Echo kept bending it until he bent too.  Between his whimpers of pain and spiting curses, Echo pulled him nice and close so she could speak in a hushed, deadly tone.
“If you ever try to kill me, I will offer you no mercy as I hunt down everyone you’ve ever loved.” Looking Asshat-Not-Roman dead in the eyes, she made sure her message was being heard loud and clear.  “You try to kill me, I will dismantle your brother piece by piece until only his slow, beating heart remains where I shall promptly nail it to your door.  I will find those in your family and kill them one by one, until you are the last of your blood.” With a final twist, Echo brought Not-Roman to his knees and he paled, the pain being so high, not a word was uttered from his lips.  “And the last person I kill, for you merely attempting to kill me, will be whoever you’re pining after.”
Letting go, Not-Roman fell to the floor but quickly stood, looking at Echo with weary eyes.  “I am not pining over anyone.” He gasped, clutching his hand to his chest.
“No?   So, you flaunt your sexuality in front of McQueen as real intent then?  Or do you do it because it creates a shield between you and someone else.” Not-Roman stilled and Echo felt a little better as she slowly pried open whatever old woundhe seemed to be hiding.  “Who was it?  Who did you give your heart too and how did they so masterfully break it?”
Not-Roman might have answered, but suddenly the knocker began again with renewed vigour, snapping McQueen from his sleep.  “Wh-… What-…” He stammered clearing his throat and rubbed at his eyes.  “One second.” He cried to whoever was at the door and sat up a little straighter in his chair, eyeing Echo and Not-Roman.
“Reese?” he questioned.  “Why aren’t you answering the door?”
Reese was still looking at her through a trouble gaze and his finger were still clasped in one hand.  “It’s for you.” he answered. 
“Who do you-,” McQueen began, feeling the odd tension in the room, but was interrupted, when a high pitched, angry voice snapped through the door causing everyone to turn their head.
“Canice!” Anna screamed through the door.  “Canice you open this door right now!  Canice!”  Everyone froze and Echo couldn’t hide the sneer on her lips.  
         “Fucking phyco.  How’d she know you live here?” Reese asked McQueen, shifting uncomfortably.
“I don’t know.” McQueen said, standing from his chair.  Glancing at the clock, it was almost four in the morning and McQueen had only been asleep for a few hours, and Echo less than that.
“If I slowly torture your wife and dice her up into lots of little pieces, you’ll still visit me and help me escape prison, right?” Echo asked, eyeing the shiny set of kitchen knives on the countertop.  Much to her pleasant surprise, McQueen didn’t justify her with an answer.  To him, she was sure that meant ‘don’t suggest such a silly answer.  I’ll deal with this in a respectable, mature manner.’  Of course, to Echo his silence and sideward glare just meant ‘you’re only suggesting this now?  Where were you five years ago when my life crashed and burned around me?.’  Yet, despite what might or might not have been meant, Echo moved to sit on the breakfast island stools within reach of some wicked knives, all the while watching McQueen begrudgingly answer the door, standing back to regard his wife.
“Well, it took you long enough.” She said, before trotting past with her nose in the air. 
“Anna…” McQueen sighed like he was mentally preparing himself, closing the door.  Echo had seen him do the same sigh and same steady breath a thousand times whenever he was frustrated at her.  It was nice to know that this time the saintly speech of right and wrong wouldn’t be aimed at her.


“Don’t ‘Anna’ me Canice.” She interrupted. “I am you wife. I shouldn’t be begging at your door at four in the morning with a vain hope I’d catch you before work.” She said stiffly.


“Do you ever think he runs off to work to simply avoid you all together?” Echo asked, helping herself to the fruit on the counter, watching the show.


Hearing her voice, Anna spun around, hair flipping in all direction at her surprise.  “You?”  Anger flared in Anna’s eyes, which was the reaction Echo wanted, pleased to see her paranoia was so easy to riel up.  


“She can stay here?” Whipping round, Anna glared at McQueen accusingly, “That whore can stay here, but I won’t fit?  Your wife!! Your housemates wouldn’t want an extra body, but her ass can fit?” Twisting her head back round, Anna gave Echo another once over with a sneer.  “How long?  How long have you been fucking this tramp behind my back?”


“Echo isn’t-… I haven’t-,” But McQueen didn’t get to say more, as Anna stormed ahead.


“Is this why you didn’t want me here?  You’ve picked her over me?  I’m your wife.  You should be begging me to stay here with you!” She screeched, flinging her arms around her.  “But no, you don’t have room for me here, don’t have time for me.” 


Anna had really upped her drama skills; Echo was almost impressed.  She had the timing down, making herself sound hurt and neglected; Echo would give her six out of ten for the performance. 


 “I come here and pour my heart out to you, and you’re messing around behind my back?”


“I don’t think that’s what’s going on-,” Reese tried to interject but he’d backed himself against a wall. Only the naive were stupid enough to get between a house-wife and her prey.


“And who are you?” Anna snapped.  “The room mate who says there’s no room for me, but there is for her.” Anna threw an accusing finger and Echo wondered if people were no long cautious about where they pointed those things.  “Is she rolling in your sheets too?  Is that why she can stay?”


“Leave him out of this Anna.” McQueen ordered.  “I told you it was my decision.  I didn’t want to impose on them.” But Anna didn’t hear him, because Echo made sure her words were front and centre.


“Isn’t that what you do Anna?  What happened to that other guy?  You rolled in his sheets; did he not want to take you back to his as payment?”


Anna’s cheeks flushed but she squared up to Echo, fists clenching at her sides.  “I do not roll in anyone’s sheets but mine and my husbands.” She declared.  “That ‘man’ in that House, he corralled me.  He was drunk and pushy.  If my husband had been around - as he should have been- I wouldn’t have been so scared; scared enough to be nice to that guy.”  Spinning back to face McQueen, Anna’s eyes doubled in size and her hands glided upwards onto McQueen’s chest.  “You have to understand baby.  I didn’t want him.  I didn’t want him anywhere near me.  I didn’t sleep with him.  I promise.” She begged, using a soft, distressed voice.


For the first time since the birds cried at dawn, the apartment was silent for a heartbeat.  It was as if time had slowed and the world waited with bated breath for McQueen to answer. Did he reunite with his desperate wife, or did he throw her to the curb?


But Echo wasn’t one to allow the pauses in life to go undisturbed.  An ugly snort ripped through the serene moment and Echo threw in a fat raspberry for good measure.  


“Liar, liar, pants on fire.” She sang, watching Anna’s whole body rippled with anger and every muscle clamped down.  But still Anna waited  like a damsel in a tower; looking for her prince, for him to sweep her off her feet and tell her all would be well.


McQueen, all through Anna’s plea, had gazed at nothing, lost in a memory, but with strong unhesitant hands, he grasped Anna’s in his own… and removed them from his chest.  It was a devastating blow for Anna, but McQueen hadn’t pushed her entirely away.  Yet.


“Anna, whatever it is you have to say, I’m sure it’s very important.  We-… we do need to talk, and I have been avoiding it.  But let me make this truly clear: Echo is not staying here.  This was an emergency and I have never taken anyone to bed but you.  Do not make me out to be an adulater, I won’t have it.” Taking a breath, McQueen finally distanced himself and Echo watched the poor woman wobble at the defeat.  “You have come to my home with accusations and allegations that have no grounds.  You’ve insulted me, you’ve insulted my roommate and I can’t deal with you when you’re like this Anna.  You’re not rational.”


“Deal?” Anna hissed, and Echo could tell McQueen instantly regretted his words.  “Not rational?  How can I act rational when you treat me like one of your cases, Canice!  ‘Accusations and allegations,’
I’m sorry Canice that I’m so much of a problem.  I’m sorry I’m not a case to catch your attention.  I’m sorry I’m not dead!  That would do it, wouldn’t it?  If I were dead, I’d get the attention I deserve.” She was wobbling on her feet and McQueen went to catch her, but restraint himself.


“Anna, that’s not what I meant.  You’re hysterical and I can’t talk to you-” McQueen tried to plea, but still he wasn’t saying the right thing.


“Hysterical?” Anna screamed, “I am not hysterical, Canice!  I’m hurt.  You’re never available and I'm just not important to you.  I come after work, after your mother, after drinks with the guys!  I should be first in your life.  I am your wife.” Anna stomped her foot, releasing some of her frustration.


“I know that Anna, but-,”


“No Canice, no buts!  I am your wife!” Anna repeated.  “You are meant to be by my side.  You're meant to be there for me!  Why won’t you?  You’re abandoning me, aren’t you?  You left home, you left me.  You hate me?  Is that it?” Anna cried.


Echo was flawed.  How had McQueen not seen through these lies before?  With every new accusation, Anna sounded more desperate.  Echo wondered what the woman would try next.  But before McQueen could open his mouth, there was a tentative knock at the door.


“And who’s that?  Another one of your whores?” Anna screeched.


Echo, still sat in the kitchen, raised an eyebrow at Reese who stood shocked by the horror show.  He didn’t look nearly as impressed as Echo.  “He’d better prey to his Lord that it’s a little old lady crying for a lost cat?” Echo laughed, but disappointed when Reese just shook his head, not enjoying her comedy and sunk sideways, until he reach his room and without a word, retreated inside.  “Coward.” Echo muttered to herself, before continuing to watch.


“Well, go on then.  Open it.” Anna ordered and poor McQueen looked actually fearful.  Nevertheless, he opened the door and if there was an Oscar for best plot twist, this moment would have won.


“Sage.” McQueen breathed, and you could see every muscle in his body drop.


“Hi, I’m sorry, to come unexpectedly, I just want to-… well, I wanted to talk.  And before you say anything, I’m still mad at you.” She smiled tentatively, and Echo was on the edge of her seat.  “I know you will have had your reasons, and I’m willing to listen to those, but when we were together… You lied to me and that’s not ok.  But I want to work through it.” And with a confirming nod, Sage let out a breath.  “Sorry.” She laughed at herself.  “I’ve been working on that all up the stairs-,”


“When you were ‘together’!” A viscous growl sounded from behind McQueen.  “You lier!  You lier!  You told me there was no one else.  You lied and this is another one of your whores!”  Sage visibly flinched and peered around McQueen to discover Anna in all her glory.  
Echo had seen many a man who wanted to the ground to swallow them whole, but McQueen was at the top of her list.  


“You left me alone in Dublin, and you’ve been screwing this girl behind my back?”  Anna looked back to Sage with deadly intent, her pristine hair falling out at her sudden movements.  “Who the fuck do you think you are, fucking my husband?  Huh?  Who are you, you little tramp?”


“Sage!” Echo cheered breaking the tension “Sage meet Anna.  Anna, meet Sage.”


“I’m sorry.  I-… who-… I’m not a tramp.” Sage stammered, more than a little taken aback by the sudden shit storm she’d walk in on, but her quick mind swiftly caught up.  “Husband?  You’re Anna, McQueen’s wife?”


“Of course, I'm his wife, you gold digging whore.  He is mine and your open legs can stay the Hell away from him!” Anna stomped forward and stood beside McQueen.  Echo was sure Anna was aiming for a power couple dynamic but was sorely mistaken.


“Do not speak to her like that, Anna!” McQueen snapped, turning furious; more than Echo had ever seen.  It must have been a shock for Anna too, because she staggered back and paled, surprised that he was angry at her.  Echo was sure Anna expected McQueen to be begging at her feet, apologising for allowing such a woman so close to him. 


Tears quickly welled in Anna’s eyes, her delicate, manicure hands flying to her chest as her jaw dropped in horrid surprise.  “You really have changed.” She whispered looking hurt and confused.  “What would your mother say?  What would she think to you treating me this way?”


McQueen face went cold and flat, all the while the muscles in his jaw twitched as he ground his teeth.  “My mother would have very little to say to me Anna, you know that, so don’t bring her into this.” Now, that intrigued Echo.  An estranged relationship with his wife and his mother?  Who was next on this growing list?


“Maybe I should-…” Sage said very, very quietly, not wanting to interrupt more.


“Should what?” Anna asked with a snide twist to her lips.   “Should leave?  Yes, go!  Get your skanky ass out of here and away from my husband!”  Anna hissed with such venom it even took Echo aback.  Sage, it seem, was too and she stood not knowing whether to go or to stay, while there was a twitch in her jaw that suggested she was happy to give Anna a piece of her mind.


“Anna.  Enough.” McQueen ordered and his voice was stern; stern enough Anna snapped her mouth closed as if realising she wasn’t winning any points with him.  Facing Sage, McQueen turned his back on his wife and Echo felt her spine straighten as she observed something she’d never seen before.  Embarrassment.  McQueen was embarrassed of his wife.   “Sage… I’m sorry.  This isn’t-…” he sighed, stuttering to a holt as words failed him.


“No.” Anna screamed again, stamping her foot, “No Canice.  You should be apologising to me!  You own me an apology, not your whore.” McQueen’s pallor dropped and Echo marvelled at how he kept his composure, but she put it down too two small, soft hands wrapping around his. 


Sage's hand reach out to  McQueen’s and with a sad smile, his entire body melted.  His shoulders dipped, his chin rose, and his posture unclenched.  Sage’s wide, pitiful eyes glazed up and Echo could imagine sweet, tweetie birds looping around their heads.  Demons below, help them if they truly believed they could ‘just be friends. 


“I should come back.” Sage whispered with a soft smile and stepped back.  “It’s ok.  I can see you have-… you have your hands full.”  When McQueen opened his mouth to argue; to spout another apology, Sage just gave his hand another tight squeeze.  “It’s ok, McQueen.” She emphasised again, and Echo blinked in disbelief.  


Sage had said she’d make a grandstand being Queenie’s friend, but this was ridiculous.  The man had a wife.  Here. In the apartment and she was just stepping away slowly.


Lost in watching his mistress walking away,   McQueen didn’t see how Anna’s whole body stilled, how her shoulders went ridged and the wave of emotion that crossed her face; fear.  Echo slowly slinked towards Anna, keeping her footsteps light so the poor rejected woman didn’t know she was there until the last moment.  


“You’re not one to ever have competition, are you?” Echo asked, keeping her voice low enough not to disturb Queenie and Sage’s moment, leaning nice and close to Anna's ear.  “He’s always been there for you, but now…” Echo trailed off, allowing Anna’s own heartbroken mind fill in the rest.  “You’re not his priority in life anymore.  Do you think you can cope with that?”


“I-…” But Anna hesitated. Saying she was still Queenie’s priority was an egotistical move, and so far, ramming her love down his throat wasn’t working.  Saying she was happy being number two in his life however… “Canice is mine.” She replied, setting her shoulders as if readying herself for a fight.  Standing so close, Echo could taste Anna’s thick, oily pride like tar at the back of her throat.  Her vanity and sense of superiority… Echo couldn’t wait to see that tower tumble.  “Canice is my husband.  I have the ring on my finger. Whoever this woman is, she doesn’t stand a chance.”


But Echo watched as Anna twisted said ring, once, twice-… over and over the ring span, all the while Anna’s eyes watched McQueen, never leaving his tall frame.  


“I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” Echo answered honestly, inspecting him too.  He was speaking in hushed tones, his conversation private, his body hunched keeping himself small and intermate.  There might have been four feet between him and Sage, but it might as well have been a hairs width. 


 “What is it exactly that will keep you and Queenie together, hum?” Echo asked.  “Your history?  Old news.  Your marriage; in crumbles and easily annulled by the church.  And let’s face it, your personality is-… well it’s not a sweet, caring, nurturing one is it?” Echo taunted.


“You don’t know what you’re talking about.” Anna snapped, but she even kept her voice low as the doubts filled her mind.


“Don’t I?” Echo asked but left without giving Anna time to reply.


For now, Echo was done.  Anna had successfully dug her own grave and all Echo needed to do was trip her into it which would be easy enough.  A time would come for that, and Echo suspected it would be sooner than later.


◆◆◆
 
Carrying herself to the bathroom, Echo suddenly slumped.  Physically her body ached, her bruises set into her bones and her eyelids drooped lower with every blink.  Leaving the three tortured souls to battle it out, Echo knew a heated shower would work out all her kinks, carry the blood away and settle her mind.  A plan was forming, and she knew what she had to do. 


Finding the Under-ert would be difficult, but doable.  Finding Shade and most of all, the source of Dixie would be a lot harder, but she was determined.  Find Dixie and she could gift it to Gala, to Archer, to all the Sins and win their favour.   But her biggest problem was dressed in frills of cheap nylon and had a fancy, sixties up-do.  Anna being around, whining and chasing Queenie down was not good for her plan.  He needed to be focused on Echo and her needs and her plan.  She needed him to find the Under-ert.  


Looking back from the bathroom doorway,  Echo could see Sage leaving, her sad, puppy-dog smile and McQueen generous and lengthy goodbye, probably mixed in with an apology too.  Anna however, stood on her own and that was where she needed to stay, on her own away from Queenie.  If Echo could make her gone for good…


Smiling, Echo flicked on the shower, not bothering to lock or close the door.  Broken and beaten she might have been, confused and unsure about her own role in life maybe, but it would be a frigid day in Hell when Echo didn’t kick an angry hive of repressed emotions and deadly secrets to get what she wanted.




XX

Anna stood with such a look of disgust on her face, McQueen wondered how he’d missed this before; her spitefulness.  Her arrogance.  


             Sage had taken one look at the monster he’d married and had understood.  She’d then gone on to call the entire thing a ‘situation’ and McQueen hadn’t corrected her.  Anna was a situation and she was a situation he had to deal with.  For years he’d stupidly run away as if his problems would disappear and the one conversation he didn’t want to have would never arise.  But now it was too late.  His clock had run out and so had his patience.


         “Alright, Anna.” He said as he closed the door and his one escape route.  “It seems we are in need of a talk.


Turning he was ready for her anger, snappy comments or even a rude snide remark, but instead Anna was stood still, her arms crossed watching him through tear filled eyes.  But even as he regarded her, he couldn’t tell what were real tears and what were fake and if he was honest, he was tired of trying to figure it out.


      “I wondered every day in Dublin what could have drawn you too this shit hole in the middle of nowhere?”  Anna whispered, shaking her head in some sense of denial.  Her voice was full of wonder and sadness, but McQueen didn’t let it draw him in.  “What possible reason could have kept you away from me? You have fallen for grace, Canice.  You have broken your vows to me on our wedding day.  You have committed sacrilege against us; against you wife.  You have-,”


“I have done nothing!” McQueen screamed, finally losing it.  “I have been honest and true to you from the day we were wed.  I have never broken a vow or abandoned the promises I made to you.  I have slept with no woman but you, I have loved no woman, but you and I have lost no wife but you!”


The apartment dropped into a stunned silence as McQueen’s words rang true.  Echo had gone, the steam billowing out of the open bathroom door while both Reese and Roman’s door remained closed, cutting themselves off from his drama.  He was to deal with Anna alone.  Breathing, McQueen watched the hurt and confusion pass over Anna’s face, but a few words never unnerve her before, and as angry as she looked, she flipped, suddenly whispering sugar sweet words.


“You haven’t lost me, darling, I’m right here.  I came after you because I love you so much.  I gave you time and room because I love you so much.  You and I are meant to be, like Romeo and Juliet.  We will always be.  You will always be mine.  We will have a life together and a family.  You just have to stop all this nonsense and just come back to me.” She said, walking closer, desperate to reduce the distance between them.  Rising on her tiptoes, she reached out as if to cup his face and her fragrant perfume washed over him. 


McQueen felt the soft pads of her fingertips brush against his cheeks and his traitorous body relaxed under her touch.  Soft lips pressed against his and he drank her in, long fingers dragging through his hair and her body against his.  When he didn’t pull away, Anan pushed moreleaving not space between them and McQueen’s arms drifted around her waist.  He felt the silky fabric as it hugged her curvy figure, the zipper down the back he’d done up a thousand times, and the wisps of hair that had fallen out around the base of her neck.  Everything he touched, smelt and tasted were so familiar, so much like home.


Breaking apart, the two of them were breathing heavily and it was Anna who spoke first.  Smiling wide, she beamed at him, clutching him tighter still as if she didn’t dare let him go.  


“I knew you didn’t hate me.  I knew we were to always be together.  I love you Canice, baby!” She whispered to him, her soft lips moving into kiss him again, her fingers already out of his hair and tugging as his shirt collar, trying to undo the buttons.  But as her lips reached for his, McQueen bent his head back, making her miss him altogether.  “Canice?”


Taking a breath and then another, the simple act cleared his head and his heart.  With two hands he gently grabbed her wrists and with a gentle but forceful tug he pulled her away.


“Canice?” Anna said again, her voice rising an octave as the panic leeched in.  He kept going however, softly pushing her away until they were three feet apart , then four and he kept his eyes down cast, unable to look at her.  “Canice, what are you doing?” Anna begged and with the new-found distance, McQueen prayed for a little bit of courage.


“We never would have had a family.” He whispered under his breath, slowly raising his head to look at her.


“Canice,” Anna answered, as if his words were just a silly notion and struggled against his hands.  “Yes, we would have.  We still can, babe."


McQueen could hear her words, hear the tone of her voice; calm and gentle. She knew what to say and how to say it, but he could see in her face it was a different story.  She continued to try to get close to him and as he couldn’t bring himself to restrain her, he stepped aside, pacing away.  She was scared, truly scared because things, for a change, were not going her way.


As he walked, Anna followed but she hesitated as McQueen's pace quicken, as did his words. 


“No, we never did, Anna.  You took that chance away from us.” He tried to look at her as he spoke, knowing where this conversation was going and he couldn’t shy away from her.  She was his Anna, had been all his life, but now, he couldn’t run away anymore.  


“That day… that day when I came for you at the hospital and we’d lost the baby, that was the end of everything for me.  I go back to that moment and ask myself what I could have done differently, what I could have said differently to make everything change, but I can never think of anything.”  Slowing his pace, McQueen stood in the centre of the lounge, the coffee table between him and Anna.  It was five feet, tops but to McQueen it felt like an ocean.  “Everything change on that day for me Anna, and I’ve been fooling myself to think I could ever go back.”


“No, no Canice it wasn’t the end.  Nothing could end us.” Anna begged, “You know nothing could have changed what happened.  It was, an ugly twist of fate.  You know it was.  The doctor said so, you were there. How can you still not believe me?” She sobbed, having gone from confused to tearful in a heartbeat.


McQueen shook his head.  He knew what the doctor had said, the poor woman had to repeat herself five times before McQueen had heard it; his wife had miscarried.  There was nothing they could have done.  The fetus was lost but his wife was recovering well…


Hell had never felt closer than in those short few days.  He kept waiting for a miracle, for a lab technician to call up and apologise saying they’d made a mistake, that the tests had been swapped or contaminated.  He’d waited, and waited, and waited for someone to tell him it was over… but it never came.  


“We lost our baby Anna.” He said, feeling every word choke him from the inside out.  “We lost our child and you-…” McQueen couldn’t finish his sentence.  How could he accuse his wife for not loving their child enough?


“And I what, Canice?” Anna asked, an ugly scowl forming in her face.  “I didn’t: care?  Didn’t cry?  Didn’t what Canice?  What did I not do?” She was screaming now, her voice cracking his defensive wallsand breaking his resolve.


“You went out Anna.  You went out and I begged you not to.  You put yourself in danger and I begged you not to.  You put yourself before our child and the result-.” McQueen grit his teeth together and tried to stop.  This wasn’t helpful.  This wasn’t going to solve anything, but even as he told himself this, he remembered how sick he’d felt, knowing Anna was going out.  “I shouldn’t have let you go.” He admitted to her feet, lost in the memory of it all.  “I should have known better than to let you go out.”


“Shouldn’t have let me?” Anna screamed.  “Let me?  What were you going to do Canice?  Lock me up and throw away to key?”  Anna’s tears had dried and only rage remained.  “It was my Hen party!  It was my night out with my friends, in my city having the time of my life.”


“And it was my child you were carrying!” McQueen’s voice boomed back, his hands clenching in rage.  He made sure to drop his voice back down before he continued because the last thing he needed was a domestic abuse call.  “It was my child you were carrying.” He repeated.  “My child.  Our child and it was everything to me.  You shouldn’t have gone.  When you do, you can’t control yourself.”


He’d seen it before, the state she came back in, night after night: drunk, vomit on her chin and barely able to stand.  It had been her regular thing to do on a weekend, before becoming regular on a weekday too.  At first McQueen had joined her, then he’d taken to picking her up, but weeks became months and then years and he’s just stopped bothering.  She hadn’t.


“I can’t believe this.” Anna gasped, the tears falling again.  “You blame me, for losing our child.  You blame me because after it all happened, I wanted to continue to have fun in my life.” Anna’s hand covered her mouth like she was trying to hold back a sob.  “You don’t think I went out on all those nights because I lost our child.  Because I was trying to-… to lose myself in something because I couldn’t stand the way you looked at me?” She asked and the question hit McQueen like a knife to then gut.


“I didn’t look at you-,”


“Yes, you did!” Anna snapped, interrupting him.  “Yes, you did.  Every day you looked at me through dead eyes, not seeing me, not caring.  You’d go to work and come home, go to work and come home; never talking to me for more than a minute.  I needed support Canice, and my friends gave it to me.”


“With drink, and parties and late nights?” McQueen groundout before he could stop himself.


“You weren’t there Canice.  You wouldn’t talk to me or touch me or even look at me.  I thought it would get better, but it didn’t.  It just got worse.  And then of course you had your ‘big break’ and I knew that was it.  I knew you would be so focused on your future; you wouldn’t care about mine.”


Ah, McQueen thought, his skin going cold as he remembered that ‘big break.’  He was still an officer at the time, but he’d been pushing for his detective’s exam for months.  It was something to focus on other than the ghostly cries he woke up to hear every night, or the ache in his arms were no child would lay.


He’d had a source on the street who’d tipped him off about a black-market shop in an upper-class area of Dublin.  He’s been told it was selling everything, from substances like rhino horn too tiger pelts.  It would sell anything for the right price and McQueen had been determined to shut it down.  Of course, back than he had just been there to further his career.  Little did he know how close he’d come to lose it.


◆◆◆
 


It had taken him three weeks before he got his break.  A woman had been hospitalised and when questioned, her friend had explained what had happened.


The shop hadn’t been rumoured to just catered for illegal items, but had also worked as a prescription-drug vendor.  The teen in question had sort out Adderall pills to help with her exams, the results, after many hours of doctor’s efforts, were deadly.  With the death of her friend, the other teen had spilled every detail about the shop she could, happy to see the place go down.


“Can you believe kids these days?” The Officer on shift with McQueen at the time had scoffed.


“Kids are stress by exams nowadays.  There’s a lot riding on them.” McQueen answered, only half his mind in the conversation.  “They’ll do anything to stay ahead.” Looking over his shoulder, McQueen watched the forensics teams work, pleased to see so much good being done.


The owner had been taken away hours ago and everything was being catalogued for later examination and so far, if it wasn’t illegal, it was deadly.  He’d been watching the Detectives on the case, trying the hear what they were saying. 


But his partner huffed, blowing a raspberry adn distracting McQueen.  “Pathetic.  In my day, you passed or failed and you either passed because you could or failed because you didn’t need to.  Kids these days want all the cushy jobs, ones that don’t take no hard work.”


“I’m sure that was true of then.  But tests are harder nowadays.  Every new discovery mean new and improved facts, or faster, quicker methods.  What we once knew it completely different from now.  Children today-…”


“Anyway.” The other officer cried, cutting McQueen off.  “I’m just saying the kids dead because she couldn’t accept, she was below average.  What does that say about her?” And the guys sniffed, obviously thinking it was a rhetorical question.


McQueen thought it said she had too much pressure on her shoulders and wasn’t encouraged in her individuality enough.  However, it wasn’t his job to fix the education system, it was his job to nail this charlatan to the wall.


Stepping away, he’d quickly moved into the shop front, seeking out the two Detectives on the case.  “Sir.  I’m going to be heading back to the station soon enough.  Was there anything I can do for your team before I leave?” He asked, begging it was something that would prove his worth.


“Officer McQueen.” The Detective smiled, “Sure, we’ve just found these polaroid’s in this nut-jobs desk.  Seems he wanted a little insurance when it came to who was buying and selling stuff.” Handing over the pile, McQueen grasped them in latex gloves.  “Can you log them into evidence and then take them straight to the analyst team.  If we can find the people in these photos, this will set your career skywards.” 


Cuffed and eager to please, McQueen had quickly bagged and tagged the photos, making sure the photographer got extra copies of where they had been found.  As he’d left the scene, photos in hand, he’d smiled to himself excited to know he was finally making progress.  He was on top of the moon, top of the world... that was, until he took a closer look at what he held.


The polaroids were in a loose bundle in the bag, all the faces looking grim and washed out. Under each was a date and what the person had bought: knives over three inches, ivory carvings, fake passports or perscription drugs, it didn’t matter. Everything was illegal.


As McQueen slowly sat into his police carrier, his heart shuddered to a halt as he saw a soft, sweet smile poking out from those in front.  He told himself he was being silly, but he recognised that smile and had seen it a thousand times.  With shaking hands, he’d reopened the evidence bag, all protocols and procedure flying from his head while nibbled fingers pulled out that solitary image.


Hair curled, flowing past her shoulder, her skin a pale shine and her signature red lips, McQueen gazed in horror as Anna’s face looked back at him.  His hands had shaken so badly he dropped the image, it sailing softly into his lap, but even at a new distance there was no denying it was his wife.  


With nervous hands, he lifted the photo again, and focused through his blurry vision from the top of her charming smile to the start of her flower dress.  Just as it reached her waist, the image cut off, leaving nothing but a white strip and the shop owners, twisted scrawled.  The date was cramped, and the ink had bled but McQueen could still just about read it. The day was lost in a smudge, but it was readable, … it was only a few months ago.  Right around the time…


McQueen’s breath had caught in his throat and he couldn’t think.  Why had she come here?  What did she buy?  In his shock the photo had slipped once more floating to the floor.  


Throwing the other evidence to the passenger seat, he scrambled around his feet, desperate to find, desperate to check and just as his fingers griped the smooth plastic, there was a rapid knock on his window.


Panic filled McQueen’s veins as he’d straightened, the outside world screaming back to his attention.  Looking at his hands, he saw the evidence, not his wife and across in the passenger seat was a torn, unsealed evidence bag, the evidence itself strewn across the worn leather.  He’d tampered with evidence.  He’d broken the chain of evidence…


As he rolled the window down, McQueen felt his entire life fall around him.  His wife had bought illegal goods…  He’d ruined his career… His gift from God, his bundle of joy had been ripped from his arms…


“Sir.” He said as the window reach the bottom.  He didn’t hide, he didn’t cower.  He would accept his fate with a little bit of dignity… he hoped.


“McQueen good I caught you, I-,” The Detective froze, seeing the state McQueen had around him.  His eyes had widened, and his jaw dropped, leaving no doubt in McQueen’s mind how much trouble he was in.


“I can explain, Sir.” McQueen said quickly, his eyes still blurry with tears and his hands shaking the life damning photo.  “I didn’t mean-… what I mean to say is-,” 


McQueen cleared his throat, feeling like his tongue was stuck, clinging to the back of his teeth.  He couldn’t think, his brain still spinning with questions: when had she come?  Was she alone?  What did she buy?  Looking back down at the photo, McQueen read the words carful, tasting the syllables on his tongue before he spoke them.  


“Do you know what Dong Quai is, Sir?” he asked, holding the picture of his wife up.  The Detective by this point, had hidden his expression well.  He didn’t seem angry, just contemplative so McQueen waited; his breath held.


“Isn’t that your wife, McQueen?” The Detectives voice seemed come through some thick fog, his words far, far away, but McQueen still found himself nodding.  


Something else might have been said, but McQueen missed it.  He was lost looking at this photo, wondering if it was the angle, or maybe it was colour.  It could be someone else… right?  


“McQueen?”  Sapping to attention, he found himself looking back to his superior a slim plastic bag tuck between his fingers.  Suddenly the bag dropped in his lap and McQueen looked at in in horror, confusion and disbelief.


“Sir?” he stuttered, but when he looked back, his Boss had straightened.


“Get that evidence to the Lab, McQueen.  We’ll be lucky if they can identify half those pictures though.  I’m sure one or two will be overlooked for how much detail they lack.” McQueen sucked in a breath and didn’t dare answer.  He couldn’t.   “Get going McQueen and-… I’m sorry, man.  Rough break.”


◆◆◆
 


“My ‘big break’ is to blame?” McQueen answered, rushing back to the present day, his present dilemma and his still, very present wife.  “Yes.  You are right about that Anna, because that day, I found out my wife…   I found out what you did to our child.”


Anna stilled, all her earlier anger dissipating in a flash.  “Did-… Canice, I didn’t do anything.  You know this; I’ve told you, the doctors told you.  You have to let it go.” She breathed.


“Let… it go?” McQueen asked.  He found himself sat on the couch, any and all energy he had once had evaporated.  “Anna, my big break was busting a charlatan shop on the outskirts of Dublin.  An illegal, shop that sold animal parts, fake artwork and stolen goods, but do you know what else it sold?” McQueen did pause but he didn’t expect Anna to answer, so he kept going.  “Drugs. All kinds, the usual: cocaine, weed, oxycodone and the others pain killers you’d want.”  


McQueen found himself standing suddenly, his body thrumming with vibration and he realised his was angry.  Not just angry, he was furious.  Eight years of anger, of keeping his mouth closed, repressing himself into denial and now it was all coming out.


Anna’s lips were pressed together in a thin line and she was clutching herself across her stomach.  She looked like she was about to be sick.  “Canice-,”


“Do you know what else he sold Anna?  Dong Quai, which is so odd because it’s not even illegal in the UK, but it’s written underneath your photo.” McQueen dug into his back pocket, pulling out his wallet. 


After he’d resealed the evidence bag, there was one photo left and before he could question it, he’d fold the image and stuffed it into the bottom of his wallet.  If he’d ever been caught with it, it would cost him his career.  He didn’t know why he kept it and over the years he’d never taken it out again and it became a burning hole in his pocket.  


Unfolding the polaroid, it was creased and stained to the point the image almost useable, but the soft pastel dress covered in flowers was unmistakably Anna.  “Dong Quai.  Do you know what it is Anna?” This time he expected an answer; begged for an answer.


Some vain, small part of him hoped Anna didn’t know; that she really was naive and hadn’t know what was going on.  But his heart froze in his chest as his sweet, fire-heart Anna nodded her head, tears in her eyes.  “Canice-…  It’s not what you think-…” But she stopped, her sobs becoming overwhelming, and McQueen felt his own tears roll.


“It’s a Chinese root.  There’s so much detail about it online, but the one thing it does do, the one main use for it…”  McQueen looked at Anna and he could feel the tears pooling in his eyes as he waited; waited for Anna to deny she knew what he was about to say, but she didn’t.  Her bottom lip wobbled as she wrung her hands over and over in each other, but she didn’t look surprised.  Didn’t look confused…


“It’s used for a miscarriage, Anna.  Tell me.  Tell me you didn’t know?” He begged, feeling his body sag in hopelessness.  Anna’s jaw popped, her head shook but she said nothing, and that was enough.   “How could you?” He almost screamed.  “How could you do that?  From a black market too?  How-…” Too many questions raced through his head once more, taking him back to when he’d first found that photograph.  “Why did you go to him?  Why didn’t you come to me?  You aborted our baby!  My child!  Why?”  McQueen felt his heart clench as he asked.  His poor, defenceless child, ripped away before they could fight back.


“No, Canice, no I never-,” Anna sobbed but she was unravelling. He saw the fear in Anna’s eyes, but it meant nothing to him.  He had been a coward for too long, hidden behind denial and fear; fear of what this would mean for him.  Before, he’d never pictured his future beyond her; never imagined a life without her. Anna had been his world, since the age of four, she was his first everything and this was the greatest of betrayals. 


“You’re not who I thought you were Anna.  You never were.” McQueen whispered.


“No, Canice.  No, you-… you have it all wrong.” she protested, trying to reach for him, but McQueen backed off, not trusting himself in this state.  He’d told himself there would be an explanation, but even as Anna begged, he could hear her voice fading into the background.


“How do I have it wrong Anna?  You killed our child.  You paid the shop owner, you took the pills; I have the photograph as proof.  You took everything from me.” He breathed


But through the ringing in his ears, Anna protested, her words cutting through to be heard.  “I didn’t kill our child Canice, I didn’t.  I didn’t know what I was given.  He told me it was good, that it would help the baby.” Anna insisted and McQueen suddenly felt a cold flood of doubt. He’d been so sure for years, so, so sure…  “I never wanted to lose our baby.  I never wanted to lose you.”


McQueen allowed Anna to step close, his mind spinning with all the possibilities.  Could he have been that wrong…?


“Liar.”


McQueen blinked, and suddenly Echo was back in the room.  Of course, she didn’t have the social graces to givean arguing couple the space they needed like any normal person would. Even more so, she didn’t have the graces to get dressed and strolled through the apartment in nothing but a very short towel.  He could see Anna looking at Echo is disgust, her eyes throwing daggers. 


Anna needn’t have worried though, all McQueen could look at was the bruises that dotted her skin.  Black spots, green spots, blue and yellow; almost every piece of shown skin was covered.  It made McQueen cringe as he saw her back, the top of her spine purple, with black shadows where her bones lay under her skin.


“Are you calling me a liar?” Anna asked, her focus turning from McQueen to Echo.


“You and I both know you’re a liar.  You knew exactly what was in that pill he gave you.” Echo wandered to the fridge bending at the waist to dig to the back which caused the towel to ride up ever further.


“I am not lying.” Suddenly turning back to McQueen, Anna’s eyes fluttered, “I’m not lying Canice.  He lied to me, he told me it would help the baby grow; to be strong.”


“You’re joking?” Echo asked, popping a can of fizzy soda and took a sip.  “You had no idea that an illegal, black market shop on the outer edge of Dublin just might be a little dubious?” Echo laughed again and pointed at McQueen, directing her next question at him.  “Do you know how she even found the shop?”


McQueen’s bottom lip gapped open, but it was true he didn’t know.  “How did you find the shop Anna?” He asked.


“I – I didn’t.  I was-… I was referred, by a friend.  They told me.  They told me I could get stuff that would make the baby better.” Anna explained, her lie growing with more confidence the more she built on it, but McQueen's heart grew heavier as he listened.  He’d been through this before; criminals lying, covering themselves and digging a bigger hole as they went, building lies upon lies.  But this wasn’t just any criminal, it was his wife…


“A friend?  Which friend?” Echo asked, sitting at the breakfast bar, pulling apart Reese’s leftover pizza.


“Someone you don’t know.” Anna snapped, not enjoying this round of question time.


“But it would be someone Queenie would know?  So, who was it?”


“It’s not… someone Canice knows.  This doesn’t involve you anyway!” Ana spat and turned her back on Echo like that would solve everything.  Little did Anna know.


McQueen saw Echo’s smile and she gave him a delicate wink, but there was a mocking twist and Anna didn’t miss it.  “So, when your friend referred you to this shop, they didn’t mention it’s illegal backstory?  Didn’t tell you to be careful at all, or ‘don’t take the guys medical record seriously?”


“I wasn’t-… why are you questioning me?  What does this have to do with you?” Anna’s desperate eyes turned to McQueen.  “Canice-… Canice baby, please.  She’s lying.  She’s twisting my words, making me out to be the bad guy.  Please, baby… please…” Anna’s voice was soft, begging.


McQueen felt he was having an out-of-body experience.  He could hear Anna, hear Echo; he could see what was going on around him, but it was as if it wasn’t happening to him.  It was happening to some other poor shmuck. 


“When did this friend tell you about this shop?” Echo’s cold voice asked, saving McQueen from answering.  “I mean, was it that night; a spur of the momentidea? Was it during the start of your party weekend or was it weeks, and weeks, and weeks before that?”


If there had been fear in Anna’s eyes before, it was nothing compared to now.  “What- I-… of course, it was a-… I don’t know.  I- it wasn’t spur of the moment.”  Anna said, and McQueen desperately tried to get his feet to touch the ground.


“So, you planed it, weeks in advanced?  You planned taking these illegal, poetically dangerous drugs to get rid of your baby?”


“No!” Anna cried, panic lacing her voice, “No, I didn’t plan anything, I didn’t plan to take the drugs?”


“But you planned to get rid of your baby?” And the air around McQueen chilled.  Was this the truth he wanted to know?  He’d said it before; he knew Anna had caused the death of his child so was it a large leap that she wanted it…?  Planned it?


“N-… no, I didn’t plan it!” Anna answered, “I would have loved that baby.”


“Would have?”


“W- wh… I mean I did; I did love that baby.  Of course, I did.” Anna’s breathing had started to hitch, and Echo wasn’t slowing down.  She threw question and after question, accusation after accusation and Anna was becoming slowly off-tilted.


“You did love it?  So, you don’t love the baby any longer?  Your own flesh and blood means nothing to you anymore?”


“Stop-….  Stop putting words in my mouth.”


“I’m not.  I’m just asking questions.” Echo shrugged and tore apart the next slice of pizza.  “So… this baby you don’t love anymore, and we suspect you never did, was it a happy accident or was it just a really, really bad accident that got a ring on your finger that much quicker?” Echo asked through mussed pepperoni and crust.  “Because honestly, I'm thinking option two.”


“What?  That’s ridiculous.” Anna answered.  “Enough, just enough of this.  I love my husband, and what happened in the past, stays in the past.  What happened then has nothing to do with now.  This is about our future.  Just ours.”


“Just ours?” McQueen spoke for the first time, feeling his dry tongue unstick from the roof of his mouth.  “You want me to go home with you Anna, to be a family again, but how can if you if its
just our future you’re thinking of?  No children in our future then?”


Anna realised her misstep and quickly covered.  “Our future includes each other, and whoever else might come along.” And she smiled, drawing him in with memories of what that smile could lead too.  “We could always have a family Canice, you just left before we could try.  When you come back to Ireland, we can try again.  And again.  And again.” Anna whispered as she reached up to kiss him once more.


“Yer….” Echo sang, snapping the mood, “but really, what’s stopping you from doing what you did before again?” She asked and suddenly hopped off her stool and slunk over. 


In Anna’s personal space, Echo made it so all three of them were uncomfortably close.  “What’s stopping you from keeping Queenie on a leash; the promise of a child around every corner and another bottle of Dong Quai behind your back?”


“You can’t base a marriage on what might be.” Anna argued, the anger within rising again.  “I wasn’t ready, before, I wasn’t ready to be a mum.  But I am now.”  Anna turned to McQueen and he saw the promise on her face; the wide, openness that pleaded him to believe her.  “I want this Canice.  I want this with you.”


“No, you really don’t.” Echo snorted, and surprisingly McQueen found himself defending Anna this time.


“You don’t know what she wants Echo.” He argued.  In the back of his mind, the rational part of him screamed that if Anna could do this once, why not again.  But the bigger part of him, the part controlled by love and romance, fought back.  “All I ever wanted was a family and Anna… Anna is my wife.  She’s right, you don’t know what she wants.  What we want.”


Echo paused, looking at McQueen like he’d grown a third head and rolled those perfect emerald eyes.  “Oh please.  I know you wife better than she knows herself.” 


"I doubt it , bitch."  Anna sneered, MCQueen's defence going straight to her head.


Eyes narrowed and suddenly  Echo was dangerous.  It wasn’t the sharp nails at the ends of her fingers, nor the strength behind her fists that were worrisome.  It would be the wicked words on her barbed tongue that would strike, ready to lash out and draw blood.  


“You wanted to be with Queenie. Even as a teenager you knew you wanted him, wanted to love him, hold him, own him.” she asked Anna, creating an image no one would forget.  “You’d do anything to keep him; even if it meant getting pregnant if that’s what it took.  But then the doubts would fly in, the repercussions you couldn’t handle.


“There are no repercussions.  I would have my Canice; we would be together.” Anna answered, pressing herself against him, her back to his front as they both listened.  McQueen should have known better by now though; you never listened to the devil.


“No repercussions?  So you weren't worried about getting fat, losing that perfectly trim, slim frame of yours.  Your boobs weren't going to sink, thighs wouldn't stretch, feet wouldn't swell?"


A wicked, crul smile broke out across Echo's face and McQueen could feel Anna's body shaking against his. He prayed it was becuase she was angry, but he knew fear was just as likely.


"You were scared of becoming haggard and old,  just like your mother, used up and flabby. But poor, vein little Anna couldn’t have that; you were too young and free, ready for the world’s delights.  You didn’t want to be organising playdates and ball-pool parties; changing nappies and doing school runs every day.  You wanted wild nights, one-night stands and a hard-working husband to come home to each night.  Being pregnant wasn’t your plan, was it Anna?”


“Stop,” Anna ordered but Echo was on a roll and with every word, she painted and clearer and clearer picture for McQueen to see.


“You wanted one life and you were about to get another; one that was inescapable.  So,” Echo shrugged, “What was one life sacrificed for your own happiness? A pill here, a lie there and no one would be the wiser.   Not only would you lose your current problem, you’d escape that future for a better one.  Of course, you didn’t expect your husband to go running for the hills now, did you?”


“How could you say such horrid things?” Anan asked stiffly.  “How dare you.  It’s all lies, all of it!”  Turning, Anna buried he face in McQueen’s chest and began to sob, her shoulder heaving.  “Make her leave Canice.  I can’t-… I won’t listen to such lies anymore.”


McQueen pulled Anna close, his fingers gracing down her dress, feeling her warmth against his cold skin. He wished he could say his hearted warmed for his wife, that her need for him strengthened his resolve to fight for her, and sweep her off her feet… But his frozen heart remained cold, and his out-of-body self just looked down on him in pity. “I think it’s time you left.” His words were dead and flat, just like how he felt inside.


Silence filled them room and only the sound of Anna sniffing could be heard.  Turning her head, she narrowed her eyes at Echo and pulled McQueen closer.  “Well, you heard him.  Leave.” She ordered.  But Echo didn’t listen.  She didn’t move, only stood and watched.  “Well, why aren’t you leaving?” Anna snapped.


“Because I didn’t ask her.” McQueen answered in the same dead, flat tone.  Head snapping up, Anna gaped as she understood McQueen implication.  “Leave now Anna.  Go back to Dublin.”


“Canice…?” Anna said, confusion sweeping in.  “You-… you believe her?  How-… she’s lying, I would never-,”


“But you might.” McQueen interrupted, finally looking down at his wife.  “You might have thought that, once upon a time and the problem is… I can believe her.” 


Sighing out a breath he felt he’d been holding for eight long years, McQueen stepped away from Anna for what he hoped was the last time.  


“The problem is Anna I could believe her.  I can see that vein, self-indulgent side of you which means I can’t tell what to believe.  You might not have known what the pill was, but you also might have been fully aware.”  McQueen felt dead inside.  “I don’t know you anymore Anna.”


“Canice?” She implored.  “Tell me, please, tell me what I can do to make this better?  Please I love you, don’t leave me.” But there was nothing.


Stepping around her, he made for the front door and held it open expectantly.


“Please,” He nodded at the door, “Please leave Anna.”




SEVEN OF SWORDS





Betrayal and deception






XXI

McQueen was shaken and Echo couldn’t blame him.  Anna was a dirty, murdering bitch.  Being a bitch and being a murderer were two separate entities, but they weren’t mutually exclusive.  After he’d kicked her out, it had taken the heartbroken husband about ten minutes before he’d grabbed his coat and rushed out the door.  Begging for another fight with Anna, Echo had followed only to be sorely disappointed.


         The saint had gone to Church.


         He hadn’t paused as he’d stormed through the doors and Echo had outright refused to follow him in.  No imaginary man was going to fix Queenie’s problems and He sure as Hell wasn’t going to fix Echo’s.   Stood in front of the towering complex of lies, exaggerated truths and home of righteous child molesters, Echo huffed in annoyance and sat, but quickly became agitated.


      Being left her alone with her thoughts, with the last few days haven been horrid, Echo couldn't stop herself as she mulled it all over .  Too many strange occurrences she couldn’t explain.  She needed facts, practical solutions and proof.  “So, go over it all.” She whispered to herself. “Go over the facts, everything is easy to explain, just-… just go over it…”


Echo swallowed a shiver as she smelt the acidic stench of bile, blood and sweat as her memories slammed back to the forefront of her mind.  “You are better than this,” She snapped, “Pull yourself together.”


Closing her eyes, allowing the memories of panic, nausea and fear to wash over her again, she walked through it like an objected observer.  She didn’t feel the panic, she watched it.  She didn’t smell the blood, she studied it.  She would not be phased by anything.


“The first time… it was last Sunday, after I’d left the hospital and started work. Archer and the others welcomed me; wished me a happy return.”  Echo smiled, remembered how empowered she’d felt among them even in those ugly scrubs.


“Gala, he’d been happy to see asking me to get that bottle of wine.” Echo remembered.  The bottle, which was contaminated, almost killing her.  “A high concentration of Mandrake could have caused those symptoms.” She realised, "But how the fuck did mandrake tainted the bottle?"  She filled through idea, of the how and why, before talking it out to herself. 


“Maybe it was the glass?” She asked out loud.  “A mistake with a dirty glass. Completely possible.” Echo breathed, but already her lips were forming around an objection that her mind couldn’t push away. “But to make such a sudden attack of mandrake poisoning, it would have to be a high concentration. Something you wouldnt get on the lip of a dirty glass… Or could only be made with my knife…”  


Echo began running all the plants she used daily through her head.  Mandrake was a good plant: could be used to induce vomiting, drowsiness and inflame the libito… but so could Mistletoe which was her drug of choice. 


“So, where did the Mandrake come from, who would cut it and put it in the bottle?” Echo asked herself.  She’d been good at keeping her knife hidden since Sydney had stabbed her, and that crazy bargirl had been gone for months.  “If it wasn’t….” Echo wanted to bite her tongue but didn’t.  Gutless thoughts wouldn’t get her anywhere. “If it wasn’t a mistake, if it was meant to kill me…”


Gala. Demon of Gluttony; Sin of over eating, of addiction and cravings.  He fed of those who wasted food, ate too much and enjoyed luxury cuisine, like a hundred years old bottle of wine.  A bottle that if he saw fit could use to kill.


“No.  I’m being paranoid.” Echo snipped and quickly moved on, forgetting all about wines and poisons. “The beating on the street, that was completely random. I was just an easy target.  A-… a street gang initiation or- or drunk friends…” Echo nodded to herself, feeling it in her bruises and her cuts throb with that answer…


Until she thought otherwise.


“Yet- There was so much rage.”  She had felt it in her bones; the hot fizzy of power that burned brighter the more they fanned it. “A pure rage, pure wrath…” Echo felt sick.  Her body wanted to reject it all, every traitorous thought she was thinking; burry it all and leave it as the coincidence it was…  But she couldn’t.  She was running down a hill, unable to stop, moving too fast and there was only the open abyss at the bottom to await her.


“Mara,” Echo whispered. “Sin of Wrath; of hate, of madness and vengeance.”  But Mara hadn’t been there in the ally and hadn’t spoken to her much at all while in the House.  These random men were just that, random...  And then Echo remembered; Mara had asked for drinks, double shot whiskeys for a group of bland, generic looking men. Men you wouldn’t remember. Men you wouldn’t look twice at crossing the street. Men you couldn’t describe if they beat you up…


By now Echo’s eyes were open and despite the burning sun as she looked directly at it, she couldn’t stop.  It was all coming into a final fruition.


“Camila didn’t lie.” Echo whispered to herself, horror filling her veins and muscles clamping them down.  She could hear the crack of Vadim nose when it collided with Echo’s palm.  She remembered the crunch of Camila’s teeth as they’d connected with her fist over and over.  With shaking hands, she raised her fingers up to her neck and softly traced the bruises.


“Sam… they said they owed Samantha a favour.” Echo chuckled madly at herself as the murder plot fell into place. If Samantha had paired Vadim and Camila together forming their perfect harmony, they would have done anything to stay together. Anything.


Suddenly, without warning there was a loud bang from down the street and Echo almost jumped to her feet, blinking in shock
as she saw the bin man give her a funny look.  Steadying her hands, Echo sliced her teeth trough the inside of her cheek in anger. She didn’t hide like this, she screamed at herself, forcing her spine to straighten.  So, what…? So, what if Sam had tried to kill her? She wouldn’t have meant it; it was a test of sorts.
Had to be. Just like the beating, and the poison.


Just a test.


“But this is all crazy talk.” Echo stiffened her upper lip.  “They’re family, they wouldn’t do that to me.” But even as she said it out loud, she could feel the tremor in her hands trying to leech out.


Test or not, it didn’t matter to Echo.  She had a plan.  Anna was gone. That step had been easy.  With a little help from Clay and the Fae at Elphyne, Anna had spilt all; her scheme for prom, her fear over being pregnant, all of it. Now,
all Echo needed to do was keep McQueen focused and before she, or he, knew it, she’d have the recipe for Dixie in the palm of her hand.


Dixie.
That was the key.  Where she and Adin had failed before, she
would succeed and thus please her family.



She’d get everything back to the way it was.


Echo smiled as she hatched her plan.  She would win favour with the family, no matter the cost.  First problem however, was that McQueen was attached to this case and he would looked at her offer to help with a suspicious eye.  Her second problem: coming up with a genuine reason why she would want to help that didn’t include telling him she wanted to steal the deadly narcotic and present it to her demonic family as penance for her past negligence.  “Easy
as pie.” Echo whispered to no one and she shivered in the cold.


The wind whistled past and Echo pulled her coat tighter, closing her eyes to soak in the morning sun.  But even as she tried to plot and scheme, her eyes were drawn to a ragged crack on the sidewalk beside her.  As much as she focused, she couldn’t stop slipping into old memories; ones she’d thought long forgotten.   


Looking behind, she
examined the large oak doors and the wonky brick work that made the church.  Weathered gargoyles screamed down, and the tinted stained glass glistened in the sun.  ‘Easy’ was something she’d said before, not so many years ago and on this very spot. 


“No way. You won’t do it.” Adin teased as they stood looking at the autumn leaves cluttered in the doorway.


Wrapped up in coats and scarves, Echo and Adin had spentg one of their very few free afternoons together.  Echo had aced Archer’s business call with China, playing the sexy secretary to perfection in the background.  Dropping her pen multiple times and wandering fingers dipping close to her cleavage, the cooperate millionaires were successfully distracted.  Adin had most of the morning with Nic, locked behind the Dream Suit door but as soon as he’d finished, he dragged her out into town.  Together, they’d stolen some over-priced coffee’s and muffins and enjoyed the stroll, eventually leading themselves past o this church.


“I will,” Echo insisted and looked back at the oak doors.  “What’s the bastard going to do?  Strike the place with lightening on a perfect, blue sky day?” She snorted and sipped the last of some spiced, tea.


Adin snorted and pointed at the doors.  “You won’t get with-in five feet of that door.” He explained, tossing his perfect bleach blonde hair out of his eyes.  Sweet sixteen going on flirty thirties, Echo and Adin had been graced with a puberty of ease.  Beautiful cheek bone complimented perfect lips and they both could wear a smile that sent shivers down spines.
Not a pimple or spot blemished their face – Twi made sure of that – and Sam enjoyed making their masculine and feminine assets peek to perfection. 


Narrowing her eyes, Echo skipped a little closer to the towering church.  “Six feet to go… no lightening?  No raining frogs or flying locusts…  oh, I think the bastards on his rest day.” She joked, earning an evil scowl from the passing woman, her shopping bags knocking her knees.



“Please.  You’re only eight feet away. Closer, closer!” Adin cheered her on, throwing his left-over coffee at her feet, making her dance.  Echo twirled across the flagstones, enjoying the rush of autumn air nip at her nose.  The church front loomed, and she
laughed as she reached the front steps.


“Only three feet to go?” She joked, balancing on one foot, the other hovering outward into mid air.  “What do you think Adin?  Spontaneous combustion?  Falling space junk-?”


A thunderous crack lashed through the air and Echo stubbled in surprise. It wasn’t until warm arms looped around her,
did she realise she was moving and only when the hard ground slammed into her, did she realised she’d been tackled.


“Ow, ow, ow!” She snipped, feeling her lungs decompress with the weight on top of her.
“Adin!
Get you lardy ass off me!” she wheezed and quickly enough, she was free, wiping rotting leaves off herself.  “What the fuck Adin?  If you wanted to play rough, you should have fucking said.  I would have worn my flat shoes.” 


But Adin wasn’t listening, instead he was looking at were Echo had been stood only moments ago.  Just in front of the steps, dust and mortar had exploded in a splatter, while nestled in its centre was a figurehead.  Bottom jaw gone, the cherub screamed at them both, his eyes wide in pain and his once soft curls washed away into an ugly bold cap. Green lichens flaked off its face like tears as the dust settled and Echo marvelled at the destruction before her.


“Holy shit.” Echo breathed, breaking the silence. Head shooting upwards, she narrowed her vision on the top bell tower.  A few pigeons dozed, but she saw no person hanging over the edge to examine their victim.  “Ho-ly… shit!  God- is trying – to kill me!” With an excited skip Echo danced in front on Adin who still looked at the mess on the floor.  “God is trying
to kill me.
God is trying to kill me!” She sang.


Suddenly with warning, Adin scooped Echo up and spun her around in his arms, causing her to scream with laughter.  “Well the bastard isn’t doing a very good job of it is he?” Placing her back on her feet, Adin wound his arms around Echo in a hug; one of the very few displays of affection they ever gave each other. “The Bastard has clearly lost his violent steak.”


“Please.” Echo smiled, thumping Adin gently on the arm. “It would take a Hell of a lot more than a fall  rock to kill me.”


“That is true.” Adin laughed showing one of his very rare smiles; no charm, just genuine happiness.  “Maybe I’ll have to give him a few pointers.”



Echo had thumped Adin again and before long they were both walking back to Cardinal House, deep in discussion that if Adin could speak with the holy twat: what would he say?  And if he couldn’t, how would one go about breaking into Heaven?
◆◆◆
 


Echo had been so lost in the memory, she hadn’t heard the shuffle of feet, or the snort of surprise until Queenie sat right next to her.  “What are you doing here?” He asked.


“I thought you might be going to kill you wife. I wanted in of the action.” Echo responded automatically despite knowing McQueen wouldn’t believe her.  Looking away from the front of the Church, Echo scooted a little further away from the doors and felt the world settle just a little better on her shoulders.  “Did you get the answers to your prayers?”


“No.” McQueen answered honestly, and he too looked out across the street rather than at her.


Echo just nodded in understanding. “Well, if I was a high and mighty, omnipresent being, watching your sham of a marriage; I’d tell you to buckle up, ditch the hoe and be thankful she didn’t drag you to your early grave.”


McQueen smiled slightly and rocked backwards where he sat, drinking in the sun as Echo had done.  “You really think that?” he asked, and Echo gave it some genuine thought before answering.


“I think,” She began, her tongue feeling heavy and strange.  “I think it’s a woman’s right to do with her body as she pleases.” Echo could see McQueen turn to look at her, but she kept her gaze dead ahead.  “I think any woman unwilling to have a child can do as they please.  But I think it takes two to tango and therefore takes two to make a decision.”  Shrugging, Echo felt itchy under her skin and a strange bout of nausea curled in her stomach.  She was being-… nice. Too nice.   Flapping her hand in a dismissive wave, she continued.  “But your bitch of a wife? Now she was a phyco.  For beauty, vanity, sex and greed, she allowed your bundle of joy to swim down a bathtub drainpipe.”


"I'll ignore that you just said that."  McQueen answered in a deadpan voice, but allowed the silence to gather around them.   People wandered by but Echo paid them little heed as she ruled out any weapons tucked under their clothes.  She was on a kill list after all, she couldn’t be too careful.


“Are you going to tell me?” McQueen asked after what seemed an age, his voice as soft as the wind, but as cutting as the frigid temperature around them.  “Because I keep asking myself who could be trying to kill you, and I can only come up with one answer.”  


Echo breathed through her nose and told herself not to react.  He was trained to read people; if she didn’t react it would give him nothing.  But she needn’t have bothered; he just kept talking into the wind, pushing aside his own problems for her own. 


 “It’s your family, isn’t it?” He guessed “They’re the only people who would have you this rattled.  You wouldn’t come to me for any old Joe-Blogs.  They’re the only people who are of any importance to you.”


Echo forced her teeth to unclamp.  How dare he judge; how dare he assume.  “You have no idea what you’re talking about.” She answered back, though it wasn’t as harsh as she would have liked.  “My family doesn’t want me dead.  There is no reason for them wanting me dead.  It’s just-… just a test.” Echo explained, nodding to herself.  “They’ve done it before. This is just another. I have to be better.”


“Better? A test?  Echo do you hear yourself.  You are justifying the fact they are trying to kill you. That’s-… that’s-,”


“Crazy?” Echo offered.  “Really, is its crazy McQueen?  As crazy say, as lying to yourself for eight years about your wife because you were just too damn scared to talk to her about it.  As crazy as trying to start a new life, without ending your old one?” Echo brushed the hair out of her face and regained her composure.  “My family and I are at least honest. You just hide from yours.”


“And you’re not hiding?” McQueen asked, turning to face her.  Dark clouds were starting to gather overhead, and Echo could smell the rain in the air, clean and threatening.  “If it was someone random trying to kill you, you’d be out there, - dare I say - trying to kill them back. But you’re not. You’re hiding here with me-,”


“I am not hiding!” But McQueen ignored her.


“You ran out of that House like it was burning, covered in bruises and blood.  Echo I can see the strangulation marks around your neck and I’m pretty sure you didn’t want them there.”   Surprisingly, McQueen moved closer and it made Echo shake.  She only wanted to get the Dixie, she didn’t want or need an intervention, but still he kept pushing and pushing.  “That House Echo, I get that it’s your home, but it doesn’t make it a safe place.  If there is anyone who scares you enough to run, its them. Your family.”


“So what?” Echo snapped and she was agitated enough she couldn’t sit any more.  Standing she walked away but felt the thrum in her bones that spun her on her heels and spit venom at McQueen. “So, what if my family is testing me.  They’re my family, theycan do as they please.  Whatever they choose only makes me stronger.”


McQueen had stood with her and on the steps, the Church behind him, he looked the picturesque image of the Saint he thought he was.  Echo felt that burning desire flare within her blackened soul and tare him down.  She wanted him to break, burn and sell his soul to her because no one was this good.  No one was this understanding and selfless.  She would find his darkness and expose it for every dark thought and every dark deed it was.


She vibrated with anger but didn’t pull away and even as he captured her eyes with his, she couldn’t spit in them.  “Death doesn't make you stronger Echo, it just makes you dead. It doesn't matter who they are, i won't let the kill you!”


"You think you can stop them?"  Echo blasted out a laugh before turning stone, cold sober.  "Dead and crazy?” She whispered, already shaking her head, pitying the fool.  He didn’t know. Didn’t understand. "I tell you they're the Seven Deadly Sins, Queenie and now they want to kill me, but you-... you think you can stop them?  Who's the crazy one now?”


McQueen opened his mouth to answer and Echo watched him, waiting for the other shoe to drop. But she should have known better by now, McQueen was apart of humanity ad they didn’t believe in the unbelievable.  “I don’t care, Echo.  It doesn’t matter.  You are mortal, you are human Echo and that’s who I protect. The human race.  Humanity. So, that means you.”


“But do you believe?” She snapped, her temper flaring. She was done dancing around the point.  If she was going to get this Dixie, get out of the firing line with her Family, she couldn’t be hiding the truth anymore.  Queenie needed a good dose of realit. “Tell me right here and now McQueen, do you believe, or do you think I’m crazy?”


Only the pigeons cooing in the morning rays made a noise as seconds passed.  McQueen was good at keeping a straight face, his mind no doubt ticking over with every though, every loophole and every step-up Echo could be planning. 


Taking a steady breath, then another, Echo gave him his due, as he looked her in the eye.  “I don’t care who they are, or who they think they are or who you think they manifest as-… none of that. No one is going to kill you.” Standing close once more, he did shy away or heisted as he’d once done.  His voice was strong and controlled; ready. “You will not die on the whim of another, human or demon, beast or man.  I think there is hope for you yet Echo.”


Echo couldn’t breathe.  This was ridiculous; words of a madman, blind to what he truly faced.  “I was wrong, you’re the crazy one.” she hissed. 


“Maybe, but that only makes me as crazy as you.”  He laughed and all Echo could do was roll her eyes.


“Grow up Queenie. You can’t save everyone, especially not me.” 


“But I can try.” He smiled and slowly, with a lightness in his step, he began to walk away.  "First step is you helping me with this case.  Help me save these children and maybe you can be saved."


“You can try all you like but I’m not saving any of those gremlins. I’m just in this for my own reasons.” Echo scoffed and slowly, she followed.


“Reasons that will save you from your family?” McQueen asked, causing Echo to glare at him in surprise.  “You only do things for two reasons:  yourself and for your family.  Your family want you dead, so you’re trying to ease their anger.”


Back straight Echo regarded McQueen slowly. She was impressed but she’d never let him know that.  “I have no idea what you could mean.” She smiled.  “But if I were hypothetically to need something to appease their anger, I’d tell you this; if you truly think you can protect me, save me from them, you’d better be prepared, because no one gets between a demon and its prey.”


“And if these demons are real and I do believe, then my belief in God and his teachings will be stronger.”  McQueen answer and he shared a smile; a smile Echo had only seen once before, in a photo almost a decade old. The smile when his life was a happy one.  Echo didn’t read too much into that, but it did please her to think that cow, Anna McQueen was quickly losing her grip.  “If I believe you are being hunted by demons, then my faith in your salvation is strong enough for the both of us.”


“I don’t need saving Queenie.”


“Everyone needs saving Echo.”




XXII

McQueen had felt so off tilt and his need to be grounded had been so strong, he didn’t remember running all the way to the Church.  He’d blinked and suddenly he was there, slowing as he’d entered the doors.  To him, God and his guidance was probably the only thing that could give him solace right now.  Between Anna, Sage, Echo, bullets and murdered kids… he had needed help from above. 


Walking up the aisle in the Church, McQueen felt a heaviness on his shoulders he couldn’t shake. It was like a cloak that dragged behind him, pulling him down while he desperately reached for the surface. It was suffocating. So, he thought about what he would pray for: safety for Echo? Understanding from Anna?  Time from Sage? The three trails of his life, three impossible requests?


Kneeling in a pew, he bowed his head and though slowly about what exactly he wanted; what he would say. 


Asking God to save Echo was like asking for fish to fly: possible, but would take years of evolution and behavioural changes, so after streams of conscious pray, McQueen pondered the other aspects of his life.  His mind diverted from the underbelly of evil, to thoughts of Anna and his child that would never be.  In hindsight, it wasn’t that much of a better subject to think about, but as his Nana would say; if you couldn’t think about it in the presence and glory of God, where would you think about it?


“Please Lord,” McQueen bowed his head, sending one last pray, “Save my Anna. The truth about what happened; the motive behind it all, I don’t know, I can only speculate. So please, use your wisdom and help her. Guide her. Give her a hand when all else falls.” 


In the peaceful silence of the church, McQueen could hear the gentle ‘coo’ pigeons, and the low hum of the outside, but the was no answer.  There never was. But McQueen held onto his faith, that wherever he might pray, whomever he might pray for, somewhere out there someone was listening.  


He spent some time on his knees, allowing the calm serene wash over him like a cooling balm.  He didn’t ask for anything else from God, just thanked him for the good and begged for salvation from the bad.  McQueen didn’t want a solution, or a quick fix.  He just wanted some peace.   After what seemed like too long, and without looking back, McQueen left feeling no lighter, but new God had been listening.  Time would tell if He answered his prayers though.
◆◆◆
 
McQueen had no idea Echo had followed him to church until he saw her sat outside, a fierce look of her face.  He could tell she was plotting something, and he was sure it involved him.  He wasn't lucky enough for it not to be.  She still wouldn't tell him the truth, but he'd guessed enough to know a little more than before.  


Walking back to the apartment in silence, the sun had fully risen over the terraced houses and its bright morning light was welcoming.  He’d felt… better.  He didn’t know why because Anna was still a part of his life and every time he thought of her, he remembered to good times and how they’d so easily fallen in love. 


But now there was a cold ache in his chest alongside those memories and he could just as easily envision her cold façade when she’d returned from the hospital.  He’d wanted to give her space; space to morn, to readjust to the new reality… but now he knew that had been a mistake.  What if he had stayed beside her, comforting her more in those beginning days focusing less on work.  He wondered, had he said anything different, or made better plans would Anna have chosen not to go to that shop in the first place.


But as the questions settled squarely on his heart, McQueen was hit with the understanding that there was no room for ‘what if.’  God gave people their trials in life to see their strength and resolve.  What McQueen decided to do next needed to be based on the now and future.  This was a test of his faith, of his resilience and his belief that God had a plan for him.


“So where are we off to again?” McQueen blinked a realised he been sat in the car; engine running and hadn’t made a move to drive off.  With a quick glance at Echo, he thought of his second test of faith.


“The station.” He answered, pulling out onto the street.  “If you really are going to help with this case, we’ll have to get you all caught up.”


“Yer, yer.” Echo rolled her eyes and slouched in the passenger seat. “Missing kids, dead kids and addictive sweets.  I think I’ve got it.  Wake me when we get there.” And just like that, she dozed, feet on the dashboard.


If there was any question McQueen would wish an honest, straight answer for, it was this: what to do with Echo Headly?  She was smart and tenacious, which were qualities he could admire, if they weren’t entangled with her innate ability to lie, cheat and her undesirable cut-throat attitude.  It went deeper than that too; she was convinced her family were demons in corporeal form.  Did that make her unstable?  Or was it a fictitious fantasy that was harmless in its design?  McQueen had pondered this in Church too, as he had done many times.  Were demons real, could he believe in God and Heaven but not the depths of Hell and its own creatures of darkness.


Echo would happily point out he couldn’t believe in one and not the other.  It was naivety if he did.


Right now, it didn't matter though, the case came first, above everything else.  He’d needed to see if there was any news on Johnny.  A ransom demand might have been made, or an eyewitness could have come forward.  Anything was possible at this stage.


Just as he was pulling into the narrow one-way street that was attached to the back of the station, the shrill sound of his phone cut through the car. He’d thrown it in the well tucked in front of his gear stick, making the vibrations sound that much more urgent.  As he reached for it, quick nibble fingers danced forward with such speed, he grabbed empty air.


“You’ve reached The First Jack Bank, home to all your jacking needs.  You squeeze it, we’ll freeze it?” Echo sang, all her previous bouts of slumber washed away.


“Echo!” McQueen snapped, trying to reach for the phone.


“Eyes on the road Queenie!” She ordered, keeping herself well out of his reach.  “I’m sorry, we don’t allow for Buy One Get One Free.  Can I refer you to the local strip joint instead?”


“Echo!” McQueen stressed again and made quick work to pull over on the curb. “Hand the phone over!” He snapped.


Back pressed against the door, Echo smirked her signature smile, the other end of the line crackling with the sound of a shouting voice. After a few ‘u-hu’ and ‘I understand’ later, Echo pushed the phone towards him and winked.  “I think the phone is for you Queenie.”


“Really. You think?” He asked, taking it with shaky hands.  If it had been Hale on the phone – or dear Lord someone worse, like the Chief – McQueen was going to run back to Ireland and find a deep, dark cave to live in. “This is Detective McQueen.”  He answered, keeping his voice as calm as possible.


“McQueen, its Reese… Why is that leeching, punchbag answering your phone? And why is she selling sperm?  Are starting a side business?”


McQueen didn’t lie to himself when he released a sigh of relief. “No, Echo’s just… being Echo.”  Shaking his head, as Echo threw up a mask of shocked horror.  He was really starting to question whether he needed her help at all.


“Riight… Well, if you’re needing a naughty nurse to help you in your new occupation, I have all the necessary equipment.”  McQueen smirked as Reese switched on his full, flaunting charm.  “The latex dress, the elbow high rubber gloves, I even made Roman buy us the cute hat and modified stethoscope.  I’ll have to show it to you when your home.” He purred and McQueen hoped to God and all his angels that Reese was alone wherever he was on the other end of the line.  McQueen could do with a lot less drama in his life and being the subject of a sexy, homosexual fantasy was not about to make his list.


“Why did you call Reese?” McQueen begged, hoping to quickly move the subject on.


“Right, fine, fine, fine.” McQueen could hear Reese clicking away and like the flick of a switch, he was all business again.  “I just got a message from dispatch that  Mr. Bell called and asked for you in person.  You weren’t in yet, so I passed the message onto Hale, but he wanted me to call you straight away.”  


McQueen’s stomach dropped five feet, and everything flew from his head.  Every problem, every worry, every thought about the future disappeared and everything zeroed in on the next words out of Reese’s mouth.  


“Mr Bell and his wife are at Rodger’s Family Primary School now and they’re both hysterical.  Their other son, Mitch Bell has gone missing from school.”


McQueen profusely swore but was already turning the car on. “Alright. Thanks Reese.  Send the directions to my phone and let Hale know I’m on my way.” Tucking his phone between his ear and shoulder, McQueen was distantly aware he was breaking the law, driving while on the phone.  “Can you get me every available officer to the primary school and start fanning them out too?”


“All already done.” Reese said.  “I’m going to set out a search parameter, see if I can find them on CCTV camera or get an idea of where they might have gone.”


“Perfect, Reese.  Let me know what you find.” McQueen thanked.


“Oh, and McQueen.” Reese yelled, catching him before he sighed off. “If you do start this side business, I have a naught nurse, a bad cop and even this real sexy fireman outfit that if you get it wet -,”  


McQueen, with no guilt or reservation, hung up the phone.  There was never a bad time to make a joke in Reese’s eyes and McQueen was thankful for it.  With every bad turn he found in his life; a little laugher went a long way.


◆◆◆
 
Mary Bell looked just about dead on her feet when McQueen arrived at Rodger’s Family Primary School. She was standing, but only just, while a prim young woman was wailing apologies in her ear.  Swaying, Mary was clutching a toy train with all her might and staring off into the distance while Mr Bell was by her side, his arms clutched around himself as he watched everyone with a vigilant gaze.  He wanted people working, moving as fast as they could and with purpose to find his son.  McQueen intended to make that a reality


Nodding to the other officers collecting statements, McQueen walked straight over to the grieving mother, pulling Mr Bell in close too.  “Mrs. Bell, Mr. Bell,” He greeted.  “I want to keep this quick so we can get moving fast.  Can you tell me what’s happened?”


But all Mrs. Bell did was blink, her eyes dancing up and down McQueen with confusion.  “What-… what are you doing here?  You’re meant to be looking for our son! Why aren’t you out there-… why are you-… why are you here… Our sons… both of them…” Mary’s words quickly turned into hysterical sobs.


George Bell tried to wrap an arm around her, but she shrugged it off with great force and strong resentment. McQueen could see where tears had dribbled down Mr. Bell’s face and it was a testament to the fact he was in no better state than his wife.  “What are we going to do?” George whispered and his eyes were already darting around, looking for hope.


“We’re going to do everything in our power to bring you kids home.” McQueen answered and stepped back.  Neither parent was in any state to explain what was going on and as sad as it sounded, he didn’t have time to console them. Time was of the essence now and the more time he wasted; the less time Mitch had.


“McQueen.” A voice called and turning, he was annoyed to find Detective Armstrong waving him over.  Keeping his face neutral, he approached, but struggled to remain calm as Echo kept pace with him.  She was a ticking time bomb and he needed to stop forgetting that.


“So why don’t you like this asshole?” She asked, not keeping her voice down as they approached. “All he did was say you name, and you got you knickers in a bunch.”


“Nothing.” McQueen answered, slowing down just a tad so he could try and keep her under control.  “He’s a fellow Detective, I have nothing be respect for him.” Echo snorted, but McQueen just ignore that.  “Look, just keep quiet and observe.  Don’t go making smart remarks or pissing anyone off.  This is a very high stakes moment, and no one is going to take you shit.”


“Oh, I know.” Echo agreed and surprised McQueen with what she said next.  “Around forty-four percent of children who are taken by a stranger, died within an hour. Seventy-five percent died within three and almost all died in a day.  I’d say your chances of finding these Bell boys is slim to none.”


McQueen shot her a glare. “No pessimism either.”


There was only a few feet left between McQueen and Armstrong now and the other Detective was still in deep conversation.   It grated him slightly that Armstrog thought he was above him; that he could order McQueen around.


“Detective Armstrong.” McQueen greeted, keeping his voice flat and serious.


“McQueen.  Nice of you to finally join us.” Turning to face him fully, Armstrong was immediately side tracked by the site of Echo, who as asked, was keeping quiet at his side.  “You brought a civilian to an active crime scene?” Fire burned behind Armstrong eyes and McQueen wondered how he was going to explain this one.


As luck would have it though, Hale arrived, coming to stand with them. “McQueen good, we have need of you.” He gave in greeting and only gave Echo a single glance.  “Ah, Mrs Headly, good, you’re here also.”


Armstrong, clearly put out but Hale’s acceptance, felt the need to chip in.  “She’s an eyewitness?”


“No.” McQueen answered, an easy explanation coming to mind. “Echo is a consultant. She’s worked on a pervious case and has offered her services in this one.”  McQueen waited for Hale’s contradiction, but when nothing was said, he was happy to continue.  “So, what do we know so far?”


“Mr. Bell dropped Mitch Bell off this morning, as he always does.”  Hale answered, “He says he spoke with some of the parents and saw Mitch safely inside the class room, as he does every day.  Mr Bell then stats once Mitch was safely inside, he left for work.”


McQueen nodded, easily keeping up.  “And once Mitch was inside, what happened?”


This time, it was Armstrong who answered. “The teacher, Mrs Barrie says she remembers Mitch coming in because he went and sat by the window. She was worried for him, because he’s done it every morning, looking for his brother.  She’s the hysterical one over there.”  Armstrong rolled his eyes and McQueen bit his tongue, focusing on the details that he needed.  “She explained one child fell over on their way to school and she had to treat a nose-bleed, which drew her away.  No one notice Mitch had gone until the class register was called.”


“That late?  Do we know what time Mitch was actually taken?” McQueen asked, thinking about how every minute could make a difference.


“Five minutes after the bell rang, the security camera show Mitch walking back out of school and to the right.”  Hale answered.  “He’s then out of the frame and we don’t know what happens. The school’s janitor then closed the school gates and not a minute after that, Mrs. Barrie noticed that Mitch was missing.”


McQueen clocked this all down in his own notebook.  “Was the janitor late closing the gate? It seems oddly coincidental he’s late on the day Mitch is taken?”


Armstrong rubbed his hand over his rough beard. “I haven’t been able to find the janitor.”


“He was in the back-supply closet.  My men found him stashing some empties rum bottles in a mop bucket.” Hale answer, no anger or outrage leeching out. 


“He was drunk on shift?” McQueen gasped.


“You sound surprised.” Echo snorted as she picked at dirt beneath her nails.  “Dig a bit deeper and I bet he’s got a criminal conviction too.”


“Is that from your expertise Ms. Headly?” Armstrong droned.


“That is from my experience with drunks.  I can be one myself.” Echo mocked.


Armstrong rounded on McQueen.   “That is the kind of consultant you keep.  A drunk?”


“She’s-…” But McQueen faltered.


“She has integral knowledge of this case from over the years and is vital.” Hale answered curtly while ignoring the smug look of satisfaction on Echo’s face.


“Fine.” Armstrong sniffed and McQueen was pleased to see the guy at least look a little uncomeatable.  “We need to check the surrounding CCTV cameras and find any witnesses that could tell us more.” He ordered, looking around for a lacky to do the leg work.


“Fifty bucks says it was a kid.” Echo interjected.  “In fact, make it seventy that not only was it a kid, but it was his brother.” Echo smiled with a shrug like she hadn’t just created a theory out of thin air.


“Echo.” McQueen said slowly, allowing his gaze to flicker to Armstrong.  As he suspected, the other detective looked angry; wild theories with no facts made any rational Detective unhappy.  “We have no evidence of Johnny being here.  He’s missing himself.  Why would he come so close to home and not return…?”


But even as the question slipped from McQueen’s lips, he knew his answer. Dixie.


Echo must have seen McQueen catch on, because she didn’t throw the answer in his face, instead just rolled her eyes in her normal fashion.  “The evidence is that his brother is missing.  Two siblings to be kidnapped within such a short time frame is suspicious.  As for why it was his bro… Well, it’s how I would have done it.”


“How you would have done it?” Armstrong’s judgmental tone cut through McQueen like ice.  Every time she opened her mouth, Echo was digging herself a bigger hole.  However, her mind was a dark and dangerous thing, and McQueen had no doubt it could think in ways they couldn’t.


“If I wanted to kidnap and sibling, I’d use his brother to do so. I’d hide Jimmy-,”


“Johnny.” Hale corrected.


“Whatever. I’d use the kid, Johnny by standing him in some dark bushes, or tucked behind a building.  I’d instruct him to hide somewhere Michael-,”


“Mitch.”


“- Whatever.” Echo let out an annoyed sigh but kept going.  “I would have Johnny hide in places equal to Mitch’s eye line. If Mitch can see his brother, well it’s his brother; he going be excited and want to talk to him.  I bet he’s been looking out the school window every day in the morning not because he’s waiting to see his brother, but because he can.  Today was just a happy happenstance.  The janitor was late, the teacher was distracted, and Mitch left, going straight to his brother.”


McQueen was speechless, Armstrong too.  “Well, it could make sense…” McQueen put out there hesitantly. However, the more he thought about it, the more it made sense.  Addicted to Dixie, Johnny couldn’t leave his kidnappers for long, but he could bring his brother into the fold.  Mitch was too young to truly understand and would trust his brother entirely.


“It’s ridiculous.” Armstrong snapped and everyone bounced back to reality.  He stood with his hands on his hips and was already shaking his head in disgust.  The crowd around the school had picked up and the officers were finding harder and harder to control the swarming masses.  “Brother’s stealing brothers?  Johnny Bell being willing to kidnap his family; willing not to go back home.  You making up fairy tales to fit the jigsaw pieces.  You will not drag down my investigation with your stupid, unproven theories.”


Echo just gave Armstrong a long, steady look up and down before passing him a pitiful smile.  “Unproven is just another word for risky and you have a stick so far up your ass, you wouldn’t know a creative, out-the-box thought if it smacked you on the nose.” 


McQueen physically bit his tongue as blood rushed to Armstrong face and his entire body went ridged.  But Echo, is her typical fashion, just gave a half assed smile as if she’d paid him a compliment.


Eyes burning with the promise of vengeance, Armstrong turned and with great effort, McQueen kept a straight face.  “Keep your hack of a consultant away from my investigation.” He ordered and with that, left, leaving the three of them behind.


McQueen almost felt relieved, calmer in the knowledge Armstrong’s ego had been slightly bruised, but that was until Hale cleared his throat.  “Ms.  Headly.” He began and McQueen's stomach soured.  A quick whip at Armstrong he could take, but if Echo fucked of Hale, he’d be feeling it for a week to come.  “In the future, your theroies need to be more concise.  Reasonings behind the ‘why’ and the ‘how’ are always speculative.  Use whatever evidence you can.”


Stood side by side, McQueen had never noticed how short Echo was compared with the six-foot, Detective.  McQueen didn’t know why he focused on that fact, but he felt if he remembered it, he might be able to forget whatever smart-ass comment Echo made to bury him in more shit.


“Sure thing.” And she even smiled.


McQueen’s jaw dropped and he knew his Nana would tell him off; saying he’d catch all the flies like that.  He waited for her to continue, say something else, but Echo didn’t, and it was a while before he realised Hale was now looking at him.  Snapping his jaw closed, McQueen swallowed whatever flies he’d caught.


“McQueen…” Hale began, but whatever he might have begun to say, he stopped.  “Just, make sure you use her knowledge with a pitch of salt.” He ordered.  “I will stay here with Armstrong and his team, keep my ear to the ground.  If I can get you any more useful information from the Bell’s I’ll pass it on.”


“Thank you,” McQueen nodded and felt a tickle on the back of his neck; one of trepidation.  “What will I be doing?” He dared ask.


“Looking of course.” Hale answered and for the first time ever, McQueen thought he could see a sliver of humour in the big guys eyes.  “You said Ms. Headly’s idea could be tangible, so go.  Find me evidence of Johnny Bell.”


McQueen swallowed. “We already have officers canvassing.  Surly they know what they’re doing?”  Two extra people looking wouldn’t make a difference.


“Yes, they do.” Hale agreed, but his hands were sliding into his pockets.  “But you will have something officers out there don’t.” Hale gestured with a nod, “They don’t have her.”  Echo beamed like a kid in class being praised by the teacher.  Her dark bruises and fragile body couldn’t hide her over exaggerated excitement.


Hale walked away, and McQueen didn't know what to do next.  He didn’t know if Hale believed Echo could help, or whether he just wanted to keep her out of the way and thus, kept him on babysitting duty.  With a heavy sigh, he rub his brow and looked to the broken doll at his side.


“All right then.”  He began, “If I-… if you were a drugged child who’d kidnapped your brother, where would you go?” He asked and shivered at the gleam that brightened in Echo’s eyes.


“Well Detective McQueen,” Echo answered, her polite mannerisms and overdramatised respect putting him on edge.  “I go to a world where children never have to grow up.”




XXIII

McQueen seemed to trip over his own feet trying to catch up with Echo as she strode away. She liked that.


“Where are you taking us Echo? We’re not going off on some adventure, we need a plan. We need back up.” McQueen hollered behind her, but he kept pace, pushing through the gathering crowd in front of the school.  With the social media presence nowadays, one cry for help for a well-meaning parent drew in a crowd.  “Echo. I know you said you’d help with this case but that doesn’t mean I’ll follow you blind.” His voice was harsh, causing Echo to stop in her tracks.


Whirling to face him, the world around them stilled.  The trees stopped swaying in the wind and the chatter of ambient noise drowned into a hushed gurgle.  “You think I’m not committed, don’t you?”


McQueen huffed a sigh, running his fingers through his hair.  “What am I meant to think Echo?  The last time you helped, I was led straight into a trap than ended up with you shot and the killer on the loose.  This time, I want to know what and where you are leading me.”


“We.” Echo bit back. “’We’ were led into a trap and if I remember correctly, it was me who was the prize, not you.” Echo felt the threads of anger curl in her gut but she squashed it down.  “Those you call your fellow officers are spread thin.” Echo started talking, clearly moving the conversation on. “But they’ll be looking for suspicious white vans or creepy looking teens.  We need to be smarter. We’re looking for small holes in walls and down dark alleyways; anywhere a child could crawl though.”  And she began to move.  After only a few seconds, McQueen followed, his footsteps heavy behind hers. 


Softly, on the cold autumn wind, Echo faintly heard McQueen mutter to no one, and caught him signing the holy cross over his chest.  She heard his words and knew them off by heart herself; one of the few passages in the Bible she and Adin had been encouraged to recite.


“A proud look, a lying tongue and hands that shed innocent blood.”  The family moto.  It made her body sing and electrified her determination.  She couldn’t let them down.


◆◆◆
 
There was no trail to follow.  Echo hadn’t expected to find a string of breadcrumbs or anything, but it was frustrating.  At the age of eight she and Adin had easily been snatched up by Shade’s lackies, but now she was older, and she was going to have to get creative.


“We need to find some bait.” She mused out loud as they circled the same block of houses for the second time.


“I told you, I am not using a child as bait.” McQueen ground out as he furiously tap away at his phone.  Hale had been giving him updates every fifteen minutes and for the sounds of it, no one was getting any closer to knowing where Mitch Bell had gone.  “We should go back. Regroup.” He huffed again, trying to bring up his digital map.


“Why?  They don’t know anything, we don’t know anything, it’s not like suddenly being in closer proximity we’ll get a brand-new idea.” Echo scoffed and lead the way has she started to walk down a different street.


Despite the warm air, the sun at its peak, Echo couldn’t shake the chill in her bones.  It was as if she contained a void, and with every passing hour it grew with unwanted questions that sliced through her thoughts.


Would Dixie be enough?  Archer and Gala had wanted it so long ago, did they want it now? Did they need it?  And McQueen begged the right question, if it wasn’t enough, what was?  Would they kill her as she handed over the recipe…?  Her time and services might not be enough, but if she got Dixie, she could prove she could get more.  Her quest to tarnish McQueen’s soul and force him to reside in the depth of Hell forever was more of a long-term project, and one they weren’t taking seriously enough anyway.  Walking in a blind daze, Echo wonder what else she might be able to give, but all her mind could produce was the sound of tiny voices laughing at her in pity.


Poor, poor Echo, so childish and pathetic, she couldn’t even please her own family.  Maybe McQueen was right, maybe she shouldn’t try and just let them kill her instead.  That would make them happy after all.


As the laugher in her mind continued, Echo found her need for a solution grow, but as she tried to find it, the laugher grew louder, until she couldn’t take it anymore. 


“Alright!” She snapped, causing McQueen to startle next to her.  “Enough with the laughing.” Air rushed down to her lungs and Echo hadn’t even realised she’d been holding her breath.  Her head cleared and the laugher died until it was only a soft background chime, though it still bugged her that it was there.


“The laughing?” McQueen had stopped too, his fingers hovering over his phone as he looked at her in surprise.  “I know you see children as Gremlins Echo, but even I can’t stop a Birthday party mid-swing.”


Echo opened her mouth to ask the Detective what he was babbling on about, but as she turned, she looked across the street to a park, and in that park was a Birthday party. Children ran in all directions while adult supervised from the side lines.  Brightly coloured balloons battered each other in the wind and bunting strung up between the trees flapped wildly.  Another child screamed and Echo’s eyes flickered to find the scours and slowly, an idea came to mind.


“You didn’t flinch.” She said, lifting McQueen’s nose from his phone.


“What?”


“You didn’t flinch.  When that child screamed, you didn’t flinch.” Looking across the chatting adults, she marked each one and their body language.  “None of them did.”


“What are you getting at Echo?” McQueen asked, and for the first time in an hour, he slipped his phone back into his pocket.


Walking across the road, Echo stepped over onto the green and observed the party in a closer light.  Children were spread far and thin, their chatter and laugher echoing around the empty park.  Large trees grew at the back edge and a jungle gym was to the right,  covered in screaming sugar filled monsters.  “None of the adults are paying attention.” Echo watched and McQueen nodded along.


“Not uncommon,” He explained, “There are a lot of children and this is a safe neighbourhood.  The children are old enough not to leave with strangers, so they are relatively safe.  The adults don’t have to be on watch every minute of the day.”


“So, they’re only half paying attention.  Enough to keep their kids safe, but not enough to notice if other children who weren’t invited to the party played here for a time.” And like lightening, McQueen clicked on.


“You think Johnny and Mitch came here, and blended in with the party?” Suddenly his head was on a swivel and every child was under scrutiny.  “They could have come this way, but why hide so close? The school is just on the other side of that housing estate.”


“Why run?” Echo asked in return.  “Two kids on their own is suspicious. Two kids amongst thirty at a party...?”  Echo knew she was right; she could feel it and McQueen must have had the same gut feeling because he didn’t knock the theory aside.


“But where are they now?” He asked and he too, like Echo, looked through the faces for who they might recognise.  Sadly, they had no such luck.


“We should split up.  You take one side of clueless adults. I’ll take the other.  See if anyone’s seen anything.” Echo felt eyes on her and when she looked to McQueen, he wore a funny look of confusion.  “What?” She snapped.


“Nothing, nothing.” McQueen answered, his hand already reaching for his breast pocket and his police badge.  “It’s just-… that’s what I would have suggested.  You could be a Detective, you know, if you weren’t an immoral devil.”


Echo just rolled her eyes and without a word, stomped off towards her first victim.  If she was going to find something to appease her family on top of the Dixie, she was going to have to work double time to get it.
◆◆◆
 
Echo felt it again and she shifted on her feet, while the fifth single Dad hit on her.  She’s already ones balls, and another had almost lost an eye, but Echo couldn’t concentrate on this next interrogate.  He was trying to flirt with his self-help book charm and offering her manly-advise.  When asking questions, she'd been straight and direct at first; pelting each adult with non-stop questions and accusation, making each one doubt themselves as a parent by the end.  But she wasn't getting any answers that way.  Each suspect was then more focused on their own failure as a parent, neglecting their own kid, than answering anything.


This meant Echo had to play nice and she was getting tired of it. That was until the sensation of being watched crept up the back of her neck again.  It was a distraction that hadn’t stopped for the past ten minutes.


Many a parent had clicked onto the fact a Detective was here asking questions and many of them had wandered over to be nosy and to get in on the gossip.  Many of the Dad’s  had chosen to stay with Echo however.


Clenching her jaw, she felt the muscles under her bruise twitch in pain across her face.  Nevertheless, she kept her forced smile on. “How kind of you to offer, but I don’t think I’ll have time for a personal boxing lesson?”


“Please, I insist. It looks like you need it.” The middle ages, balding Dad pushed.  Echo was ready with a reply, but she felt it again; the zap up her spine that said to be careful. 


Glancing over her shoulder, she scanned the area again.  McQueen was in deep conversation with a fitness-freak mum, her ass popping out so far, she looked like she was about to topple over.  Beyond him, there were a few other parents glancing this way and that, but none paid her any particular attention.  Turning back, she was vaguely aware the Dad was talking about jabs and blocking methods, as if she didn’t know how to break his arm in three places.  She was just about to volunteer to show him with a demonstration, when the feeling almost knocked her off her feet.


Spinning, Echo took in every face, searching for the culprit.  Her heart was racing, and she knew this time she wasn’t going to ignore the feeling.


“And I -… wait, hay?  I can give you my number.  I promise I'm a good trainer-,” The Dad called after her, but Echo didn’t even look back.  Walking across the green, the children rushed around her feet, but Echo paid them no heed.  She kept moving, her head on a swivel until her eyes spotted a dark figure in the trees and her heart stopped.


Tall and sleek, Echo could just make out the silhouette of a woman, her long woollen coat pull tightly around her frame and a large scarf wrapped around her neck.  Messy, knotted hair had gathered on top of her head and Echo could see her wild, angry gaze trained directly on her.  As if on cue, as Echo spotted her, she began to move.  With strong, confident strides, her woollen coat flapped open and Echo’s stomached hollowed.  She could have said it was the lump in the woman’s pocket that gave her away, or the angle of her arm and shoulder, but for Echo, she knew this woman’s murderous intent by the look in her eyes.


Dull and calm.  The registration of what she was about to do was long gone and the cold-hearted desire to kill had taken over.  “Queenie!” Echo screamed, her voice carrying across the clearing with deafening focus. “Gun!”


No one moved.  Not even the children stopped playing as Echo’s words died on the wind.  Why would they, no one believed her…


Of course, that was until the first shot went off. 


Everyone splintered off, panicked.  Parents gasped if confusion, then horror as they saw the gun pointed right at their children.  Echo was already running; her instincts kicking in and she pelted for the nearest cover.


Children started screaming and Echo could hear the woman’s villainous rant above the chaos, the stray bullets whizzing overhead.  “You bitch!” she cried at Echo.  “How dare you!  You think you can steal my husband? I know you’re sleeping with him you slut!  He was mine you bitch!” She screamed on repeat.


The gun kept firing and Echo tucked herself lower behind the small, smelly park bin, praying it covered most of her body. She was just planning her escape route, her head darting out from behind the bin to get a good look, when large hands grabbed her, tucking her back away.


“Are you crazy!” McQueen snapped.  His gun was out, and he kept his eyes trained on scene unfolding.  “Keep down.” He ordered before giving her a bewildered sideward glance. “How is it you always have someone shooting at you?” He snapped, glancing up to judge the situation.


“Well you know what, if you dislike this situation as much as I do, shoot her!” Echo snapped and risked peeking over the edge of the bin.


Echo would have personally shot the bitch by now, but the guy hesitated. “I can’t.  There are too many children around.” He snapped and Echo could have throttled him.


“It’s a fucking crazed woman, with a gun in a fucking play park!  Shoot her!” Sat hiding like this was infuriating, but Echo was sure as hell no getting shot again.


Once more, McQueen peeked over the edge of the bin and must have seen an opportunity, because he suddenly took aim.  Voice loud and clear, he called out, “This is Detective McQueen of the Rippling Police Station. Put the gun down and your hands up or I will be forced to shoot.” 


Echo took that moment to take a look herself and was surprised to see the woman had pointed her gun at one of the Dads from early.  Echo only recognised him because she’d spoken too him earlier, but now he was kneeling, his body shielding his son, while the woman – who Echo could only assume was the crazed wife – loomed over them both. 


“Put the gun down madam, or I will be forced to take action.” McQueen called again.  Looking around the park, Echo could see many of the adults cowering with children wrapped in their arms.  Gun violence wasn’t common in England and in a sleepy town like Rippling it would be unheard of.


Switching back her attention, Echo watched at the woman rocked on her feet, whatever rage inside of her boiling to a point.  “Why?  Why did you cheat on me? Was I not good enough? I was your wife!” She asked her soon-to-be-dead husband causing her son to cry even more.  If Echo thought Anna didn’t have any maternal instincts, it was nothing compare to this freak.


“Just shoot her.” Echo hissed, feeling something icky and wet pooling under one of her hands.


“I can’t.  She hasn’t provoked the necessity!” McQueen answered, but it was the wrong time to answer because for that split second he was talking to Echo, the woman spun, firing off shot after shot in their direction.


An animalistic growl exploded from McQueen’s lips and Echo instantly smelt the copper tang of blood.  Back hitting the dirt path, Echo watched at McQueen gripped his arm, seeing blood pool across his brown coat from where the bullet had hit him.


“Shit. Queenie.” Echo reached for him, to do what she didn’t know, but as another bullet ricocheted off the metal bin, her hand reached further and scooped up his dropped gun. Light on her feet and quick as a cat, Echo sprang herself next to McQueen and looped his good arm around her.


“Echo-…Ah,” He groaned, resisting slightly before crouching on his feet. “You got to stay behind cover.” He hissed, trying to pull her back down.


Ignoring his request, Echo straighten her arm and let loose a burst of bullets, aiming for the general area where the woman had stood.  She was only ten feet away and Echo had a good aim, but McQueen’s weight pushed her off balance and she missed.  More importantly however, the woman flinched and that gave Echo all the time she needed.


“Run.” She hissed, crouching quickly, her breath coming out in short gasps.  “The next time I fire at her, we run for the trees.”


“No.” McQueen gasped, shaking his head. “No, we have to stay and protect the families here.  I’m a policeman Echo, I can’t run from a crime!” Whatever, shock that had paralyzed him before, must have been wearing off and the adrenalin was kicking in, because he was taking more and more of his own weight.


“Trust me Queenie.” Echo said, her tongue feeling heavy has she spoke. “Us being far away from the party is the best and only option right now.” A look of confusion crossed McQueen face, but Echo didn’t give him time to ask.


Waiting for the next pause, Echo popped up and shot directly at the woman, her figure closer now.  She kept firing all the while her feet propelled her backwards towards the woods and only after a moment’s hesitation, McQueen followed, fleeing towards the woods. Continuing to fire, Echo squeezed the trigger over and over until the chamber clicked empty and she threw the useless weapon aside. If she’d hit the woman she didn’t know, but she was beyond caring.  


Open grass became light trees, which flowed into denser woodland.  The park’s path pounded beneath Echo feet and she could still hear shouts behind her, sounding further and further away, yet Echo kept running.  The park path soon turned and wanted to loop back around; back to civilisation and the horror show they’d left behind, but Echo blasted on, her feet slipping easily on to dying leaves and broken twigs. Twisting around trees and holly bushes they ran; over stumps and diches until she leaped one ditch too many.


Falling through the air, Echo rolled, her entire body flipping head over heels as she tumbled down the steep bank. A muffed grunt followed by a collared scream sounded as McQueen did the same, his hard body crashing down with a painful thump.


“Shit!” Echo huffed, pulling herself out of inch thick mud.  Hands gloopy, she stupidly tried to whip away the grime but only spread it further.  “God, fucking damn it.”


A strangled groan came from the hunched heap, McQueen having had better luck than she did.  He’d miraculously flown over the edge and simply slid the entire bank down on his ass.  He was all clean except the underside of his trousers.


“What in the holy mother’s name…” McQueen vexed; his annoyance clear.  “What were you doing; running with your eyes closed?” Looking to Echo he seemed to miss the fact she was also covered in mud.


“Yes, that’s exactly what I did.  Ran blind through a forest just hoping to find a Spa at the end.” Echo snipped, pulling herself to her feet.  “No Spa unfortunately, but you know, this mud bath its terrific.” Shaking her arms, Echo was pleased that larger chunks flew off and splattered McQueen pristine shirt.


Angry silence filled the bank as Echo looked around a saw to her dismay they had stumbled into the bottom of a smelly, slimy riverbed, the steep sides towering either side.  “Well we can’t have fallen far from the path.” Starting up the hill, Echo found good grip, until one rock slipped under her shoes and sent her sliding all the way back down.  “Mother fucker!” She snapped, looking down at her soaked clothes.


“We’d be better walking along the bed until we find a softer incline.” McQueen said as he stood struggling; his teeth gripped in pain. Clutching his arm, he slowly pushed back his ripped coat sleeve to reveal lots of blood.  “Shit.” He hissed and quickly shrugged off a shoulder to take a closer look.


Echo fringe interest but more so to see what the damage was.  “Is the bullet still in there?” She asked, watching as he pulled apart the sticky, bloody shirt.


“No- ah, … No, it’s just a graze.” He hissed.


“Well suck it up, baby.” Echo scoffed and began walking along the riverbank. “If we stop moving, that crazy lady is going pop us one in the ass.” But as Echo started to move, the damp, smelly water seeped into her shoes. With a strangled cry of frustration, she fell back for the last time, the wet leaves sloshing under foot.


“Why does she want to kill you anyway?  Is there any husband you haven’t fucked?” McQueen asked, and flinched as he tenderly poked at his gunshot wound.


“No. I don’t know why she had it out for me.” Echo answered, dragging in a deep breath.  She expected McQueen to go into a spiral of ideas and theories, but as she glanced over, he was giving her a hard look.  “Look, I don’t know.  I don’t know what I could have done to make her so-… so-…”


“Envious.”


Echo’s lips trembled as she tried to pull out another descriptive word, but her heart sank as the description hit home. “She wasn’t… Even if she was envious…” 


But Echo couldn’t finish. This woman had been wild with jealously and on a killing path for Echo… That wasn’t a test.  For the street beating, Echo could have fought back the way Mara had taught her, with the vintage bottle of wine, Echo’s knowledge of antidotes and herbs could save her.  She had to be quick and smart; easy tests she could complete.  As for Samantha, it was as simple as making sure her lust didn’t overwhelm her or let her lose control.  But this…


This was straight up murder.


“There’s no proof this has anything to do with me.”  Echo rubbed her muddy hands trying to get rid of any dying foliage.


“Proof?  You were shot at! What more proof do you want?” McQueen called, drawing her from her spiralling thoughts.  “Echo, this was because of you.  There were children in that park?  They could have been killed!” He cried.


“You just don’t get it!” Echo huffed, calming her nerves down, only to tense as she heard a branch snap.  A fat, heavy bird or a deranged killer? Ignoring the slope, Echo sighed as she felt the sweat cool on her skin. “You don’t get it Queenie.” She repeated.


“Whether I get it or not, it doesn’t matter.” He stated, pulling out his phone.  “We just left a mass shooting.  You fired my gun!  I can’t believe the mess that we just left behind.” Holding it high above his head, his face was illuminated by the light of his phone as he swung from left to right.  “Damn it!  There’s no signal out here.”


“Boo-hoo.  Your big savour Hale isn’t coming. Whatever will you do?” Echo mocked and stomped off down the riverbed aiming for the large piles of leaves, hoping they’d keep her out of the mud.  They didn’t.


“We’d better find a way out soon.”  Echo heard the distinct sound of error-beeps as McQueen continued to find no signal. “I'm sure there are Officers at the park by now.” He continued to mutter.


Finding her shoes were already destroyed by the mud, Echo let out her frustration by kicking up the leaves and dirt. McQueen was just on a downwards spiral of guilt and somehow, she was sure he’d blame her. Kicking up more leaves she felt her anger grow.


There had to be a thinly concealed test within Twilight’s game.  The woman had attacked her with a gun, envious that Echo had spoken, and allegedly fucked her husband.  Clearly the guy was cheating with another woman, and Echo had just been in the wrong place wrong time. Maybe she was meant to cross paths earlier, or maybe she was meant to-


“Ouch.” Echo growled as her foot connected with something hard.  Stumbling to a stop, Echo frowned as beneath the rotting orange’s, vomit yellow’s and dying browns, she saw the unusual splash of blood red.


“What? What is it?” McQueen asked as he bumped into the back of her.  Dipping down, Echo picked the object up, turning it over and examined it from every angle.  McQueen quietened and he looked over her shoulder. 


Holding the object at arm’s length, Echo sneered.  “What did the report say the Mitch kid was wearing when he was taken from the school?”


Eyes still locked on Echo’s hand; McQueen fumbled through his notes.  “A… -… a grey t-shirt with a dinosaur on it, jeans and…” McQueen’s eyes flickered up, “And red trainers.” He breathed the last words.  Together they marvelled at the dirty, mud encrusted red trainer. It was new; small and chunky, like the knock-off design that wasn’t meant for small feet.  “I’ll be,” McQueen whispered with a smile.


Together, both Echo and McQueen looked up and around, spotting at the same time the squat, concert box built into the side of the bank.  “What is it?” Echo asked, walking closer. As she did the fowl stench of stagnant water and rotting decay filled her nose.


“It looks like an old service entrance.”  McQueen stepped up and inspected the structure.  “It look likes it leads to some old sewage tunnels or maintenance.  You think they took Mitch down there?” He asked.


“Could have done.” Looking at the shoe again, Echo tossed it aside.  McQueen let out a strangled cry, something about it being evidence, but Echo walked up to the door instead.  “Let’s take a look?” The metal door creaked.  Aged with rust and caked in grime, it took very little effort to knock it off its hinges. “Well, that was easy.”


Looking down the dark tunnel beyond and the chilly, air stirred. There was no sound that reached them and even Echo was hesitant to step closer.  “I need to call this in,” McQueen said, once again pulling out his phone.  “I’ll call the Station and we can cordon off this area.  We can get to Town Council on board, getting old building plans; we’ll need a map of course.  Then search and rescue can explore the tunnel-… Jesus Christ!  Echo!”


Echo, for a second was touched by McQueen's worried voice, but she quickly threw it from her mind as she scampered down the dark tunnel.  Broken bits of rubble and trash had piled up along the corridor, wet papers and large, soggy matrasses blocked her path.  There was graffiti all over the walls and encased it total darkness, Echo came to a bared door, its steel rods unmoving.


“It’s a dead end.” She called back and gave the door an extra rattled for inquisitive sake. She even pulled at each rod to see if there was one loose, but no luck.  Huffing, she turned to retrace her steps when a large, dark shadow dropped over her and she was moving be for she realised.


“Woh!” The shadow cried, arms going up to defend as Echo struck with lightening fists.  “Echo, chill!” McQueen cried as he warded off her attack. “It’s me.” Slowly, Echo’s eyes readjusted and saw the wide frame of McQueen.  His phone torch was on and in the new white, light he looked ghostly.  “How many times have your family tried to kill you?” He asked, his voice full of worry.


“They are not trying to kill me.” Echo snapped and pushed back out towards the exit.


“Fine.  How many times have they ‘tested’ you?”


But Echo just shrugged, feeling her pent-up humiliation beg for an outlet.  As she walked away, her legs lashed out, kicking rubbish and empty buckets aside.  “I don’t count.  Do you count how many questions you have a on a test?” She threw over her shoulder.


“Actually, I do.” And Echo wasn’t at all surprised by this answer.  “Fine, you don’t want to say, we’ll move on.” Catching Echo by the arm, he pulled her to a stop, their toes dancing on the edge of sunlight.  “You said this was a dead-end, so do we think Mitch went down here or not.”


Feeling her heart rate slow, Echo reminded herself of why she was here; what she needed to achieve.  


Sucking in a breath, she regretted it at once. The back of her throat burned with the rancid taste of the air and she coughed it out.  Eyes burning, Echo straightened. “I don’t know.  It’s more probable than anywhere else.” Pointing down to the rodded door, Echo allowed her mind to tick over.  “The bars are too thin even for a child to slid through and it’s a straight shot corridor with nowhere else to go.”


Slowly her eyes drifted to the clutter in the hall: an old oil drum dusty with soot was pushed to one side, while the child size matters was propped against the wall. Planks of damp wood cluttered lots of space and Echo could now even see parts of a broken bike tucked under one pile of rubbish.  


The further she looked, the more junk she saw and wondered how it all got there.  A mattress bought for a son or a daughter, thrown away because it wasn’t needed any more, or because it was old and tired.  The planks of wood; where they once part of a bigger construction, a bigger creation now longer useful.  And the bike, without key parts, it couldn’t run.  Did the owner even try to repair it, or was its just chucked in the river, to be washed away and drowned… Were all thing so easily discarded I life… Was she so easily thrown aside…?


“Echo, look at this?” In her daze, she hadn’t been listening to McQueen – frankly, she hardly did – but coming too, she saw he’d dragged aside the mattress, revealing a small, roughly hole in the wall.  “What do you think?” He asked, an excited notch in his voice as he asked the million-pound question once more.  “You think this is where they’ve gone?”


“Only one way to find out.” Echo replied, equally pleased that she could be one step closer to normality again.  Slithering like a snake, she could just squeeze through, the rough sides cutting at her skin. Thankful she was quickly out on the other side and into a dark,  damp room.  She could smell the stale air and felt the warmth from her bones being seeped into the concrete around her.  The soft sound of dripping water reached her ears and Echo could see a set of iron stairs that marked the start of a descent.


“Can you see anything?” McQueen called and shone his phone torch after her. It illuminated little, but it was all Echo needed.


“Footprints.” She called back.  “Two sets. One is bare feet, the other is a shoe and a sock.”


“Mitch.” McQueen conclude, more than excited and suddenly the light was gone.  “This is it.  I need to call Hale; tell him we have a direct lead.”


“And waste time?” Echo questioned, crouching by the tunnel hole. “We have no idea where we are Queenie.  It could take an hour to find signal, then another hour for your partner to find us.”  


McQueen didn’t answer but Echo knew he was trying to justify wasting than much time.  It was protocol to inform his partner, but Echo was not losing this momentum because of the ridged fist of the law. 


 “Look, Queenie. What are you going to even report? ‘Uh, yes sir, we’ve found a shoe that could or could not belong to the missing kid, and we’ve found a hole, which they could or could not be in.’  They’re not going to buy that shit.” McQueen let out a grumble from deep in his chest but didn’t tell her she was wrong. “We’ll go in, we’ll find the kids, snap a picture and, ta-da, we’ll have proof. These poor, defenceless kiddies will be saved, and you’ll be branded their personal hero.” Echo proclaimed in a whimsical voice.


“That is very unlikely.” McQueen said in a gruff voice.  “Hales knows me, he knows I wouldn’t call in with a random hunch.  He’ll come and in a few short hours, we’ll have a rescue mission under way.”


“A few short hours Queenie?  Do you think Mitch has a few short hours?” She pushed, “Look, I’ve been down there, remember, that’s why I’m here.  It’s…” Echo swallowed as she was lashed with memories, each on churning her stomach.  “It’s cruel and brutal down there.  I promise you.  Mitch doesn’t have hours.”


“Echo.” McQueen stressed, “I can’t leave my partner out of this.  I need to report in.” But Echo could feel she was wearing him down. Temping him with each second that passed.


“Come on Queenie.” She cooed. “Today, I’ll be your partner.  We’re here.  We have the means and the motive to see what’s at the end of this tunnel.” The Detective growled and Echo was starting to enjoy every time he did it. “One quick peak… one quick look around…” She teased. “Think of it as a side adventure; we turn up with nothing, no one will know the difference.  Besides, let’s not forget you don’t believe there’s a child cult down here.  It would be a shame to call in back up and for  this is all a waste of time…”


After a heartbeat too long, Echo could have sworn up and down the words ‘Fuck it’ were uttered from the good Detectives lips, but she could have been mistaken. ‘Duck it’ was just as likely, as was ‘chuck it,’ but while she debated, the grouch himself started to crawl through the hole.


“I want to make this very clear.” McQueen grunted as he pull himself through and clambered to his knees, “I don’t think this is a good idea.  If we get lost, no one knows where we are.”  And if Echo didn’t know better, she might have thought there was a little bit of panic in his voice.


“Don’t like small spaces Queenie?” She asked innocently.


With a frown, McQueen straightened his dirty coat and held the phone torch a loft. “I don’t like not following protocol.” But there was a twitch in his shoulder he just couldn’t shake.  It was comical to Echo, but she didn’t push it.


“If you say so.”


Looking around, Echo got a better look at the room: a concrete square, barely two feet across, littered with broken bits of wood and junk with no windows and only the staircase in one corner.  It took all of two seconds for McQueen to examine it as well.  “Well, this place is a dump.”


Echo nodded in agreement and looked around the room but even with more light, she already felt her hackles rising and the need to protect her back with the wall. “We should get moving.”


Stepping forward, McQueen shone his light on the stairs, and it was swallowed by the never-ending darkness.  There was clearly only one way to go; down.


“Ladies first.” McQueen outstretched a hand, offering Echo to lead the way, but she was not going first.  Frist to go, first to fall, first to be trapped, first to die.


“Sorry, Queenie, but it will always be beauty before brains.” And she gave him a hard, push towards the stairs and after only a second hesitation, he began his decent, Echo a few paces behind him.




XXIV

They hadn’t been walking for long.  The staircase they’d found spiralled downwards so much, McQueen thought it might never stop.  Fortunately, it did, but he didn’t like their new prospects anymore down here.   The darkness clawed at his phone light and in its dim glow, he couldn’t see much.  Looking around it only seemed to be a disused service tunnel - for what he wasn’t sure - which just begged the question again, why wasn’t he down here with Hale, a rescue team, council workers and most importantly, a map?


“I really don’t think we should be down here,” He spoke his uncertainty, but he should have remembered who he was with.


“Oh, don’t be such a baby.” Echo snorted, and gabbed his hand, shining the light at their feet instead. “Look, still loads of footprints.  We’re heading in the right direction.” And, for the most part she was right. The prints were easy to spot; the dirt freshly scuffed, and the thick layer of dust had been disturbed. If it hadn’t been for McQueen’s phone however, which so far was keeping its battery life, he wasn’t sure how they could have travelled in the dark.


“Right.” McQueen breathed and he again thought of the mess this case was becoming.  One dead child, a dozen missing children over ten years ago and now two disappearances, both from the same family. How could so many children be down here for so many years?  How could they all go missing and not ever their bodies be found?  And what percentage of Echo’s rambles were true; was this a cult?  And this Shade; who was he and what was his background?


“What do they do with the children?” McQueen asked, creeping slowly through the dark corridor.  There were branches of different corridors, even the odd doorway into another room, but he and Echo remained on the muddy footprints.  “You said you were down here for weeks, what did you do?”


Echo remained quiet, so much so, McQueen wasn’t sure she’d answer, until she huffed a noncommittal grunt. “Nothing.”


“What do you mean ‘nothing’?”


“Nothing,” She repeated. “You just played, or slept, or fight or … play.”


“There has to be something more.” McQueen shook his head as they continued to move.  “There’s no reasoning to steal children with no gain.  Maybe you didn’t see it when you were down here, maybe the missing children were sold as they grew up?” McQueen theorised.


“Yer, that’s not what happens.” Echo answered.


“Then what?” McQueen stopped and span to face her.  “Stop hiding the truth Echo.  If you know what happens, tell me.  If fact, you should have told us before.  Why is it always the same with you?  You could help us with a case and you just-… hold everything back.” McQueen asked in anguish.


“Because there’s-,”


“Nothing in it for you.” McQueen spat finishing her sentence, unsurprised. “You hide facts, hide the truth and then when you do spill, its crazy nonsense like: child cults and this Shade, who has no other reason for stealing children other then ‘letting them play’?” McQueen laughed, mocking Echo.


“You’re a real piece of work, you know that Queenie.” Echo hissed, squaring up to him, ready to go. “You’re happy to think outside the box when you need guidance; begging the bastard upstairs for help, but the minutes anything becomes a reality, oh you back right off. Children go missing, yes that normal. Children leered by narcotics dressed as sweets; yes possible.  But God forbid it’s for nefarious reasons like a cult.” Echo scoffed.


“Then tell me the truth.” McQueen screamed.  “Why lie about it?  Why does this Shade take children? What does he use them for, where do they go, why have none of them been found?”


“You want to know where they go Queenie?” Echo asked, her voice already building up for the grand reveal.  “You really want to fucking know? Fine, here’s the truth. They-,”


At the sound of stone rubbing against stone across the floor and Echo stilled,  McQueen too and between them the world stilled.  All through their progress down the dark twists and turns, McQueen hadn’t heard anything more than rat claws scurrying away and their own heavy breathing. Rocks didn’t fall without being pushed. Pebbles didn’t scuttle without an outside force…


“Stay behind me.” McQueen whispered tucking his phone away and reaching round for his gun; his fingers itching for the cold steel butt. But he grasped at empty air and suddenly McQueen felt bare and exposed. He had no gun. It was lying in that damn park somewhere, empty of bullets and attached to so much paperwork.


“Don’t move.” Echo said through unmoving lips and McQueen felt he could do nothing but listen.


They were at a cross section, multiple tunnels leading in many directions, empty rooms holding dead junction boxes and miles of cable.  Frozen and blind, they listened for a pin to drop and as more rocks scraped across the floor, the cold, bone tingling chill of being watched slipped up McQueen’s spine.  Every corridor echoed and there were too many possibilities to count; trying to pinpoint where the sounds came from became impossible.  That was until the eerie glow of fire began to rise around them.


First, they were a far-off hue through a fog, the dust in the air clouding them, but as the firelight grew, so did the undertone of babble.  It was no human language McQueen knew; the chattering of teeth and low, animalistic growls forming no sentences or words.  It was like wolves in an icy plane, there communication basic and wild.


McQueen felt Echo seize up as she scooted closer to him and when the stench of unwashed bodies hit them, she hissed.  McQueen didn’t know how he knew, but it was a smell that was distinctive.  It was the stench of survival.
◆◆◆
 
A child.


Small and hunkered down, the kid was naked. Dirt covered him head to toe and there was some sort of paint streaked beneath his eyes. Rotten teeth hung from his mouth and there were multiple scars dotting his skin.  He rocked on his feet in anticipation and the flaming candle he held swayed with his movements.  McQueen didn’t dare blink, his mouth dry with fear, as where there was one, there were several. 


Boys and girl of all ages loped out of the shadows, some in rags others as naked as the day they were born.  Either way, they were all in a state of disarray and the potent smell of filth began to collect in the air.


“Don’t do anything rash.” Echo hissed her voice tight with tension, despite McQueen feeling his body relax.  They were just small, innocent children after all, but Echo believed differently. “Don’t drop your guard.”


McQueen steadied himself before shifting onto the balls of his feet; ready for anything.  


Watching the circle form around him, he gaped at how vicious they looked.  He could hardly believe what he was seeing. With a quick count, McQueen estimated there were about fifteen children drawing close, some as young as five, to older kids looking around twelve. They held sticks and makeshift weapons of all designs: bats, planks of wood, metal pipes; as well as trivial things, like sharpened shrapnel or even just rather large rocks.


“So,” He whispered, “What do we do?” McQueen didn’t dare look at Echo, but he could feel her trembling beside him. It seemed they were both out of their league.  Spit suddenly flew from hissing teeth and McQueen was shocked that he flinched. “We don’t want any trouble.” He spoke aloud, but the circle continued to tighten not slowing a fraction. “We want to help.” He tried but to no avail.


One adventurous boy took a quick jump forward, jabbing his stick at McQueen’s ribs.  The hardened Detective was proud to say, this time, he didn’t flinch but did find himself batting the weapon away. More hissing and low, throaty growls followed, and McQueen turned on the spot, trying to keep his eyes on all of them at once.  He didn’t even know how Echo was fairing and the one second he did spare to glance at her, she wore a deathly glare ready to take on anything.


“Fff-rshhhh.” One boy smiled, stepping closer, now but an arm’s length away.  Echo was standing flush against McQueen’s back.  “Fffrr-sssshhh.”


“What are they saying?” McQueen asked his heart beating faster than he thought possible.  Sweat covered his skin as fear quaked in every muscle and with each passing second, he desperately wished for his gun.  Echo mumbled something, but McQueen didn’t catch it. “What?”


“Fresh.” She hissed with a snap. “We’re fresh meat: to play with, to toy with.” Echo huffed and kicked out viciously at one tiny girl who was getting too close.  “We might be bigger versions of them, but they don’t see that. We are different, so we are bad.”


McQueen looked at the children again and saw no curiosity in their eyes, or suspicion; only wild excitement and the promise of pain. He was all ready for them to bolt, his feet itching to run at any moment’s notice...


“SHADE!”  Echo’s voice rang loud and clear in the long, broken tunnel.  It was a name that bounced off the walls and resonated down the tiny paths leading to nowhere.  McQueen thought he might have suddenly gone deaf because as Echo’s voice repeated into silence, all he could hear was a faint ringing.  But it wasn’t his imagination; the space around them was as silent as the grave. Every child had frozen and had it not been for the small flames they held; McQueen wouldn’t have even had known they were there.


“Shh-d.” A whisper broken through the heavy silence; drenched in fear like just speaking the word brought up unmentionable horrors and the presence of something greater.


“Yes,” Echo spoke again, not lowering her voice a fraction. “Shade!” A rippling wave spread out across the hordes of ravish kids and some even took a step back.  “We see Shade.” McQueen wasn’t one to correct grammar, but even at Echo’s basic English attempts some of the children looked confused.


In that moment McQueen had two thoughts at the same time: the first was confusion. How could this child, Shade, install so much fear into his subjects?  What could this leader hold over these children that made them cower?  McQueen was curious, but more so, his need to save them became paramount.  His second thought was full of pity as he watched their confusion and suspicions.


These children knew nothing, learnt nothing, and were ruled by nature alone: run here, survive there. He had no doubt each and every single child couldn’t remember their family or friends.  If any of them had made it to primary school, they certainly didn’t remember that.  Numbers would be foreign to them, as would places and names. He even wondered if concepts would make sense: the weather - what was sun what was rain, or emotions -who was happy, who might be upset.  It seemed to McQueen the only thing they reacted to was food and fear; and Echo was drumming up a lot of the former.


“Shade?” An older boy spoke up and stepped through the throng, taking centre stage. 


He had to be around the age of ten, maybe younger and held a large bat. Baseball wasn’t a popular sport in England, so McQueen was surprised by the sight of it, but broke out in sweat as he took to the nails that had been hammered into its surface. The boy wore only a pair of denim shorts that had the fly undone, only the tightness of the material keeping them up. His hair was long and matted, with beads, charms and fabric twisted through the grease and dirt. “You see Shade?”


Echo stepped up to face the boy and McQueen tried not to flinch at their sudden exposed backs. “Yes.”


For whatever moment McQueen thought they might have been making progress - at least not being mauled to death by tiny children - but suddenly the boy laughed baring his teeth. It wasn’t a child-like laugh though, full of joy and happiness. It was mocking, defined by its curtness and low tones. A few sniggers followed but the invoking of their master’s name kept the smallest of children at bay.


After that, the boy dropped low, his feet spread wide and McQueen recognised at battle stance better than anyone. Both hands wrapped around his wicked bat and his feet shuffled; all ready to take a swing at Echo.  “No Shade.” He hissed and that was all the warning the kid gave.


McQueen's palms were slick with sweat, but as he reached out for Echo’s wrist and pull her to safety, she was gone.  In two quick strides she was within the boys swinging range; one hand grabbing the bat, keeping it at bay while her other hand - with great power behind it - smashed into the boy’s face. His whole body flew back with such force the kids behind him didn’t get a chance to jump out of the way.  Falling like dominos, they collapsed to the ground but only the boy - groaning through broken teeth - didn’t get back up.


“Shit,” McQueen hissed. As Echo stood over him, victorious. Sweeping the crowd, she looked for any other challengers.  No one stepped forward. “Right, well done.” McQueen congratulated Echo, “Time to go.” He tried to pull her away and towards an exit; any exit, but the harder he pulled, the more Echo resisted, until he gave up. “Echo, we need back-up, we need to leave!” He hissed but she continued to ignore him.


Keeping her head high, Echo found the tallest of the group; a girl who looked like she could hold her own. Not smiling, or even making a threatening gesture, Echo curling one solitary finger in her direction which could only mean one thing: ‘come here.’ Tightly clutching her metal pipe, the girl, no more than seven, shivered as Echo addressed her.


“Shade.” 


It wasn’t a question, it was an order and like a well-trained troupe, all the children quickly scurried away like ghost in the moon light, leaving the girl on her own.  Holding her candle aloft, she didn’t cower, but she smartly gave Echo a wide birth.


The girl was skinny, her face gaunt and eyes surrounded by dark rings.  She was too young to look like that and it scared McQueen.  She should have been full of light and joy, playing games and running to sleepovers.  But instead she was here, crouched in the dark, dirty and scruffy.  Her clothes were caked with dust and dirt, her trousers ripped and two sized too big, held in place by a synched belt.  Her t-shirt might have once been pink but now it was yellow with sweat, age and grime. It was ripped, flashing her pre-pubescent chest, while a red bandanna held back her hair.  McQueen dubbed her name to be Red; but that only raised more questions.


Did they have names? Or was it a deeper structure than that; a nature similar to that of a pack ruled by dominance and subordinances. Red could have been down here two weeks or two years, McQueen couldn’t tell, and that worried him.  What other states could children be in.  


Red skirted around them, the long corridors of gloom awaiting and McQueen became increasingly unnerved.  “Echo.  We have our proof; the children are down here.  We can get help.”


“We are not getting another chance like this Queenie.” Echo smile at him, giving him a reassuring pat. “Do you want to find these kids or not?  Because if Shade hears of us, and that we left knowing he and his hoards are down here, he will move.”


McQueen opened his mouth to argue but Echo already had her back to him and when Red began to walk away, she followed. He watched as the firelight shrink and in the centre of a splintered path, he was left with a choice.  Follow the tiny flame into darkness unknown or stay where he was; lost and blind…


Glancing behind, McQueen saw candle flames twists in the dark, their owners watching him.  They weren’t children, he reminded himself and if he ran now, McQueen knew he’d never forgive himself.  With quick steps, he caught up to Echo and kept pace.  Whatever lay ahead of them, there was no turning back now.


◆◆◆
 


Slowly through the gloom, Red kept her eyes on them suspiciously, which put McQueen more on edge.  They were still going deeper, the earth around them becoming colder, all the while the silence between them grew.


McQueen felt himself shiver despite his winter coat as saw to the true extent how these children were not ordinary. They weren’t stupid; their welcoming committee keeping serval steps behind them, and they’d even created precautions to stop unwanted guests wandering in.  The trail they’d been following veered off to the left and into darkness, while Red continued to the right. McQueen would bet it led inquisitive minds in circles for hours.


After doubling back on themselves, Red lead them to a small crawl space, just like the previous hidden hole. Crawling through, McQueen marvelled how the further they walked, crawled and squeezed through narrow spaces, the more disoriented he got.  He didn’t think he’d seen sunlight in hours, and it must have been getting dark by now. Surely Hale or someone at the station would have noticed his absents by now.


No one had spoken; not that McQueen expected a guided tour or anything, but it only allowed for his ears to pick up the other, creepier sounds.  Dripping water, rat claws, falling rocks and the long, hollow sounds that were too far away to distinguish. 


Red silently took them round corners and under broken pipes, through tunnel after tunnel; on and on, left turn, right turn, up and down, turning back on themselves, under themselves.  It was so small and tight the entire way, McQueen thought it was a miracle he, nor Echo had gotten stuck in a hole.  He chivalrously allowed Echo to go first every time just in case.


“All clear Queenie.” She called back to him once she was through yet another tight hole. McQueen wondered for the umpteenth time what the rag-tag band of child warriors around him might do if they found him stuck like a suckling pig.  He didn’t dare ponder on it for too long.


Adjusting his coat, and then taking it off all together, he clambered down onto his knees, wriggling forward on his stomach.  It was a tight squeeze again, but without too much effort he made it to the other side.  Hands on the other side pulled him up and McQueen was surprised by Echo’s charity, but anything he might have said was lost as their new surroundings shocked him.  


“Wow.” He couldn’t help but whisper.


The walls were almost perfectly smooth, worn away by hundreds upon thousands of tiny hands eroding them over time. They were bathed in warm light as candles flickering in the air, melted onto small crevasse, flickering softly. He had to remain crouched as he found trinkets hanging in his face looped with string, wire or thin bits of fabric.  Spinning above down the long corridor dancing above their heads, swayed thousands of children’s mobiles made from beads, bottle caps, strips of fabric and bright pieces of plastics.  It was all mesmerising and something he hadn’t expected to find in these dark depths.


“Put your coat back on.” Echo hissed as soon as straightened to a half crouch.


“What?” He asked puzzled. It wasn’t cold down here and he was starting to heavily sweat from all their exercise.  It wasn’t cold enough for a mid-winter coat.


“Put it on now!” She snapped again.


Red flicked them a look and there was something in her eyes that made McQueen slowly slip one arm into his sleeve before the other quickly followed. It hadn’t been a look of annoyance, or excitement, it had been more a look of… victory. It was a look of a conquering challenger when they realised, they’d won before the games had even began. McQueen stuck a little closer to Echo after that, not daring to ask any further questions.


Three weeks ago, he would have protested. Three weeks ago, he would have demanded a reason behind such a strange request. But he was not only at Echo’s mercy, but that of these children too. He had no doubt he wouldn’t be able to find his way out of these twisting, broken tunnels and as more time passed, and he found more evidence in this crazy case, McQueen felt less sure on what he thought he knew.


Ignoring the invisible fingers at the back of his neck as he heard the pitter patter of feet behind him, McQueen studied the space around him. The ground was soft dust beneath his feet and though he had to duck, there was more head space than he’d thought. Looking a little closer, he examined what else was at their feet as they passed.


Junk littered the tunnel’s edges: broken wood, heaps of mouldy cardboard and larger mounds of mush, indistinguishable. But nothing he’d thought could be significant at first, but he saw more details as the number of candles in the walls increased.  There were rags tucked into alcoves; discarded and forgotten, with rejected shoes, broken bottles, sheets covered in stains; dirty with dust and something darker…


Blood. 


And when he spotted it for the first time, he started to see it everywhere. First on the clothes and rags that were dotted the floor, then on the broken bits of glass or sharp rocks. After that, it was easy to find; on the walls, dried days ago, or in the shadows almost mixing completely in. 


At every turn, on every wall there was blood; old blood, new blood, dirty splashes of stains, dribble marks… there was so much. When he finally noticed what he could see, he started to notice the smell. At first, he’d put it down to the cramp, compact earth full of unwashed bodies and stagnant water, but now he no longer associated the tang of copper with the rich, red walls or the copper pipes that darted in and out of the earth. He no longer expected the stagnant water to only hold water, or the solidified patches of dirt to be just dirt.  Suddenly, the pretty, dancing mobiles no longer seemed so cute.


“This is not a place we should be.” He whispered over Echo’s shoulder. Red was striding ahead at a quick pace, her dirty brown nest of hair bobbed in front, her red bandana flashing with every turn.


“Shut up.” Was all Echo hissed, flinging a hand back to strike him in the gut for good measure. But McQueen frowned as Echo’s strike was soft and her words a hesitant whisper. Taking in her body language he saw tight shoulders and clenched hands. Something was up with her.


Ignoring her strange attitude, McQueen looked ahead to see their twisting path was coming to an end and he could only imagine what awaited them. The halls around them were no longer silent, instead alive with a buzz; like a humming of flies or the low groan of wood. The force of the noise grew louder and louder until he and Echo stepped into a mass vaulted room, the ceiling stretching high above, the walls curving upwards in a dome.  Roots hung down from the dirt above with more candles hanging in rope cradles, creating to illusion of fireflies, while large dugout firepits circled the edge of the room. It was warm in the hall, with soft sand beneath their feet and trembled with the movement of bodies.


Two steps into the room and all the buzzing, all the chatter cut off abruptly, like scissors through silk.  McQueen froze as hundreds of eyes swivelled as one, trained on him and Echo as the stepped into the inner sanctum.  


At the sight of a hundred small, ragged children, McQueen saw the Under-ert for what is was; a labyrinth full of the lost and forgotten, and he didn’t like that idea one bit.




XXV

Echo had almost vomited as they’d entered the underground network of tunnels. What little pizza she’d stolen from McQueen fridge churned in her gut like sour milk, and she’d clamped her teeth together so tight she though they might crack. The stale air hung heavy on her senses and the soft ground beneath her feet felt like she teetered on the edge of a slippery slope.  She did not want to be here. It had taken weeks to get all the dirt out of her hair last time.


In through her nose and out through her mouth; she counted her breaths as they evenly left her lips. After their long recovery escaping this awful place, Adin and Echo had made a pack: never ever would they return, not for saint or soul.  And yet here she was, once more following the same dark halls, the same flickering candles and breathing in the same unwashed scent.


McQueen was slowly trudging behind her, his back bowed due to the non-existent head room.  Flashing through her mind memories ran by, ones she’d thought she’d long forgotten.  


Bare feet hurrying past her ears, invisible children’s laugher… If it hadn’t been for McQueen’s heavy foot falls behind her, she might have started to flinch like a jackrabbit at every sound. But if her soft-hearted cop who believed in all that was good wasn’t flinching or breathing heavily, then neither would she.


It had been a long trek and by the time they reached the Great Hall, Echo realised she hadn’t been paying attention to anywhere they were going. She didn’t even remember when the walls had turned from damp concrete, to hard compact earth. Nevertheless, even knowing what to expect Echo still paused in the entrance, finding her feet heavy with the memories that assaulted her. What had it been when she was last here? A brawl over a dirty jacket leaving three dead and another two critical, who would later die? Or had it been the poor cat, caught in the stampede of tiny feet, trampled to death and then whipped by its tail at any one misfortunate enough to get in the way?


But it was McQueen's soft intake of breath that drew her from her jittery thoughts. “This… isn’t want I expected.” he whispered down her neck. Any other day Echo would have found it inviting – happy to tease him for such intimacy - but she too was scanning the room. It wasn’t in awe like McQueen though, but through eyes she had developed all those years ago; calculating, judging and guided by her primal instinct.


Hundreds of eyes followed their movements from around the fire pits.  McQueen made the mistake on stepping to close and a clatter of growls warded him off.  It was the nature of the Hall, if you wanted the warmth, you claimed your space; fought for it, defended it and allowed your presence to grow.  That or you took someone’s else spot, their power and presence. Unsurprisingly, Echo didn’t recognise any of the ‘big-kids’ that now claimed their fires. It had been almost seventeen years since she’d been in these walls or allowed herself to feel that tremor of fear. Seventeen years was a long time for a lot of children she had known to never grow up.


Observing each group in, Echo sorted the weak from the strong, the leaders from the frail and marked each face in her head. She might have been twenty-three, but these little nasties still had teeth, nails and weapons that they liked to use.  Turning her head just a fraction, she spoke to McQueen in such a low voice, she didn’t even know if McQueen would hear. “Do whatever I say.” She ordered, not waiting for his reply, and instead moved onwards into the belly of the beast.


From the large dome room, several tunnels led off into the dark and though Echo’s memory was foggy, she though one or two were new additions.  Yet all thoughts of mapping anything out, flew from her head as fear tore down her spine.


“And what,” The cold voice asked, “is this?”


Echo stumbled to a stop in the centre of the room, and despite the cracked clay walls, pulsing with heat and the pits that tickled the celling with flames, she was frozen to her bone. The girl in the Red bandana had scuttled to the floor, her head bowed to the sand and body trembling with fear.  A series of grunts and whines sounded, and one might think she was injured, but Echo knew better.  This was the language of the Under-ert. 


Colloquial to the animals of this filt, the low whines and key wails were words; or close enough.  Loud sounds promoted dominance, whines were subservient and if you hit the wrong note, it could be deadly.  It was one of the few hurdles Adin and herself were unable to conquer.  Taught to speak from day one, they were eloquent in their speech and the base-instincts to groan and grunt had been unlearnable.  However, in their time they’d learnt body language was a whole other set of rules.


Their guide was cowering, her belly scraping the floor, submissive and subservient.  He, however, wasn’t.  Walking across the floor, jaw locked in rage, the room went silent as a pubescent teen approach.  Shade, King of the Under-ert


Echo felt her feet slow, McQueen too, falling into step behind her.  Stood in the centre of the room, Echo observed Shade as he walked with his shoulders back, his brow furrowed and a dominance in his step.  He wore holy jeans with no shoes or shirt, and there was more dirt than skin showing.  His hair was long, swept back knotted with dreadlocks and beads, while his nose was long and hooked, with high cheek bones and hollowed cheeks.  His eyes were ringed with dark shadows, his skin so ghostly white Echo could see his veins and his thin skin moved over nobbled bones and exposed ribs. With the hint of an Adams-apple, arms and legs that stretched for miles, the guy was a walking skeleton.


“What is this?” he cried again, kicking up dust as he stomped past the guide. His eyes flicked to where McQueen and Echo stood, and as he did, a cold finger trailed down Echo’s spine, making her curl her toes.  The girl, their guide continued to grunt and snarl, his voice the only sound in the giant cave.


“What’s going on?” McQueen asked, leaning over and whispering in her ear.  “What-… what’s will all the growls?”  But his inquisitive questions were going to have to wait, because as she watched, the more Echo feared their fate.
“Well,” The teen threw out his arms and smiled at Echo, his rotting yellow teeth jagged as gravestones.  “It looks like we have guests!” He cried and drew a tremor from the crowd.  The children listened.  They fed off him, followed him… he was there leader.  He had to be Shade... but that didn’t make sense.  When she’d last been here, Shade had been tiny, small, barely over the age of six.  Now… now he was at least sixteen.


“This is just a sight to see.” Shade cooed and Echo tried not to backstep but instead of anger and violence in his voice, Shade was cheerful.  Too damn cheerful.   “Two Elders roaming my land, invading my kingdom. Now this will not do.  No, that will not do at all.” He paused, “But to the first matter at hand.”


With two steps, Shade was stood over their guide and in all the commotion she had risen her head, eyes gazing upward in adoration, and that was her downfall.  Head back, like a trusting omega, her throat was exposed.  The knife sliced across her skin, tore through cartilage and exploded blood across the sand floor before the poor girl could even blink. 


“NO!” McQueen screamed and his body launched forward, slipping past Echo, but before she could rip him back, there was a wall of defence. Sticks were branded, sharp metal was whipped out and McQueen ground to a halt in front of a battalion of armed cultists. “No, no, no.” McQueen continued and desperately looked at the fallen girl. 


Echo could tell he wanted to crawl over the blood-soaked sand and clutch the spurting artery.  He would have crawled over hot coals if it meant there was a chance to save the girl, but he wasn’t paying attention.  Shade hadn’t reacted, not even as the warm spray had brushed against his bare feet.  Instead he’d examined his dull hunting knife in the candlelight, wiping the blood and gristle off onto his hand.  Echo took that moment to pull McQueen back, grabbing his coat in a tight grip.


Palm bloody, Shade smeared it down his face and onwards to his chest and as the trail ran out, Shade’s eyes flashed open with a fierce glare and let out a bellowing screamed. His cry echoed around the cavern and the hordes of followers copied. Soon the floor was shaking, the walls trembled, and Echo crouched by McQueen felt the power that came with every vibration. 


“He killed her.” McQueen muttered beneath the animalist noise.  “She didn’t do anything.”


Grabbing the muttering Detective, Echo heaved him upwards, wanting them both on their feet.  “She did enough.” Which was the sad truth and only the half of it.  Echo and McQueen were trespassing; not just trespassing, but they were outcasts.  Elders were not allowed in the Under-ert.  The punishment: death.


“Brothers. Sisters.  I am not happy.” Shade began to circle the room, keeping Echo and McQueen in the centre, but made sure that his subjects got a full view of him.  “I am not happy that these Elders have been allowed to roam freely into our home! Into my Kingdom. And when I'm not happy, no one is rewarded.” A shriek of horror flew from the children around them, as rewards meant Dixie and Dixie was life down here.


“You killed her!”  McQueen cried, stuck on that little tid-bit.  Echo clawed at his arms, but the thick winter coat she had so diligently told him to keep on, softened the bite of her nails.  “I am going to make sure you rot in prison, you-,” But whatever McQueen could have tried to say, his words were stolen by a  branch across his back, wielded by a toddler.  Coughing a splutter, McQueen fell to his knees, dust clouding up around him. 


As he knelt there, dirty, blood splattered feet came to a stop under his nose and together, Echo and he looked up and saw the bare chest of Shade.  “Maybe I’ll just be done with you now.” He twisted the knife in the air, a sneer on his lips.


Echo, despite the very core of her being telling her not too, flinched as the knife swung close.  The fresh tang of copper stung in her eyes and she thought for a second it might be the end, when a soft voice called across to them and Shade stilled.  “Now, now my King.  We haven’t had Elders among our ranks in many years, now have we?” 


Looking past the boy King, Echo watched as a girl she didn’t recognise slinked across towards them from the darkness.


She, despite the dirt and the filth, stood out from everyone else in the room because she was dressed.  Mahogany brown hair hung over each shoulder in braids tied off with leather cords and she walked slow enough the whole room could watch.  Echo had never seen anyone under-the-earth wear shoes before and the more Echo examined the girl, the more her suspicion grew. The girl was swathed in layers of clothing: multiple skirts and dresses as well as an awfully expensive looking fur coat matted and streaked with grime. The fastest rule you learnt down here was that clothing was key: the more you had the warmer you stayed and the more opponents you’d taken them from. You were to be feared and this girl, whoever she was, had a lot for anyone under-the earth. 


Her dirty, filth encrusted hand reach out, slowly pulling Shade’s knife away as she seductively whispered in his ear.  Echo was shocked Shade allowed someone so close to him, let alone contradict his actions.  People had lost fingers for less. 
“We shouldn’t do away with them so rashly.”  Echo felt the hairs of the back of her neck tingle as the girl – Shades’ Queen – sealed their fate.  “We will make examples of them.”


Shade stiffened and Echo thought he would at least gut the girl, but instead with horror she watched him smile, a gleam growing in his eyes as he revelled in the thought of their demise.


Whoever this girl was Echo didn’t know but this was not like before.  Before with Adin, it had been Shade and Shade alone who ruled this earth, but now there was this girl.   Eyes leaving Echo’s, she nodded, her gaze off somewhere behind them and the only warning Echo had was the slight shift of sand by her foot, when suddenly the think end of a stick was rammed into her face.


Pain flared, but it was all quick swept away as darkness took her.
◆◆◆
 
The rough feeling of rock against her face awoke Echo, her nose crusty with sand and her teeth aching in the cold.  Shifting, she slowly gathered her arms underneath herself, but found it difficult to rise.  Looking over her shoulder, she saw a body covering her lower half,  and as she shifted, McQueen groaned.


“Get off me you lump.”  She hissed and with what little energy she had, she pushed herself upright.  McQueen moved upright too and looked aroudn in dismay.  They were both, very much in Hell.


“Damn it.” Echo growled watching the shadows flicker in the light of the candles that were scattered around them.  Rubbing the back of her neck, she winced as her fingers brushed aside some hair.  With gentle fingers she probed her temple and after feeling the medium sized lump there, Echo huffed.  What was another injury among every single other one she had?


Eyes closed, she tried to breath; tried to settle herself and feel the earth beneath her.  Air rushed up her nose, but her throat closed as she smelt the same, cold earth.  It was the same rotting stench that clotted the corridors, along with constant smell of blood.  Opening her eyes, Echo took to breathing through her mouth and was pleased to see McQueen was up and awake too.


“What is this?” He asked and together they took in their surroundings.   In hindsight, she shouldn’t have been shocked by what they found.  What had she expected, a bed?  A window?  Instead they were greeted with this inside of an egg.  A small room with a domed ceiling and a curved base; the walls rough with uneven rocks.  There only exit was an oval hole, covered by nothing more than a flimsy piece of cotton. 


“Home.” Echo slumped, rubbing her gritty fingers across her scalp while stretching out her back processing the situation they were in. “At least for the next few hours… days if we’re unlucky.”


“Days?” He cried in dismay. “We don’t have days Echo.  We need back up. And social services.  And search and rescue. There are children down here.  So many children.” Echo watched as McQueen started to panic, trying to rise to his feet and made for the exit. But as his fingers reached for the flap, sharp knives slashed out and he fell back with a yelp.  “What… Are they holding us hostage now?”


“Until Shade can decide what to do with us.”  Echo didn’t like that, but what she didn’t like even more was that girl.  She’d touched Shade’s arm.  She pulled him back.  She’d controlled him.  No one ever controlled Shade.


“We need to leave.”  McQueen commented again as if it wasn’t obvious.


“Well unless you want to get a knife to your gut, we won’t be going anywhere.”


McQueen let out a harsh breath as if to tell Echo she was being ridiculous, but the spurt of gushing blood from the little girl’s neck must have flashed in his memories. “These kids…” he trailed off.


“Don’t feel sorry for them.” Echo slid down so she was lying on her back, her hands folded across her stomach and her legs high up the wall.  “Don’t get suckered in by their baby faces and tiny bodies.”


McQueen looked down at her, annoyance in his gaze.  “But they’re just children Echo.  They don’t know any better.  Look what happened to Red – our guide.  Look what happened to Wendell.  If these kids knew what their fate was - if they truly understood what happened here - they would want to leave.” 


Echo bit back a response, letting McQueen get it all out.  These kids didn’t care about each other, only their own survival.  But McQueen would learn that.  Eventually.


“If this is the fate for every kid here, the fate for Mitch and Johnny… The world they’ve been dragged into, we must get them out.  All of them.  We can-,”


“No.” Echo spat.  In the tight space it was hard but Echo still managed to clamber up quickly to kneel before McQueen, a fierce look in her eyes.  “No, do not pity them Queenie. Don’t look at them with a mellow heart because they will rip it out.”


McQueen opened his mouth to argue but Echo clamped a thin, pale hand over his mouth.  Leaning right it, they were breast to breast, nose to nose and Echo could feel his galloping heart. 


“Listen to me very carefully Queenie- are you listening?” Echo paused, waiting long enough for McQueen to nod. “These kids are not kids.  They are not lost pre-schoolers crying in the vegetable isle.  They are not kids who’ve wandered away, or been kidnapped, brained washed and living with a fake family.  They are not even children who have had the misfortune of being locked in a hole for fifteen years. Even those kids were fed, watered, and taught the basics of human interaction: yes, no, do, don’t.”


McQueen shivered under Echo’s hand as he took in the fierceness behind her eyes.  She hoped he saw no sorrow or pity there, just the raw need for him to understand.  He had to, or the two of them would never find their way out of here.  Slowly taking her wrist, he pulled her away and in the softest whisper, asked the question that Echo knew he’d ask. “So, tell me then.  What are they?”


“Animals.” Echo replied with conviction. “They’re not fed, they are not watered, they are not looked after in any sense of the word. You fend for yourself.  You steal from others to become dominant or you scavenge by taking leftovers; bugs, worms, rats or anything else they can find.”


“That’s inhuman.”


“That’s survival.” Falling off her hunches, she mirrored McQueen on his knees.  “You don’t get second chances here.”


“There’s no discipline? Or order?” McQueen breathed, but it wasn’t a question; just a weary statement.  “And they can’t leave, because of this drug, Dixie?” McQueen asked, trying to piece it all together.  Echo remembered once doing the same; piecing together how Shade ran his Kingdom and what power he held.


“Pretty much. If they get a toe on the food chain and survive their first few months, they don’t want to leave.” McQueen shot her a disbelieving look, and for once Echo happily continued. “They don’t remember their old life, or how they got here.  ‘Monkey see, monkey do’, or in this case, ‘rabid child see, rabid child do’. They’re too busy working out how to win their next meal or gather their next bucket of water to try and escape.  A few more weeks and they’re completely placid with their life. They don’t remember any better, they don’t know any better, they don’t want any better.”


“It’s so cruel,” McQueen whispered.


Echo shrugged, unsurprised by the truth of the situation. In most kidnapping cases, when a family member did not do it – which wasn’t very often – the child ended up in one of three places. The online Black Market where they were sold for pornography, enslavement, to perverts or other nefarious reasons. The other two options were to never be seen again or found dead.  How many of the children down here had vanished without a trace?  All of them, Echo would bet. 


“Don’t,” Echo ordered from the side of him as she watched the holy Detective get a far off look in his eyes.


“Don’t what?” McQueen bit out.


“Get that thought out of your head Queenie.  You can’t save them.  You can’t get them out of here and return them safely to their homes.” McQueen scowled as he realised Echo saw right through him.


“Why not?” He whispered almost like sullen child. “Why can’t we save them?  Cassi can work on the drug; she could find an antidote or a diluted version of the substance to ween them off…” 


Echo looked at him with a stern face, but McQueen just looked right back instead of listing all the reasons,


So, with a half-cocked smile, Echo shook her head in pity.  “You’ll see why Queenie. Give it a day, maybe two, and you’ll see why these creatures are un-saveable.”  Sliding back down into a slump, she relaxed speaking softly, before rolling over onto her side. “But hope you don’t find out Queenie.  You won't like the truth any more than my crazy ideas.”




XXVI

McQueen woke with a start and instinctively kicked out with his leg. He heard a muffed oomph and the sound of flesh hitting rock before he was even able to sit up. 


        Darting forward, he ripped back the flimsy curtain and scouted the hall outside, but it was pitch black and soundless. Not even rats in the dirt could be heard.  Rubbing his eyes, he cursed himself. He hadn’t meant to fall asleep; for one it was bloody uncomfortable, but secondly, he felt exposed. In such tight sleeping quarters, it was ridiculous, but there wasn’t a door to sleep behind, or a window to jump out of. There was only the raw earth and candlelight which made it all so… archaic.  He felt unsafe.


“What the hell happened?” Echo mumbled sleepily from his side.


“I-… I felt something on my foot-… on my shoe.” McQueen corrected. Some of the candles had died, and those that were still lit didn’t supply a lot of elimination.


“Check your shoelaces.” Echo ordered though a yawn, cracking her back.


McQueen shot her a dubious look but lifted his foot, nonetheless.  There his leather shoes shone dully through the dust and dirt, but there were no laces.  “What-… where’d they go?” He spat, even checking the ground where his feet had been.


“Probably in someone’s hair… or to tie something up. A shoelace has a lot of uses.” Echo explain nonchalantly, cracking her neck in the other direction.


“Why take it?” He asked as he wriggled is toes, finding all the extra room.  He scowled as he realised there would be no way he could run in these; his shoe would fly straight off.


“Why not? It was by the door, in easy reach and you were asleep. Sleeping people don’t attack awake people.” Echo gave him a sleepy smile and McQueen.  Curling tighter in a ball she let out a soft laugh. “Aren’t you glad I told you to put your coat back on instead of you stupidly using it as a pillow or something?”


Touching the wall behind him, McQueen felt the freezing chill that seeped into his fingertips and was extremely glad of his coat. “They’ll really take anything?” He mused.


“Anything.” Echo answered. “And the dead don’t disturb them either, so if you see any naked dead bodies, they weren’t always like that.” He shot her a sour look but just she returned him one a pure innocence.  “You wanted to know why they can’t be saved; I’m just giving you the four-one-one.”


McQueen opened his mouth to tell her… something, he was sure he could have thought of some silver lining, when the curtain flap twitched again. Framed in the doorway, two boys stood - no older than fifteen – and they each held a weapon.  Sharpened spikes of metal, wrapped with fabric at one end, they waved them in an aggressive manner.


“What-, what does that mean?”


“Time to go I think.” Stepping out of the hollow, Echo left before McQueen followed.  He was happy to straighten his back, but was suddenly yanked backwards, and his hands pulled together.


“Oi!” McQueen cried, but looked to see the same happening to Echo.  


Quick like rabbits, their hands were tied behind their backs and McQueen started to struggle but froze as knife tips threatened his kidneys.  Looking towards Echo, he saw that she wasn’t.  If fact, she wasn’t resisting at all instead, moving as shown and keeping her distance from the knives.  With great revulsion, McQueen took her lead and the longer they stayed down here, the more he realised he’d have to put his faith in her. Yet as they were slowly moved through the tunnels Echo suddenly turned and levelled her gaze at him.  


“What?” he growled, feeling his back strain as it begged to straighten.


“Don’t eat anything they offer.” She stated, in a tone that left no room for argument.  “Whatever they offer, don’t eat anything.”  She repeated and as soon as the words left her mouth, his stomach growled.


“What? Why not?” But Echo had already been shoved away, leaving McQueen nothing to do but huff a breath and hop that they’d seen the last of that dark, dank hole.
◆◆◆
 
The great hall was much the same to McQueen’s despair.   The candles overhead still flickered, and the fire pits roared, but any crackle of sound was overthrown by the thunderous applause of stamping feet and howling growls.  Every kid edged towards them, their snarls growing louder with nothing in their eyes but excitement. 


As a bad feeling grew in McQueen's stomach, he was transport back to a memory long ago, when he’d taken a school field trip to a local museum. There had been a small Roman settlement close to Dublin and the tiny museum had been filled with trinkets, buried treasure and long paragraphs no one bothered to read.  The only thing McQueen had found interesting was mention of the great city of Rome and its Colosseum.  He'd tried to imagine what it was like in the gladiator arena hearing the crowds roar and only the bravest, strongest allowed to leave.  He now, had no doubt his unimaginative mind hadn't done it justice as sticks were branded at him like swords.


A rabid scream brought McQueen back to his senses and a hot, sweaty sheen coated his skin.  He could feel his heart racing and as he was shoved down the aisle, he could see the mighty Shade awaiting them at the end.


The King of the Under-ert sat on his throne of twisted roots, the gnarled wood appearing to have grown with the sole purpose to provide such a seat of power.  He had one leg hooked over the arm, while his whole body was relaxed like a skinny cat while one hand gently turned a formal, ancient looking staff on its end. 


To McQueen’s disgust, he saw that Shade not only still wore Red’s blood across his face and chest, but her red bandana was tired around his wrist.   In fact, the closer he walked, the more McQueen saw.  Fresh bruises covered the boy’s knuckles, while cuts still seeped where he'd hit teeth, cartilage or even bones.  Wendell hadn't had it easy, he knew that, but this was just more proof. With every fresh wound McQueen saw, more blood pounded in the Detectives ears and he vowed this abuser would be served justice.  


Suddenly like the flick of a switch, the room went silent and both Echo and McQueen froze.  He hadn’t moved, but all eyes were on him as he hitched a grin that pulsed empowerment.  


“Welcome back intruders.” The would-be-King purred.  “I see our home has been kind to you.”  McQueen didn't dare remove his eyes from Shade, but he knew both he and Echo were a state.  Dishevelled and dirty, they would smell like a dump and that was being polite.  However, compared to some of the kids around them, they were pristine.


Suddenly, with a sharp kick Echo and he were dropped to the floor in front of the twisted throne.  McQueen’s knees protested and he could already feel the bruises beginning to bloom, but even as he tried to rise, something hard was poked into his back. 


“More than kind.” The feminine voice spoke up and from the shadows of Shades throne, the girl appeared.  She had surprised McQueen before; her well-mannered tone and her clean clothes.  She was a Queen among the peasants.  Walking forward, she came to a stop right beside her King.  “They survived the night.  How disappointing.”


“Isn’t it just.”  Shade answered, his crusty fingers trailed up her arm, stroking her like a good pet.  “But fear not my Tigress.  That will soon change.”  McQueen felt a shiver slid up his spine, but he refused to show it.  He wasn’t as well versed in this world as Echo, but even he knew not to show fear in a situation like this.  Instead, he did what he knew best:  he repeated the letter of the Law.


“I am Detective McQueen of the Rippling Police Department.  You are holding an Officer against his will. Let us go, and you will be dealt your justice swiftly.”


A slow, lazy smile curled Shade’s lips.  “A lawman you say?  And tell me lawman, what do you think to my Kingdom?”


McQueen swallowed, feeling the dryness that coated his teeth as his throat begged for some fresh water.  “I think your Kingdom is nothing.  I think you play pretend in your hole, wrecking homes and families for your game of dress up.”


Shade threw his head back with a laugh and with only a slight delay, the whole room laughed with him. 


“Do you really want to aggravate the keeper of our fate?” Echo snarled through gritted teeth. “Is that what your cleaver Detective training taught you?” McQueen check himself.  He was allowing his anger to get the better of him and if he was going to deliver Wendell and the other children justice, he had to first make it out of here alive.


As the laughter died down, Shade  threw his arms wide and as he did, a thunderous roar went up in response.  “A game lawman?  Why, of course it’s a game.  We love games down here!” 


“What I meant was-,” But McQueen’s words were drowned out as the roar continued.  Shade just looked around in pleasure, feeding off the admiration.  Daring to look too, McQueen saw the faces of the children were wild with anticipation.  They didn’t know what he or Shade was saying, but the truth of the matter was they’d been trained.  Like the good audience they were, they approved everything Shade said, applaud every command and move ready for every attack.


Shade grinned as his masses continued, their cheers growing feeding off one another.  With a suddenly leap, he left his throne, springing forward until he squatted balanced on the balls of his fee, nose to nose with McQueen. “I wonder… How did you find me down here?” Head swivelling back and forth, he looked between them, a crazy glint in his eyes suggesting he was enjoying this all far too much.  “Two elders in my lands; two! I can’t be having more of you down here to spoil my fun.”


“We can spoil a lot more than your fun.” Echo spoke, drawing the mad child’s gaze.  “Or did you think you were safe down here in your hideaway?” McQueen watched as Shade’s gaze narrows in on Echo, his nostrils flaring as he wondered what other threats might descend on his home.  “You have a traitor amongst your people.  A betrayer, who’s led us down here from the Upperlands with a trail.  We found one of your subjects and and it was easy from there.”


“She?” Shade’s head cocked to the side, needing to know more.


“Wendell; pretty little thing, with her blue dress and blonde hair.” Echo described.  “She was left out just like a welcome matt.  It was easy finding her near that service entrance and then what the path that lead us all the way down here? How could we not find you?”


McQueen saw the recognition on Shade’s face, but the twisted mask of rage next was not what he’d been expecting.  He let out a loud snarl that ripped through his lips instead.  “Wendall was not one of us.  She was once our sister, but she was led astray. The Upperlands tainted her and those who are tainted are banished."


"So, you admit to killing her?" McQueen jumped in, the children around them paying attention.  If only they could understand, McQueen wished, maybe then he could save them all.  “You killed Wendell?” He repeated louder, hoping some among them might recognize the poor girls name.


“Death is but another great adventure.” Shade answered with a cold, heartless voice and straightened, taking the attention of his people with him.


Walking back a step, he stopped side-by-side with Tigress who stood perfectly still awaiting her King.  Looped a loving arm around her, McQueen watched while she hummed with pleasure as he stroked the side of her face.  A pet to its owner or slave to its master; that was the dynamic McQueen saw before him.  But nothing with right down here, everything was back-to-front or up-side-down; children overpowered adults, death was accepted and living – was rejected.


“You can’t hide down here forever!” Echo cried after him, swatting away a stick that prodded her to shut up.  “More Elder’s will follow.  You can’t keep this up.  Give us what we want and-,”


But Echo’s words were cut off as a stick was whacked against the back of her head.  The crowd roared at such violence, but Shade quickly squashed it down.


“I think we’ve seen enough!” He called and a ripple wove its way through the children as their King sat back on his throne.  "We can not let these Elder's spoil our day. "


With a wave, Shade let out an animalistic growl that vibrated up his chest.  The children around them began to fidget with much enthusiasm and in that moment, McQueen realised that the two of them might not be the main event.  It was as if the children held their breath and you could taste the anticipation in the air.


“Wait?” McQueen called out as he fell to his knees at the edge of the room; his unease rising.  “What are you going to do with us?”  But Shade didn’t answer, instead he looked out across his people with a calculative gaze, the tension building. “Wats happening?” McQueen asked Echo, but as he turned to look over his shoulder, he saw that their guards had gone.


Echo had turned too and slowly her eyes widened.  “Oh…” She breathed and to his surprised, shifted herself forwards towards Shade’s throne.  “Quick, get out of the way.” She whispered and McQueen moved. 


 His arms tied around his back made it difficult, but like a lumpy worm, he managed.  As they both collapsed at the feet of Shade’s throne, McQueen heard it.  It was the sound of a tea tray chiming as unsteady hands brought it out into the garden, or the sound of metal pots clanging.  It echoed down the closest corridor, getting closer and closer and all the children went silent, listening too.


“What is it?” McQueen asked but jumped from his skin went Shade slammed his fist down on his throne arm.  The first vibration trembled up McQueen skin, as did the second and third, calling the room to order.  Echo didn’t answer him and after a heartbeat or two, McQueen could see why.  How could you explain what he saw next?


It was what had once been an old, vintage pram, its creaking wheels still rolling despite being bent out of shape.  Wedged into the crib, a large, oily pot sat and its previous, crusty contents dribbled down the sides.  Ugly, rusted spoons clanged together off the edge on the bassinet and making them ring like a dinner bell.  It was then, as the rich, warm smell of meat rushed up McQueen’s nose, he realised what this was; dinner time.  Looking around the room, every pair of eyes were glued to the pot and seemingly from nowhere, bowels, cups and plates had appeared in every child’s hand. 


Eyeing the meaty pan, McQueen wondered what was in it:  rat, mouse, bat or bird?  His stomached cramped again, reminding him how hungry he was, but Echo’s warning sounded clear.  Don’t eat anything, she’d said, so hands still tied McQueen observed instead.  


The contents sloshed over the edge and there was a collective gasp as the thick stew tumbled down the side, its grey colour spreading thinner and thinner and yet still no one moved. It was then that McQueen heard the other noise, a faint, soft noise that was barely audible; a repetitive murmur, playing on a loop.  Hushed and whispered under their breath, it took McQueen a moment to see it came from the cooks, their voices bubbling as they pushed the pram to the centre of the room.  Heads bowed; three little girls moved the pram in earnest, their small, frail arms shaking with effort.


“What - Who are they-?” McQueen whispered to Echo as his ears tried to pick up the words that whispered from their lips, but his breath caught in his throat as the girls lifted their heads to look straight at him.  Or at least, they would have, if they had eyes.  


Each girl’s face was gaunt with hunger and white as a sheet.  Their clothes hung from their bodies and their lips were bleeding with dry cracks, but it was their eyes that killed McQueen, because they simply weren’t there.  Hollow sockets watched him, the dark empty holes freezing him in his place.  It wasn’t until the pot was placed in the centre of the room and the three girls  left, did McQueen allow himself to breath.


Flicking his gaze to Echo, she looked only at her lap and he couldn’t find the words.  Horrors and pain awaited anyone who ended up down here and the longer McQueen remained in this compact Hell, the more he thought they might not make it out of there alive.


Two thumps of Shades’ hand brought McQueen to his senses and all he could do was watch in shock. He couldn’t speak, because no words came to him.  He couldn’t question because he didn’t know what questions to ask.  He had never felt an out-of-body- experience before, but he suspected it was very much like this; looking out of your own eyes, but not seeing a single thing…


The children around the room were on their toes, weapons gripped in their teeth or at their waist, all ready to move at a moment notice. Shade stood, collecting a  perfect clay bowl from Tigress, its edges unchipped and its curve deep.  He, in the silence, waltz forward, his long, lean legs carrying him over the sand until he stood over the pot.  


With a delicate hand he scooped out his share, his dirty, bloody fingers dipping below the surface and lofted it high.  The bowel quivered under the weight of the food and allowing the excess to slop to the floor, Shade slowly made his way back to his throne.  Apprehension vibrated in the air like static, but Shade didn’t hurry, slipping his fingers into his bowel and pulling out a large, square chunk of meat.


A chorus of groans sounded in the room as every child – starved to the bone – watched their great leader sit back and leisurely licked the meat, savouring the taste on his tongue before placing it into his mouth whole; juices dripping down her jaw. 


McQueen waited for the children to move, but still they remained rooted to the floor; eyes hungry with need.  Only when Shade swallowed did McQueen feel the atmosphere change.  It was as if someone had lit a match, the friction on the head still building against the coarse surface but it had yet to produce a spark.  They were waiting for that flash, so agonising to wait for, the tension so high, and it would only take a moment to change…


Shade flicked a finger – one solitary finger – and the hall exploded all at once.
◆◆◆
 
“They were like rats?” McQueen breathed as he sat slumped back in their home-away-from home.  The egg-shaped curve of the walls had been uncomfortable before, but McQueen was too numb to feel it now. He felt chilled to the bone.


“Rats?” Echo asked, her head lolled back in total ease despite the prison they resides in.  “That’s a mellow description.”


“How?” McQueen rubbed his hands up and down his face, his eyes scrunched closed as the last hour flashed through his mind.  “How can they live like this?  How can this be real?” Gritt crunched under his fingers, falling from his eyebrows and hair. “This is crazy!  This whole place it crazy!”


It was like a swell of unbridled blame twisting in his heart as he saw everything in his mind once more; for everything he couldn’t do, every child he’d failed to save.  It was a ridiculous notion, he knew that, he’d only just found this place, but from now until the end of days he would remember their faces and the guilt would always linger with it.


Chaos had reigned in the Great Hall as kids flung each other sideways to get to their food. McQueen had gasped a breath every time a child took a sucker punch to the gut or received an elbow to their eye.  Even Echo, the woman as hard as nails winced at the sound of flesh thumping flesh.  Yet it was the sound of one soul destroying, strangled scream that championed above the rest.


“Oh, my Lord.” McQueen had breathed as his eyes found the source and he came to the full understanding of what the Under-ert truly was.


To one side, were shadows danced on the walls cast by the fire pits, there was a huddled group.  Small erand nibble, McQueen had watched these kids steal their food first, moving quick as whippets under legs and around brawls.  In and out they’d scoffed down what little food they’d grabbed and thus, hadn’t been paying attention to everyone else.  One girl in their group had paid the price.


Clutching her face, bright white blisters had sprung up under her fingers while flames licked at her hair. The acidic stench of burnt fibre and flesh filled the room, all the while her screams continued, growing more frantic and merged into retching sobs. 


She’d been shoved with hands twice her size into the fire pit; her food stolen from her hands while she was left to burn.  She couldn’t have been much older than five and McQueen could taste the vomit on his tongue as he watched her writhe alone. 


“They just left her.” He sobbed to himself in their hole.  He could feel the guilt thrashing at his conscience and wasn’t surprised when, instead of comfort, Echo beat him with facts.


“Warmth comes second to food by no more than the width of a grass blade down here.” She answered him with a shrug.  “Choosing where you sit relies heavily on your ability to defend it.  All it takes is one boisterous brother-in-arms to feel peckish and…” Echo trailed off, allowing her voice to turn into a harrowing sizzle sound. 


She’d been so calm in the hall and even now Echo remained detached.  You flinched at the smell of roasting flesh, and at least shivered at the sounds of a child screaming and yet she remained still, as if carved from stone. Whatever world she’d been brought up in, it was far from normal to the point it scared him.


“It’s barbaric.” He ground, his teeth aching in pain as he clenched them harder.  But his anger only stemmed from his helplessness down here.  He should have helped that girl.  He should have saved her.  He should have done anything. 


Instead, sat in the Great Hall McQueen's legs had seized, begging for him to move, but before he could, a solid foot slammed into the back of his knee.  Thanks to Echo’s efforts, he buckled before he even got a chance to lift his ass off the ground and that hadn’t been the worst of it.


“Let me go Echo.” He snapped no longer keeping to a whisper. He tried to rise again, but his leg protested, and he found with his hands behind his back, it was almost impossible to get up again.  “She’s burning!” He tried to shuffle forward, like he could move across the thirty-foot expanse on nothing but sheer willpower.  “God above, Echo let me go!”


But she had just kicked him again, harder and whispered harshly in his ear.  “Do not go to help her Queenie. You can’t do anything.”


“Yes, we can. I know first aid.” McQueen argued, and in that moment, he really did feel like he could.


“With what?” She hissed at him.  “With what antiseptic are you going to stop the infection? With what burn gel are you going to sooth the pain? With what sterile environment are you going to de-breed the burnt flesh?”


It was at that point, McQueen had finally looked at her, his breath coming out in puffs and his mind catching up.  “We can find help; get her out of here…” he tried, but it was a weak argument and he knew it.


“Which way is out, Queenie?” Echo asked, allowing her questions to slowly sink in.  “You can’t help her, not here. A burn to face is bad, it will hurt, but if she’s made some allies in the right places she just might make it.  It’s far from the worst thing that can happen to these children.”


The words had rolled into McQueen’s head and out the other side.  He couldn’t process the idea that worse was still to come.  He didn’t want to.  Glancing back, the girl had stopped screaming only because she’d passed out and two boys were dragging her away, to where he didn’t know.


“Do not forget what I said, this place has no one you can save Queenie. You are here for Mitch and I am here for the Dixie Source. Nothing else matters or can be saved.”


Sat in their egg-like dug out, the memories of Dinner still fresh in McQueen’s mind, he reaffirmed what he already knew, his body bursting with the need to act.  “Mitch.  We have to find Mitch.”  The boy was waiting on him, as was Johnny Bell and if he dwelled on the horrors too much, he’d never get free.  “We need to plan.  We ned to get out of here.” He said, prioritising.


“Get out of here?” Echo droned; her body still too relaxed for the situation they were in.  “Golly-gosh. I would have never thought of that one.”


“Really Echo?” McQueen found himself snapping.  “Can you take this seriously for one second.”


“Seriously?” She finally opened her eyes, but her gaze only narrowed into thin slits and the dust crunched under her as she sat up in a challenge.  “Do you think I enjoy being in the pit, Queenie?  Do you think I want to stay her longer than necessary?  In case you haven’t notice, we have an army of children, vicious and cruel between us and any exit, and you – oh mighty hero- want to save all the poor, lost souls!”


McQueen did want to save everyone, and he knew he couldn’t, but that did quell the frustration that thrummed through his veins.  “So, what do you suggest?!” He asked.  “What masterful plan do you have to find the source of Dixie and find Mitch?”


“My plan is simple:  Find the source of Dixie which I plan to do by looking for it.” Echo snorted.  “Then I’ll next look for an exit and leave.  You, however, are the one who wants to topple an empire.”


“It’s not an Empire.  It’s a sick, twisted kid who has scared these children into submission.” 


“Potato, pat-ato.” Echo sang, and as she relaxed against the wall once more, McQueen felt his body deflate too.  What was he to do?  He had no back up, not means of communication, not even his partner knew where they were, so how was he to get out of here?


He soon found himself running his hands through his hair, feeling more dirt and grime.  “So, what do we do?” he asked his toes.


“Really Queenie?  You really expect a grand plan to just fall from the sky that will save all the children? I’m not a detective but I know things aren’t take easy.  You need to understand we’re not saving any-,”


“No.” McQueen cut her before she truly got lost in her rant.  “No. What do we do?” And as the words left his lips, his emphasis on the word ‘we,’ McQueen felt his soul darken.


As if to clarify his wounded pride, Echo paused examining his words to check she’d heard him correctly.  And even then, with slow, contemplated words, Echo answered.  “We, Queenie, will take risks.  We will have to just find what we want a take it.  We find an exit, stay out of sight and then leave.”


“That easy, huh?” McQueen let out a throaty chuckle that didn’t reach his eyes. Rubbing at the stubble on his chin, he could feel the rough prickle of a two-day shadow.  His stomach felt heavy, churning with guilt as he ran all the possibilities through his head.  “How good are you at judging time without a watch?”


“Pretty good.” Echo admitted, not doubting herself for a second.


Nodding, McQueen huffed a breath and moved closer to her, lowering his voice.  In an ideal world, he could have pulled her to the side and formulated a plan, but they were guarded.  Two lean, violent boys stood either side of the hole of their four-foot, by four-foot dug-out and they owned two wicked looking knives. 


“Then we go.  We find this exit and get out of here.”


“With no snotty brats in toe, sound good to me.” Echo smiled and McQueen felt his heart freeze.


“What do we do about them?” He asked and shot his head towards the door. Their guards would still be there and ever if they didn’t understand what was being said, they knew not to disappoint their master. 


“Oh, I wouldn’t worry about them.”  Echo grinned and slowly cracked her knuckles like a med-woman.  “Nothing is a gift in the Under-ert.  Everything is taken and what Echo-wants, Echo-gets.”
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Echo slipped down the tunnels with a cat like grace, her feet moving on the soft dirt with ease.  Once she had started, she remembered what fun it had been to sneak though these halls with a smile on her face and a secret up her sleeve.


            Much to her dismay, Queenie didn’t allow her to kill the two devoted guards, even when they did try and slice up her neck.  Instead she was only allowed to hustle them into their tiny prison and knocked them out.  Ripping the parting curtain into strips, they were soon both hogg tided and ready for a spit.  Sadly, McQueen thought she was joking, and Echo didn’t fancy correcting that notion.


           Instead she focused on her goal.  An exit.  Any, God damn exit.  She dodged kids running and playing; diving down empty halls or climbing on the top of rusty pipes whenever she heard scampering feet. She knew she had to hurry; both she and McQueen had twenty minutes to find something tangible before they might be missed.  Twenty minutes to find an exit or risk being slain by Shade on the Great Hall floor, their bowels open to the masses.


              McQueen, of course had wanted to talk everything through and formulate a plan; to rationalise everything.  But she didn’t have the time or the patience to deal with his hypocritic mind.  He could believe in God but not the Sins of Hell?  He could hope for a miracle but not believe in the presents of a cult.  It made her blood boil.


Sliding to a stop, Echo held her breath despite needed to gasp for it. She wasn’t as light as she’d used to be, nor as stuffed with food; but like Hell was she going to eat anything here again.  Eight years old and her sole focus on her mission, Echo had gobbled down every bite she could fight for. She had to be fit and ready for anything. It helped of course, that the meat stew that Shade brought out on special occasions had been delicious and warm; filling her up so she was bursting with energy. But that had been before she knew, and that was why she now refrained from eating anything.


With a shaky hand, Echo marked a white cross high on the wall, out of sight from little children. It was an obvious scar on the dirt wall, and if any taller children saw them, she’d be fuck, but he hoped to be far, far away from here before that happened.  
Hissing the air out from between her teeth, she peaked around the corner and swelled with pride as she found she was in the right spot.  She’d hoped to recognise the right corridor from age old memories, but there was no guarantee.   When McQueen had suggested they split up,  she knew   he wasn’t looking for a way out though; just trying to re-centre his moral compass. He'd be looking for any sign these kids could be saved.


Yet, no matter how bad he felt for leaving kids behind however, they both needed an exit; one she could find again with Queenie in-tow, no matter which direction his compass pointed.  But as she rounded corner after corner, marked cross after cross, vial memories assaulted her mind and she felt the tremors of fear prickle her skin.


Years had passed since then, but the tunnels had been just as dark, the candles just as dim, and Echo – aged eight - had found one of the many secrets of the Under-ert.


◆◆◆
 
They’d just had another rite with Shade, the boy King provoking fear and praise as he went.  He had been different then: his body shorter his face rounder and there was a light-hearted innocence to him.  The dirt on his face wasn’t fear provoking, but cute.  His half smile wasn’t cunning, but charming.  He was at the tender age of six, where everything was soft, from his voice to the chub in his cheeks.  But behind every layer there was a darker side and Shade’s was darker than most.  Echo had seen him beat others with a stick, the victims too scared to fight back against their master.  She and Adin had watched as he starved the Murmur Maids day after day, their eyes scooped out so they could clean and serve and see none of his secrets. 


Echo had left Adin to his own games after dinner, sticking close to Shade and that was who she’d found herself following.  Deep into the tunnels Echo trailed behind Shade, his little feet walking at a slow pace, while two murmur Maids walked behind.  They dragged an equally starved boy between their tired, skeletal bodies and it was slow going following them.  Who teh boy was, Echo didn't know: Shade’s latest victim who in some way had displeased him. She didn’t know the reason, but she’d seen the pattern.  


Every now and again, another child would go missing.  Always older, on the cusp of puberty, they vanished, and no one seemed to notice or even cared.  She didn’t care either, but she at least noticed, and she wanted to know why.  She hadn’t seen the sun or breathed in fresh air for months and she wanted it; needed it like it was her very own drug. She was tired of living in dirt, tired of bowing to the false King and tired of finding no trace of Dixie anywhere.  It was time for things to change.


“That’s far enough.” Shade spoke as they came to a wide section. 


To Echo's surprise, there were some burning candles, there wax dripping down the rough, stone and Echo could see without squinting. Moss grew on the walls while the floor squished with mud, making Echo weary of where she stood.  The Murmur Maids may have been blind, but they made up for it with their hearing.  It was how they got around; murmuring under their breaths, listening for the echoes that came back to them.  More than once Echo had run into a Maid in a lonely, dark tunnel; only the gentle murmur giving their presence away. She'd never say, but they creeped her out.


Thankfully, the wide expanse of tunnel work in Echo’s favour and the Murmur Maids walked right past her, none the wiser as they left Shade and his unconscious captive alone. 


So, she’d watched and waited… and waited a bit more…  and a bit more until she felt her patience wearing thin, yet all Shade did was stared ahead into the darkness. He stood with his shoulders back and head held high, standing to his full height of three feet nothing. He was a king, a leader, a god all wrapped in a five-year-old package and he wasn’t about to let anyone take that away from him.


She had just been about to lower herself to sit, ready to wait this whole thing out when a cold, dark fear knocked the air from her lungs. “You can come out now.” Shade spoke into the dark.  “There is no one else here.”


Echo didn’t dare move, didn’t dare breath. He couldn’t know, couldn’t have seen her.  She’d been so careful, so slow and hadn’t made a whisper…


“I’d apologise, but your home isn’t exactly to my taste.” An ominous voice answered stepping into the dim light.


If anyone had asked Echo what she expect to find down in the Under-ert, a well-dressed man in a suit; his faced covered by an ornate, colourful Vancian mask, was not one of them.  He was too clean to be down here.  Too proper but most of all, too old.  He had to be at least thirty and that was by his voice and size.  Echo couldn’t understand it.  Shade hated Elders…


“My kingdom doesn’t need to be to your taste.” Shade answered; the hostility clear in the air.  “Did you bring it?” he asked with an impatient tone.


But clearly the man wasn’t impressed. “Kingdom?” He snorted “Yes, I suppose you do have your own little kingdom.” If Echo had blinked, she’d have missed it, but she saw Shade flinch. Whoever this stranger was, Shade valued his opinion and that had been a low blow. “And whether I’ve brought anything is dependent on what you have.” The man asked, looking at the unconscious heap on the floor.


“As you requested.” Shade answered, kicking the boy over to expose his face,  his angled chin matching a pointed nose and thick black hair.  His skin was pale from lack of sun and his cheeks were hollowed like deep canyons, while dirt covered bare chest under a ripped suit jacket and jeans. Echo had seen him running around time to time; taller than most and skinnier than many.


“Really?  This is the best you can do?” The man sighed, his voice echoing behind his mask.  “Your gifts shrink in value every time.  He is not suitable.  I don’t want him.” Nudging the boy, the masked visitor huffed again, like he were terribly disappointed. 


Nothing moved, no one breathed, until Shade shifted on her feet.  “This is the third time you’ve refused.  I need-,” Shade bit his tongue, but that didn’t stop his tiny feet from stamping on the floor in rage.  “You owe me three shipments.  I have subjects to keep in line.  This is unacceptable!”


If darkness could eat up the light, that would be how Echo explained the next few moments in that tunnel.  The candles seemed to dim as they cowarded on their wicks, the walls around them groaned as if under some unseen strain, all the while, every inch of warmth that had curled into corners of the hall was snuffed out.  Echo felt a whimper catch in her throat.


“Unacceptable?” The masked man asked, amused.  “You forget your pace boy.  A thousand years we have work together and a thousand years more would have been on the table, but your skills are dying.” Shade opened his mouth to argue, but the man didn’t allow him the time.  “You once brought us the finest specimens from across this fair island, but now…  Your stock is weak.  Where you once had hundreds, you have but a mere handful.  The finest crop of a pathetic harvest is still a pathetic harvest.”


“Your standards are ridiculous!” Shade snapped, the little, five-year-old squaring up to the man five feet taller than him.  “How am I to take more children when you don’t give me the means in which to do so?”


From her hiding hole, Echo felt the floor drop from beneath her as her anger skyrocketed.  Shade didn’t have Dixie!  He outsourced it making him worthless and it meant she and Adin had waisted their entire time down here.  Feeling her anger boil, she continued to watch the false King fume.


“You give me half of what you used to.  Most I have to use for myself and when my subjects don’t receive their share, they die.”  This was news to Echo, and she was more than pleased that she and Adin had both agreed not to take any Dixie.  “What am I to do when I don’t have the means to distribute to my subjects?”


There was a silent pause and the man behind the mask did seem to mull the question over before both his shoulders rose and fell.  “I do believe, little boy, that it’s not my problem.” Shade’s chubby face exploded into a fiery red, but the man wasn’t done.  “Now, if you don’t have anything good to offer, don’t call.  Until then, you’ll get your usual amount, minus any finder fee.”


With the flick of his wrist, a small woven bag slumped to the floor between them, its contents light enough that it bounced a few steps.  But Shade didn’t reach to pick it up, instead he threw a deadly glare at the retreating back, his firsts trembling in an explosive rage. Echo waited for the false King to attack the masked man as he did to all who disrespected him.  She had already seen him do it more than once to his ‘subjects,’ but the man walked further away until he vanished completely. 


Shade remained standing there in the light of the flickering candles looking small and pathetic.  He wasn’t the great and feared child King as he portrayed anymore.  He was a sad little boy, who sold snake oil for tricks.  After a time, Shade did leave, his back straight again and his head held high, but Echo had seen through the façade and she wasn’t impressed.  She did, however, see his little hands grasp at the woven bag, his rations of Dixie clutched to his side like the junky he was.


The great suppressor, dictator and king of the Under-ert had flinched and Echo was ready to expose that weakness.
◆◆◆
 
The sound of shuffling feet on soft sands suddenly yanked Echo from her memories and she  curled herself deeper into her hole as she’d waited for the group to pass right on time.  Echo watched as history repeated itself, the three Murmur Maids dragged a lip,  body between them for Shade.


McQueen and Echo’s poor guide had already lost her clothes, her red bandanna in Shade’s possession and as was slowly being dragged away. Echo saw her gapping throat; crusty with dirt and buzzing with flies. Naked and exposed, she was nothing more than another piece of trash discarded in the under-ert.  Echo would have prefered her to be alive, then she might have had a chance at meeting the masked elders again, but for now a dead kid would just have to do.


The Murmur Maid huffed under their breath as their empty eye sockets looked into nothing.  Echo could see the strain in their arms as they shifted such a heavy weight, with no muscle or fat to covered their bones.  Echo wondered when Shade had started to stave his people?  His Dixie supply had been dwindling ten years ago and she could imagine it was dire by now.  If he must keep his addicted hoard under thumb, was he doing it by keeping food from them.  And them there was his aging.  She bet he had to give away his own supply… less Dixie for him...


A light bulb exploded in Echo head and she couldn’t believe she hadn’t thought of it before.  His age.  In the ten years that had passed, Shade had aged at least that much, which begged the question: did Dixie, in a high enough dose, slow the aging process?  With a strained sneer, Echo was pissed she wouldn't get her hands on the stuff; not via Shade anyway.  She hoped she could have snuck around the tunnels, found this mask man as he gave Shade his stock and brokered a new deal.


That wasn't going to happen any more though.  Shade was out of Dixie and Echo had seen his hoards of subjects he had to offer.  The masked man didn't seem to take to bags of bones.  Instead, she'd just have to focus on a way out.  It irritated her that she'd come down here for nothing, but she'd expected Shade to have been the same and instead  he was even weaker.  Echo couldn't rely on him for her prize anymore.


Following the Maid’s, their incessant murmur reached Echo's ears through the dark and with every twist and turn, she could only ponder and scheme in her head in silence.  No  Masked Man meant no deal and Echo was very aware of how her ticking-clock was running out. Instead she'd have to find the exit and dream up a scheme to please her family later.  


Slowly moving on an upwards incline, the Maids took the least travelled path every time until all the candles petered out and they were left in total darkness. Not one to feel fear, Echo reached out and trailed her fingers across the cold walls to ground herself.


"Ye-!!" Echo let out a strangled yelp as the cold, hard rock, became something cold, soft and wet.  Falling into a crouch, she prepared for an attack from the Maids, her skittich emotions giving her away.  Yet, when nothing happened, she reach out tentatively again and sighed.  “Fucking moss.” She whispered under her breath but was pleased she hadn’t brought the Maids running.


Over her heavy breath, Echo could hear the sound of clanging pots to her right, the distant sound her only direction.  The kitchens, she thought, knowing the Murmur Maids would have to cook that delicious stew somewhere. Pinpointing the sound, Echo moved forward through the dark,  when the cold rock suddenly disappeared without warning. 


“Mother-fucker.” She hissed, falling into the yawning gap in the rock; small and low, no wider than two feet.  She could feel its edges, smoothed over time which meant it wasn’t natural, but made; but by who?  She was tempted to keep moving, until her eyes dared see something that wasn’t quite believable, and she paused.  “What the Hell?” 


Listening for an extra second to made sure she wasn’t about to be jumped by a blind, crazed child, Echo slipped through the hole and looked around.  Surrounded by total darkness, Echo’s sensitive eyes could pick up on the ghostly shapes and strange lumps in the crevasse. As the silence of the hole drew around her, she could see her own hands in the dappled light and looking up she saw how.  


Far overhead, no larger than a dinner plate, a shaft had been dug all the way to the surface allowing for a pinprick of light.  Small, dry leaves had fallen over  the edge and as her eyes adjusted, Echo could see what they had fallen on.  “Now, now,” She mused quietly to herself, “What the Hell is all this?”


Wedged between a crevice in one corner was a plank of wood, short and stumpy to form a shelf.  On it lay layers of ripped fabric, folded neatly and there were even a few pins in a small bowel.  To the left on the self were cups and bowels all stacked again in a neat pile and everything and been put in place with care.  


As Echo looked around, she got the shivers. Everything was so perfect, not at all like what was fought over down in the Under-ert.  The bowels were unchipped, the clothes clean and looking to her left there was a shallow dip, filling with soft fabrics and clean pillows.  Two large, woollen blanket knitted in bright colours was laid out neatly, covered in leaves, but worth a kill or two.  What caught Echo’s attention the most however was the two small teddy bears tucked against the stone; one missing its right eye but otherwise in perfect condition and at their feet, two small, delicate rattle. 


“Why would all this shit be here?” Echo asked herself and as if to answer her own question, she looked up and saw a giant ‘W,’ made from sticks and twine.  “Wendell…” She breathed and with that saw everything else again in a new light.  This wasn’t a hide away; it was a home.  It wasn’t an escape hole where she could run from killer children and ruthless leaders, it was a haven, to be filled with love and memories.  It was a giant crib, filled with everything a girl living underground could need for a baby. 


Her baby, Echo thought.


“What a waste.”  She said to herself as she turned to leave.  She was sure McQueen would have had a field day churning this discovery over in his head.  He would have cried or sobbed some more over what Wendell had lost, blah, blah, blah, but that wasn’t Echo and seeing nothing of use, she was happy to forget all about this place.


Yet, just as she turned, something snapped under food and looking through the gloom of her own shadow, Echo saw more twigs and twine tided together.  It wasn’t finished yet, but the letter was clear enough; the letter ‘T’ cracked again under her foot and the last puzzle piece fell into place.


“My, my, my.  What I treacherous time it must be to be Queen.” She muttered to herself.  McQueen might not have found them, but Wendell did have some alias here and they were some big, fat liars.


Breathing in the walls of the Under-ert, Echo let out a short chuckle, as if the dirt itself could hear her excitement.  “I think it’s about time this Kingdom fell.” She whispered and despite knowing that the Upper-lands lay but a few feet above her head, Echo began to walk back to the main hub.  


As she walked, back tracing her white crosses, she hoped beyond hope McQueen hadn’t done something stupid or heroic.  Again.


She didn’t bother holding her breath though.
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Much to McQueen’s dismay, Echo insisted they search for an exit separately saying they would cover more ground.  No doubt trying to scare him, she’d explained that the tunnels around them stretched for miles, not just in Rippling but outwards, to other counties and even as far as London.


“Just keep one hand on the left-hand wall and don’t remove it for any reason.  Then you’ll be fine following your way back.”  Had been her advice, like roaming these halls was just like solving a maze.  Clearly it was meant to be that easy. “If you get lost, you’ll end up in North Yorkshire!” She’d joked as she’d slipped through the door and McQueen wasn’t sure to what degree she was telling the truth.


The eerie silence crept into McQueen's ears and waiting  five minutes after Echo, he moved.  Looking left and right, he saw no one, but that didn’t make him feel any more alone. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end and he breathed heavily through his nose. He felt like someone was watching, but Echo had gotten out no problem, so he was sure he could do the same.  


Taking one last look at their unconscious, tied up captives he turned left, knowing it would take him away from the main hall. Maybe he could find some more literate children and ask some questions about Wendall as well as an exit.  He might have been here in the hopes of finding Mitch and his brother Johnny, but Wendall still needed justice, as did the other kids killed. If only he knew who had killed them? Or even why?


Walking down the thin halls, time elapsed quickly, and candles flickered in his wake, making his shadow dance like a puppet on stings. In every direction he could see a shadow image of himself and was so distracted by the trick of the light; he almost didn’t see the children in his path.


“Mother Mary-,” He cried as three small children were suddenly at his feet. “I’m sorry, I-,” He started to say glancing between the two boys and the girl, but he was abruptly cut off when one of the boys shot forward and kicked him aggressively in the shin. Now, it didn’t hurt but it did take the Detective by surprise, promptly sending him on the retreat. “Wo, wo, wo.” He said, holding his hands up in defeat.


Falling to a kneel, McQueen tried to make himself smaller as he watched the child cautiously. The boys were about five- maybe six, under nourished and naked again, but this was a sight McQueen was used to now. 
The first boy had strong features: large almond eyes and a sharp, pointed nose.  His bottom lip was plump and jutted out in anger as he stood guard.  Looking to the other two children, McQueen saw both were all around the same age and all three had matted dark hair and same fine Latino features. Triplets, he wondered or at the very least siblings.


“Hello.” He said softly, smiling gently and continuing to shrink. He didn’t want to scare them and he would be the first and only adult they’d remember. “Do you understand me?” He asked and then switched tactics. “¿Habla usted Inglés?” Sadly that was all the Spanich he knew after a very long case in Dublin involving two rival families. Still, however, he was greeted with bland faces.


“Do you know a Mitch? Or Johnny?” He asked with no response. “What about Wendall, did you know a Wendall?” But, again all three of them watched him with unmoving faces and hard eyes.


Looking down in defeat, McQueen finally took in his surroundings and was surprised to see strange cylindrical objects, sat in a well maintain wicker basket. 


“What do you have there?” He asked, slowly pointing to the objects in the floor. The two siblings clutched the basket tightly, and the boy who’s kicked him started screaming.  His voice echoed and McQueen worried a kid bigger, scarier and with a larger knife might hear.  Not knowing what to do, McQueen panicked and before he could register what he was doing, his face was to the floor, dust clinging to his nose hairs.


For the first few seconds his bow didn’t stop the boy flying at his back, but when he didn’t move, the screaming stopped.  McQueen didn’t dare lift his head straight away, but steadily listened to the sound of heavy breathing.  Feet shuffled in sand; a low, throaty growl hissed between the three children and then, silence.   


McQueen waited for more, but when nothing else reached his ears, he ever so slowly lifted his head and saw the three siblings had pause, like a stalemate had been reached.  With a tentative smile he straightened but remained small and for a short while, no one moved.  McQueen dared not do anything and was rewarded when the sister stepped forward and let out a soft growl. 


As one, the boys took their que and stepped away which McQueen took as a positive.  Instead, they fell quickly back into work and he watched, fascinated.


One boy held the basket, his back pressed against the wall as he performed the best squat McQueen had ever seen, while his sister, dressed in a dirty yellow dress, clambered up onto his knees. Some of the guys in the station couldn’t hold that pose at all, let alone with the weight of another person on top. Her other brother, their guard had disappeared down the hall, but came back with a lit candle, releasing an acidic stench.  New candle to old, he lit the wicks and passed them up where his sister was able to reach the tiny crevasse that held nothing but old wax.


Like a well-oiled team, they moved down the hall with ease and speed, alighting the corridor was fresh candles before disassembled and gingerly sidestepped around McQueen, heading for their next port of call. The girl was last, carrying the basket and surprisingly, she slowed.


“Hi.” McQueen dared breath, remaining stock still.  Slowly, she reached into the basket and grabbed a lumpy, wide candle, unused and slightly shorter than all the rest. Holding it out, she let it drop into McQueen's hand. It was cold to touch and greasy; greasier than any commercial candle and smelled faintly of a rundown fish shop.  “Thank you.” He smiled, ducking he head and softly turned the object around in his hands.


The candle had a texture covered in lumps and bumps, in an ugly cream colour. It looked like a very half-assed job, or a done by very small hands…?


“Wen-ll.” The girl suddenly said through rotting teeth, before running off with her brothers so fast McQueen missed the tail end of her yellow dress as it scarpered into the darkness.  Looking down at the candle with a frown, McQueen clenched it tighter before dropping it into his pocket. 


They knew who Wendall was.  Turning back, he started to move again, this time with more purpose and drive.


He had a murder to solve.
◆◆◆
 
McQueen was headed away from the main hall… or at least he thought he was. He knew he’d made the right choices for the first few turnings, but he’d wavered on the third choice, eventually taking the second exit, but as he came upon another fork, he though perhaps he should have taken the first exit.  


Stood still in the hallway, McQueen debated whether to turn back.  He really didn’t want to walk all the way to North Yorkshire…


“Can I help you?” An eloquent, small voice asked.


Jumping out of his skin, McQueen spun around, once again forgot to look to his feet. The suspects he was hunting down here were smaller than he was used to after all. “I-... uh.” McQueen stumbled as he was at a sudden loss.


The little girl before him had the softest looking platinum hair, the bluest eyes that could have been full of stars, while her pale skin almost glowed in the dark halls and McQueen was surprised by how clean she was. Her dress was two sizes too big for her; hanging off her frame, while the silver, shiny material had dulled over time. Looking to be around seven years old, she was by far the best dressed child he had seen, and spoke in full, fluent sentences which was what surprised him the most.  


“You’re that big, bad Elder, aren’t you?” The little girl said, watching him through big eyes.  “I’ve never seen an Elder before.”


Blinking back to reality, McQueen smiled encouragingly dipping to his knees and his back thanked him.  “Well, I’m a nice Elder.” He promised. “What’s your name?”


“Angie. She called me Angie, said it’s a nickname.”


Opening his mouth to speak, McQueen was going to try some kind of alliance, or at least get her to like him, but stopped when she slipped a hand from her dress pocket, pulling a shiny blue sweet along with it.  She rolled into between her fingers, the sound of the wax creasing audible to his ears and her gaze remained locked onto it.  Alone with an outsider – one who was big and bad - Angie was consumed by the sweet in her hands, oblivious to any danger she could have been in.  It was in that moment, that McQueen came to a full understand of what the Dixie sweets did to its junkies: total and utter oblivion.


“What have you got there?” McQueen breathed, his eyes trained to the sweet, thought he knew perfectly well what it was.


“It’s mine!” Angie suddenly snarled, taking two steps away and clutched the Dixie to her chest. In a heartbeat she had become a feral rat, curling protectively around her prize; watching him through beady, untrusting eyes.


McQueen felt his heart sink as he saw one more junkie protecting their hoard.  “Yes.” He agreed once again holding his hand out, palms up in peace.  “It’s all yours Angie.  All yours.” 


Slowly she slid back towards him, popping the Dixie between her lips and sucking it down like a deserted girl had found fresh water.  In those few short moments, McQueen studied Angie’s as her whole demeanour changed and the effects of Dixie were displayed right in front of his eyes.


After only a minute, Angie’s shoulders dipped, and her arms hung limp be her sides.  Her facial expressions dropped, a dopy smile curling across her face, while her pupils exploded.  It truly was the ugly half-brother of cocaine: euphoria, mixed mood-swings, restlessness and to make it worse, all in a child.


Taking, a hesitant step forward, McQueen made sure he made no threatening movements, but really, he didn’t think Angie would’ve even noticed. “Hay, you couldn’t tell me where you get that from, could you?” He asked, smiling at her.  “I think I might like to try some?”


“Why, you gonna to steal mine?” She asked suspiciously, even in her drugged state, ready to protect her stash. “You can’t have it. I’ll gouge your eyes out filthy Elder!” She growled, and McQueen quickly decided that Dixie wasn’t a good choice for conversation.


“No. No I do not want that. Never mind.” He said, feeling un-nerved by her erratic mood swings. Instead, he decided to try a different angled approach. “So, who taught you to speak so well, Angie?”


A whimsical smile drifted across Angie’s face, while her arms had begun to swing across her body as she swayed from one foot to the other.  “My mistress, silly.  She was ever so kind.”


“Was kind?” McQueen asked, watching her sparkle with every movement.


“Yes, was.  She was so kind, and she told me stories and was so good to us.” She said dreamily before she prance on the spot, dancing to music he couldn’t hear.


“And who was she? Did she have a nickname like you?”


“My mistress... she was my mistress.” Angie laughed with a shrug, as if it were silly McQueen didn’t know of who she spoke.


“And why did your mistress leave?”  McQueen asked, slowly pieceing what he could together.  


Stopping in her stride, Angie tilted her head at McQueen, a quizzical look on her face.  “I don’t know why she left.  She never said goodbye…” Tears sprung in Angie’s eyes.  “Our King wasn’t happy when she left.  My new mistress couldn’t even calm him.”


“Who’s your new mistress?” McQueen asked.


“I’ll take you Elder.” The dancing Angie smiled, grasping his hand, dipping and twirling under his arm, before pulling back down the tunnel.


McQueen wondered if it could be a trap; that this might be the last time he’d get a chance at escape.  As far as Shade was concerned, he and Echo weren’t going to make it out of there alive and as more time passed, McQueen started to think the same.
◆◆◆
 
McQueen tried to keep track of where they were going, but all he ended up being was turned around. He felt like Angie hadn’t brought them far from where they’d met – they’re taken a lot long, ninety-degree bends, but everything looked the same and nothing was distinctive. 


 Angie didn’t speak as they travelled, instead dancing as she moved.  She was a bright, innocent light in all this darkness and despair and McQueen wondered who’s daughter she was; did her family still look for her?   McQueen hoped not.  If they did, they only held on with false hope because the daughter they remembered wasn’t coming back to them.


After a few more minutes Angie slowed, and McQueen found himself outside a very large, curved entrance. The paths they had taken had slopped upwards and McQueen was positively warm.  The earth around him no longer held that damp, stagnant smell and the hard, unforgiving rock under foot had returned to the soft sands.


Letting go of his hand Angie, dashed ahead and through the gauzy material that floated softly closed behind her which wasn’t nearly as grimy as the fabric to his and Echo’s hole.  Clean meant power, so with hesitant steps, McQueen entered the hovel anticipating that these might be his last living moments.


Yet, McQueen was taken aback by what he found.  Stepping down into a pit, he found himself in a spacious dug-out room, large and round with plenty of head space, so much so he no longer had to stoop.  Instead of bare candles dotting the room, clusters of glass shards in all shapes and colours hung around tiny flames, making the place dance with beauty. Rugs and pillows littered the floor and McQueen would have compared it to a Turkish retreat if it had a view.


Eyes darting, McQueen watched Angie twirl across the floor until she collapsed next to a familiar face, her tiny body exhausted from her recital. Tigress, Queen of the Under-ert sat on the mound of pillows, her pose regal and relaxed with her legs neatly tucked under herself. The only thing spoiling the image was her ugly green pallor and the bucket held up to her face.  Darting out a hand, she wiped at the corner of her lips and pushed a frail looking Murmur Maid away.  The poor child tripped over a cushion and fell onto her behind, but with luck didn’t spill the bucket she’d been carrying.


With a sneer and a growl that captured her lips, Tigress glared at McQueen, but her words were directed at Angie.  “Evangeline?  You brought a guest?” There was such softness in her voice, but Angie couldn’t see the rigid steel in her eyes.


Evangeline, giggled curling like a puppy at Tigress’s feet. “He wanted to meet you mistress.” Sighing happily, she closed her eyes as Tigress absently dragged her fingers gently through her soft, clean hair.  “You were right.  He’s a nosy Elder, slipped out their hole like rats.”


Tigress hummed, keeping her eye locked with McQueen as a cold shiver went down his spine.  So, it was a trap and he’d walked right into it. 


“Was the other with him?  The girl?”


McQueen bit his tongue as Angie snuggled down further.  “No.  She wasn’t.  I saw her in the Murmur Maid branches, but she disappeared.”  McQueen held his sigh of relief.  Echo wasn’t high on his list of people he cared about, but if she wasn’t here with him, she was finding their exit.


“With the Murmur Maids… how interesting.” Tigress mused and continued to stroke Angie’s hair.


“How old are you Tigress?” McQueen blurted, trying to distract her.  


She looked young; maybe fourteen, fifteen, but she could be older.  Poor nutrition, lacking hydration or any other number of reasons could stunt a children’s growth. In the low light, her strong features where highlighted and McQueen wondered if Tigress looked at all like her mother, or did she have her father’s jaw line?   He would guess Tigress – which he didn’t think was her real name – had been living down here for years. Almost a teen, it would have been close to her entire life.


“I am un-age-able, like Shade.” Tigress said stiffly. “But you didn’t come down this far to ask me that.” She looked at him with narrowed eyes. “Where is your friend going?”


“I wouldn’t call her a friend.” McQueen said gruffly, but that wasn’t the right answer.


Making two odd sounds in the back of her throat, two older boys stepped into the room from nowhere but McQueen couldn’t remember passing them when he entered and it unnerved him. Tossing her head to McQueen, Tigress smiled wickedly.


A solitary word, similar to ‘hunt’ mixed with a growl and like that, the two boys were off like a shot.  McQueen sent a quick prayer that Echo was on her toes.  “Sit.” Tigress ordered as he turned back to face her.


Gingerly, he did as he was asked, feeling his knees complain the whole way down.  It wasn’t that he was old, but he’d been stooped or crouched since he’d arrived, and the lack of room was getting to him. He wasn’t claustrophobic, but it was starting to feel like that. Sat crossed legged on the floor, he watched Tigress who watched him in return.  It was a power struggle and McQueen knew it would need to be him who would cave first.


“So, you are ageless, like Shade?” He asked, though he still didn’t believe it.  “That must make you very respected here.  You must have everyone looking up to you and I would expect you knew everyone?”


“I make it a job of mine to know who is who.” Tigress smiled with pride, pleased with the power she held over everyone.  “Shade has put great trust in me. I am his shadow.  His other half.”


“And was that always your position?”


Tigress stiffened but tried to cover by answering quickly.  “Always.”


“That’s good, so you would know a girl, Wendell? She was about your age, blonde, pretty, blue dress… pregnant?” McQueen asked in one, as if it were a gentle topic of conversation.  Yet, just as he expected Tigress froze like a dear in head lights, her jaw clenching so hard McQueen thought she might bite her tongue off.


“Wendall…?” Tigress mused, containing herself. “Yes, of course.  She was one of us once, but the upper lands tainted her.  She was banished as would any of our kin who betrayed our King.” She explain but diverted her eyes.


If she had been an adult at the station, McQueen would have laid into her more upon seeing her guilt.  But she was after all, just a teen and the art a subterfuge wasn’t a practiced skill.  Yet, McQueen’s problem was, they weren’t at the station.  He very much wasn’t a Detective and she was very much not just any old teen.


“Mis-mistress…?” A wobbly voice rose from Angie’s lips as her cloudy eyes scanned the room.


“Hush now my Starlight.” Tigress urged.  “I’m here.”


“But I thought I heard her name; my mistress…  Is she coming back?  I do miss her.” Angie started, but Tigress was a little more forceful with her hands and Angie quickly lowered her head back into the lap of her new Mistress.


“I know my starlight.  We all do.” She whispered again and levelled a hardened gaze at McQueen.  “Wendell was our sister and we are all still sad about her banishment.  But she was a traitor, our King said so.” 


“So, you don’t know who killed her?” McQueen asked hoping to strike at that raw sadness while it was fresh.  But Tigress didn’t flinch at the news of her sister’s death.  In fact, she didn’t even blink, like she might have already known…


“No. Is this why you’re here?” Tigress asked. “It’s an honour to die here Lawman.  Between death and life in the Upperlands, many choose death.”


“And why is that?” McQueen asked, hiding his revulsion.  “Why die? Why live here in filth and dirt?  Why starve when you could have a full meal and a soft bed to sleep in up there?”


“You could never understand.” Tigress answered, but McQueen could have sworn her saw longing in her eyes, as if she was slightly tempted by such things.  “Anyone banished no longer recieves our Kings gift.  We do not die here, as long as our Kings is happy.”


“You can’t believe that?” McQueen found himself suddenly exclaiming.  It was a ludicrous notion.  “Wendell died!  Red-, our guide had her throat cut!  That girl who was pushed into the fire  will die!  How can you think you are all unkillable?”  They couldn’t honestly believe they would all live forever, could they?  Even Echo believed in Shade’s immortality and yet death was a common occurrence every day down here.


“And each of them made our King angry.  Their lives became the price.  You are just a stupid Elder, you wouldn’t-,” Suddenly, without warning Tigress’s face paled again and her childish features becoming haggard.


Flicking her fingers, a worn lump suddenly moved from the shadows of the room and it made McQueen jump.  


The lump hadn’t been a pillow like he’d first thought, but a Murmur Maid curled in a bow.  Her dress hung from her body and her eyes, like every other  were gone leaving deep, blackened holes.  Scampering across the room, her fingertips graced across the floor, feeling for trip hazards as she approached her Queen with another bucket in tow. 


“She was weak.”  Tigress answered through her pale complextion.  “She fell for the ways of the Elders and for that, she was no longer one of us.  We are our own family; better than anything in the Upperlands.” she sneered and shook her head.  The Maid pushed the bucket close, but with a soft hand, Tigress pushed it away, her pallor returning


McQueen could only shiver at the coldness that flared in her eyes and he remembered what kind of children he sat amongst. Survivors. Fighters. Animals.  


But still he hoped there was something still inside of them, something worth saving.  “Better than a warm bed? To not have to fight for every meal or be drugged to stay?”  McQueen asked.  “Your family misses you; I know they do.  Every child down here has a real family waiting for them and yet you all hide down here, waiting to die.” He said in a soft voice.


But Tigress just laughed, as she focused on McQueen, looking down in pity.  “Why would an Elder, care for us?  We are burdens until we are trained to succeed where our Elders failed.  We all came and found our own families where we are free.”


McQueen noted how her words changed in that moment; from that of a child to that of a sermon.  Those weren’t her words, they were Shade’s and like a good little cultist, she was repeating them.  McQueen almost couldn’t bare to listen to more, but Tigress continued. 


“I know our people, so only the strong can stay. Some were chased by Elders, attacked and hurt for no reason.  Angie was sold to a pig, who wanted to do nasty things with her, but instead she run here where she was safe.” Reaching out a tender hand, Tigress ran her fingers through the little girls’ soft hair, tracing her unmarked face. “We are the only family we need down here, so, don’t claim you know better Elder.”


McQueen could believe children were beaten, and he could even believe Angie was sold to a paedophile, but not everyone down here was like that.  


“Mitch and Johnny didn’t need sanctuary. They were in a loving home with loving parents who are looking for them even as we speak.” McQueen argued, knowing he would make time to find the boys.  He wouldn’t leave them behind.


“Lies.” Tigress snapped “Every family is broken. No parent loves equally. We are better off free than trapped in a cage, unable to fly.” Tigress’s spouted, more words straight from Shade’s mouth, his rants clearly sticking with her.


“Everyone must grow up some day Tigress.” McQueen interjected in a soft voice.  “It will happen to anyone above and it will happen to everyone down here too. You can’t stay here forever. Haven’t you noticed there’s no one here over the age of sixteen?” He implored. He needed to get through to her.  He had too, but alas, that wouldn’t be the case.


“That is becuase we are ageless, like our King.  You don't listen like the stupid Elder you are.” Tigress snapped. “I won’t have you telling my people; my brothers and sisters your lies.  I was going to let our King have fun with you; slowly starving you, slowly making you bleed, but you’re just going to make more trouble.”


"What are you-"  But MCQueen couldn't finish.


Short, sharp and curt, Tigress  whistled through her teeth and this time four teenage boys trooped inside, armed with wicked looking knives and scars to match. Nodding at them, Tigress held her head high as McQueen was hauled to his feet and knives at his throats. 


 “You will cower in the dark and be guarded until our King is ready for you.” She proclaimed. “And when he is, you’ll have wished you’d kept your big mouth shut.”




XXIX

Keeping her head low, Echo felt the prick of a knife point in her back again as she was propelled forward down the tunnels: second exit off the main hall, one left turn, two rights…


She’d been slowly making her way back to their hovel knowing the clock was ticking and McQueen would be counting every second. She had at least found an exit… or so she hoped.  After finding the secret cot  so close to the surface, Echo knew there had to be an exit close by.  Worst case scenario, she would knock a hole in a wall to reach freedom if she had to.  She didn’t want to spend another minute down here.  


The murmur Maid would be a problem though.  Tiny, small and blind they might be, but they could be as vicious as any other child down here and Echo had seen them wield a cleaver or two in her time.


She’d just been about back when she’d been ambushed.  Two tunnels flanked into a single corridor and from each a teenager had appeared.  Wild eyed, Echo had witnessed the end of a hunt before and wasn’t about to be chopped liver.  Her feet begged her to run and sprint for an escape, but death wasn’t the exit she was looking for. 


Instead, killing her pride as she went, Echo surrendered quickly and quietly, which hurt her more than any stab to the back.  She expected to be killed at once, but it seemed the powers of the Under-ert had a different idea and she was led away, her guards guiding with no words, just their knives. 


Counting off another left turn, Echo spared a quick glance at the boys strolling behind her. Both were tall but thin, like they'd hit a growth spurt with nothing to grow with. Malnourished and feral, they were lean and weak. Echo had no doubt she could overpower them, but a feral dog still knew how to bite.


"How long have you lived here?" She asked, looking to the boy on her left.  Dark hair and pale skin - skin that hadn't seen the day light for years - he wore more than most kids.  A cut off top, a plaid shirt and a leather jacket, his clothes proved his dominance.


"Shut it." The boy growled, earning her a quick jab to the ribs.


“Fine, fine, fine.” Echo hissed, skirting away and hurrying out of reach. 


Soon enough through, she was looking to the other boy, who was of similar height and age,  also in the same state.  Malnourished, dirty and though he had darker skin, he still looked like he hadn't seen much sunlight. He did, however, have a nasty scar from his collar bone to his right nipple which made her wonder how he’d survived. She could tell no medical attention had been given from the rough, puckered edges and the discoloured skin.  Fortunately, down in the Under-ert that spoke more volumes than any amount of extra clothing, so Echo kept her distance.


"What about you? Been here long?" She tilted her head in a curious gaze, but again she received no answer.  Instead she was passed a wither glare before they ceremoniously threw her into the small, hovel of a room she knew every inch of.


It was in complete darkness now, all their candles burnt out and Echo huffed in annoyance.   They clearly didn’t plan for them to stay long so she was sure they’d know their fate soon enough.  Besides, it would just be ironic if she were to starve to death in this hole when she’d just come from the bloody Murmur Maid’s kitchen.  Sitting back to await her fate, Echo was surprised to see one of her guards still stood in the doorway, watching her


“What?” She felt her hackles rise in defensive as the boy didn’t move, or blink, just continued to watch her through a blank gaze.  He was the one with the scar, and as Echo looked him over, she saw more dotted along his legs and lower abdomen.  “What do you want?” She asked again, throwing a vicious snarl into the mix so even if he didn’t understand her, he would get her meaning.


Yet he didn’t flinch.  Instead he opened his mouth to speak, his voice like a ghost from the past, returning to hit Echo right in the solar plex. 


“Nothing Miss. Echo.”


And just like that ghost, the boy left and Echo was left alone in the cold dark hole.  Replaying the voice over and over in her head, she didn’t believe her ears as she tried again and again to comprehend what had just happened.


“Flick…?” She whispered, and felt her stomach drop out of existence.
◆◆◆
 


Adin and Echo had done well hoarding their Dixie supplies during the months that had passed in the Under-ert.  Shade was still in control; his six-year-old body lording over his Kingdom. 


At this point Echo had discovered the truth of Dixie; that it came from an outside source, so she and Adin had used that to their advantage.  Their plan had been simple, get another child shipped off to this source and then follow the masked man.  However, more weeks had passed and for every fight that ensued, the child was killed.  Echo knew the masked man wanted living kids, so she grew frustrated with every death.  She needed an offering and she needed it soon. 


Using her own small supply of Dixie she’d stockpiled, Echo had taken to getting her own information, allies and followers to do her dirty work for her.  She could have six little rats working for her at the same time, ferreting back and forth all for that drop of blue sweet. This particularly fast rat had been given then name of Flick by Echo and, on no special day had come running into her dug-out grinning from ear to ear.


"Miss Echo." He scampered in out of breath, his eyes already wide in anticipation of his reward. "Miss Echo, I found som’in!  I found som’in!" He smiled, showing his rotting teeth.


At the small age of eight Echo had never asked how Flick spoke better English than anyone else because she wasn't interested. He was her rat in the darkness and that was it. Upon reflection, Echo wondered if Fick had been taken at an older age than most.


"You have? Well done." Echo had smiled bidding him forward. Archer had taught her the first important rule of leadership: praise and commend them.  People worked so much harder when they were told they were doing well; much like a dog. "What is it?”


"I did it, Miss. Echo. I made that boy fight during food. I stole his gifts from the King, and he blamed everyone else. He was beaten and King sent ‘im away.” Flick nodded excitedly.


Good, Echo thought, that part of the plan had worked. Peace was needed among the rabble for Shade to rule.  Stealing Dixie was a big no-no. Causing a fight and implementing a theft had been easy, Echo could do that in her sleep, but the next steps had been crucial. “And when the boy was taken away, alive?” She prompted.  “Where did they take him?”


“Just where you said, Miss. I followed them Maids, just like you said. I followed them down that tunnel, followed them all ‘da way." Flick smiled again. He was bouncing on his toes which was only possible because of how small he was. Another thing Echo missed; head room.


“And the King, he was there?”


At the mention of their fearful King, Flick stilled.  “Da’ king Miss… no, no the King wan’t there.” A slight tremor slipped across his skin and worry pooled in his eyes.  “Is dat bad Miss?”


Echo did answer right away – a good businessman was never quick to show their cards – but she didn’t need the time to ponder.  If Shade didn’t go, perhaps the Masked Man wasn’t expected.  Or perhaps the King trusted the Murmur Maids enough to deal with the Elder on their own… Echo snorted at that.  There was no way Shade would leave such precious cargo like Dixie in the hands of anyone else.  No, this was very strange indeed.


“No, Flick.  It’s not bad.  Not bad at all.” She encouraged, pressing for more information.  Important fact number two; followers did well to remember their incentive at every given point.  “For a gift, you have to tell me where the masked Elder went?  Did you see the Elder?” Echo ran a slender, mucky finger over the small tattered jewellery box to her left.


Flick's eyes trailed Echo’s movement and he nodded quickly, knowing the contents was what he wanted. "I-…”  He hesitated, his eyes glued on her box.  “Yes Miss. Just like you don’ said, he was there.  You said anyfink susspi’ so I follow, watch, I wait, and I listen."


"And?" Echo was starting to mirror his excitement.  Finally, they could be leaving this place.


"Sorry Miss." Flick answered with and exaggerating grin, like the cat got the cream.


"What?" Echo was at once on edge.


Like a puppet on a string, Flick's hand shot out, palm up and waiting. "You said; don't do nofin’ for nonfin'."


And Echo almost laughed. If the poor boy wasn't hooked on Dixie, a few missed meals away from starvation, and as jittery as a fried moth; she might have done him a favour and given his greedy ass to Archer. The King of Greed himself might have taken a liking to this boy.


Opening her jewellery box with light fingers, Echo looked at the boy with hooded eyes. "You know I also like to make bargains Flick?  How would you like to double up?"


Whether Flick knew math’s or not didn’t matter, he'd come to learn 'double' meant two, and two was more than one. "What ya thinking Miss?"


Plucking one waxed paper covered sweet from her stash, Echo beheld it between two fingers. "I will give you this now, for what you've found." Flick nodded eagerly and frankly, Echo could have said anything, and he'd have agreed.  Alas, the fickle mind plagued by addiction was so easy to bend. "And, I’ll give you another, when you’ve shown me to ‘it.’ Agreed?" Echo moved the single sweet closer to the boy and watched as he shot out like a Kingfisher to retrieve it.  


It was unwrapped and digested before Echo could even watch the wax-paper flutter to the ground.  Watching for his next gift as Echo pulled a second sweet from her stash and into one of her many pockets, Flick scrambled to his feet. "Follow me Miss."


In hindsight, Echo might have slowed down, thought about the possibilities. But she was done with dirt and lack of sunlight. She wanted out and she was excited. 


Slipping past cave-ins and burnt out candles, Echo recognised the direction they were going, the muddy foot wells by leaky pipes and puddle of piss coming to light in her memory. 


Frustrated, she allowed herself to curse for a moment, wondering how in Hell she hadn’t found this on her own.  But she knew it might have taken her months to retrace her steps while her six little followers could do it in a week.   Turn after turn, Echo eventually came to a stop beside Flick in the middle of a tunnel with only the candle she held as a light.


“Well?” Echo asked, puffing an excited breath. “Now where Flick?” But as she looked down at the kid, he was shaking all over.


“I-…” He stammered and Echo frowned.


“What?” Her voice snapped but Echo quickly reined herself in.  She couldn’t lose her cool or she’d lose her dupe.  “If you don’t show me where we’re going Flick, I won’t give you a gift.”  And to emphasis, she waved the blue wax covered sweet in front of his face.


“They went through there.” Flick pointed towards the darkness and she squinted after his finger.  “I don’t want to go.” Flick whispered, already taking steps backwards.


With a sigh, Echo ignored the boy and moved closer, seeing nothing “What’s in there?” She asked, but Flick wasn’t listening. “What’s in there, Flick?” She asked again.


But the kid shrugged, not raising his voice above a whisper.  “I dunno.  It’s dark and smells bad… I followed the Maids to here…”


Spinning to face the boy, even at the age of eight, Echo knew she could look fierce and it must have shown because Flick suddenly gulped at the sight of her.  “The Maids?” The words hissed out of her mouth.  “You followed the Maids?  I asked you to follow the Elder.  Where did he go?”


But Flick was already stepping away, his eyes wide with fear.  “I’m sorry Miss.  There weren’t no Elder.  It was just dem’ Maids.” He snivelled, looking back to the darkness. “I wanted my gift and you said double!”


Echo could have cracked her teeth with how hard she clenched them.  Fucking junkies.  “And the boy?”  She dared asked.  If he was running around next mealtime with a skip in his step, Echo might just knock him out herself to feel better.


“He was dead, Miss.”  Watching Flick, Echo saw the fear that took over him, his voice growing quiet like the memories terrified him.  "He'd fought 'gainst da' Maids and they-... they..."


Echo turned back to the tunnel and huffed out her annoyance.  Another dead kid! God damn it!  She just needed one alive! 


 When she had first seen the Elder with Shade, she hadn’t stuck around to see what might happen to the boy and genuinely thought he’d be back at some point.  Thinking about, he hadn’t ever turned up in the end…


Echo decided to move with purpose - at least see what she could gain here despite her plan falling apart - until small, grubby fingers stopped her.  Nibble and quick, Flick swiped the Dixie from Echo’s hand and scarpered before she could ask anything else from him.  “Cheeky ass.” She whispered but turned back to her goal.


The dying smoke of the fires created a haze that Echo stepped through a archway with trepidation.  The room was still warm, and she was about halfway in when what she thought was a rock, turned over and grunted. 


 Frozen in her steps, Echo saw more mounds and lumps, each one an eyeless vicious Maid fast asleep on the warmed sand.  At once, they all seemed to shift, as if disturbed by her presence and Echo didn’t dare breath.  She was in the Kitchen, home of the Murmur Maids.  Faintly she could smell the rich sent of meat over the underlying smell of burnt grease and fat. Yet as Echo froze in the stillness of the room, she felt the sudden gust of a cold chill brushed over her.


In the smouldering embers, she squinted until she could make out some of the shapes: a rickety table, the cooking pot and the vintage pram she’d seen before.  Stepping slowly across the floor, she passed the sleeping lumps on her tip-toes, until she came to the vast expanse of emptiness in front of her. It stretched outwards into nothing but the smell hit her first; a heavy, festering scent.  


"What the Hell?"  Echo breathed into the chill the cooking fires couldn't fight off. She'd been so consumed by the hole and what lay beyond it, she didn't hear the sands behidn her shift, or the hiss of air through rotting teeth.


She'd stepped back, uncertain if she wanted to know what lay before her, when she'd crashed into a body behidn her. She didn't spin fast enough, however and a knife sliced through her skin, spraying blood across the floor. 


With a hiss, Echo stumbled back some more and panic flared in her stomach as every sleeping lump stired awake. 
"Innn-vaaid."  The Maid cried, sounding the alarm and waking her sisters. 


Echo hadn't waited.  Knocking the blind girl aside, she proceeded to flip the nearest table, causing a racket to disorientate, before belting for the room.  


She'd never run so fast in her life, holding her breath the entire way, and when she finally stumbled into Adin, she still didn’t think she’d taken a breath.  She crashed in their dugout and with one look at her, he hadn't said a word.  As everyone drowning in Dixie, they had left.   The world of the Under-ert had came into screaming clarity that day and the true power of Shade, King of the Lost was shown.


◆◆◆
 
"Echo?  Echo are you still there?" McQueen whispered as she came too.  Lost in her memories, Echo had forgotten were she sat and the dark hole she’d been thrown in. 


Thoughts of Adin still spun in her head, images of Flick as a small boy and that abyss…


Crouched in front of her, dark shadows across his face, McQueen shook her again.  “Echo we need a plan. We need to get out of this together.” He pleaded, fear in his voice while sweat had begun to collect on his brow. The saint was scared; he was worried for their safety, but she would bet he was more concerned about the God-damn children.


Fingers clamped, Echo swung a fist and sucker punched the Detective’s jaw. “What did you do?”  She hissed rubbing at her fist. 


“What was that for?” He snarled.


“I guess it depends on what you did?” Shoving by, she was annoyed to see her two guards had been joined by McQueen’s and they now faced six ugly, menacing teens. Narrowing her steel gaze, she fumed at the Detective.  “We were finding an exit. That was the plan; find an exit and leave.  I did my part; I found an exit. What did you do, or better yet, who did you try a save?”


To McQueen’s defence, he was smart enough to look a little ashamed, but it didn’t last long, his brow furrowing at his own annoyance.  “I was trying to get information of who killed Wendall and trying to build some kind of repour with them." He snapped back, “I have a job to do and as much as I would like to leave, I can’t just abandon everyone down here without trying!  I can’t be heartless like you!”


"Oh, please!” Echo exclaimed, “I might be heartless, be at least I have a brain.  There are no school here Queenie, no teachers, no educators. These kids grunt and scream and use their fists to convey their meaning.  And even if by some miracle you did find a kid who can speak, they live in fear of Shade.  They'd would have never told you anything.  You waisted your time."


McQueen seethed.  “At least I tried.”


“And look what good it did us!  We’re back in this hole, with no exit route and the clocks run out.” Echo sat back, keeping as much distance between herself and McQueen as she could. She just might throttle him otherwise.


"Have you even thought about Mitch?  Has his clock run out too?”  McQueen pointed a righteous finger at Echo, his tone accusing.  


"Of course, I have." She scoffed.  If Echo was honest, she could rightly say she had forgotten but that was hardly her fault: there were so many missing kids, dead kids and kids he wanted to save.  It was hard to keep track.  


"Liar." Hissing in disgust, McQueen kept talking, his anger growing.  Not one to back down from a fight, Echo faced him, ready for every accusation and every insult.  "You were all for running off down here." He snapped.  "You were all for helping find Mitch when it was a benefit to you.   Find this Dixie, pacify you family; well where are you now Echo?  You don’t have you Dixie, you can’t help your family, so why are you running?  Since the minute we got here..." McQueen trailed off, his anger getting the better of him and Echo was happy to cut in.


“From the minute we got here I’ve been focused on our survival!  Without me you wouldn’t have lasted a minute down here.” Like a cold-water dunk, Echo felt every bit of energy drain from her body and huffed out a breath.  “We both got into this mess.  You have no badge down here, no authority and I -… I hadn’t forgotten about Mitch.”


The dug-out grew quiet as McQueen too, seemed to lose all the fight from his bones and slumped too.  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


Wrapping her arms tightly around her legs, Echo heard her voice grow distant and hollow.  It was like someone else was speaking for her because of those damn memories.  Bubbling to the surface along side McQueen’s cries for justice, Echo couldn’t help but merge the two.


“Being back in this place… being back in Shade’s world, it's hard to ignore his fate.  Falling back into that-..." She took a breath, looking for the right word, "This world, I know what Mitch will be going through.  I know because I went through it. He’ll be scared; terrified even. He'll be hiding in a hole somewhere crying, shaking, making every boy and girl here know he's weak. If they don't ignore him, they'll taunt him, poke him, scare him. They'll piss on him, or string him up or tie him down..."Echo shivered and tucked her chin back up against her legs.


“And you just want to leave him here?” McQueen asked, his voice dripping with disbelief.


But even at his rage, Echo couldn’t find the energy to explain why he still didn’t get it.  He was too… saintly.  "We were only eight when Adin and I were sent here. We were tough, hard and made quick allies... but there were other kids, fresh, clean kids who just-... didn't make it." Finally, she glanced up and looked McQueen directly in the face.  "Mitch won’t make it here, Queenie and that’s if he’s not already dead."


"So, we get him out. You said you’ve found the exit? So, what do we do? How do we get there?" He asked.


But Echo was already shaking her head. “It’s too late.  We blew it.” Nodding her head to their guards, she gave McQueen a sad, pitiful smile that said it all.  “We’ll leave now only on Shade’s terms.”


"So, we're trapped?"


“Something like that?” Echo replied, but she was distracted.  The guards outside were chattering; low and quietly, it sounded like frightened birds and she didn’t like that one bit.


Shooting McQueen a troubled look, they both moved quickly, placing their backs against the wall and faced whatever approached.  The chattering continued, no longer keeping quiet and Echo could sense their growing excitement.  It was the same thick taste that enveloped Mara’s Midnight Suite.  Blood lust was not to be trifled with.


The guards suddenly snapped aside and, in the darken archway, holding a candle stood Tigress, dressed to impress.  Gone were her layers of fur and wraps; instead, she wore a dress that hung off the shoulder, covered in bright decretive stitching with tassels. It swayed around her knees and was synched at the waist by some lose leather cords.  Her hair was platted, and Echo looked at the woman with a crytical eye. there was no bump, no curve to her stomach... yet, anyway.


"Well. I’m glad to see we're all sitting comfortably." Her young, soothing voice said, but it didn’t last.  “Get up." Tigress snapped and Echo knew that this was it.  This was their final call.


"We don't get to freshen up?" She pleaded in a sarcastic tone, pleased to see that she still had the nerve to do so.


"No." Tigress threw them a bitter smile. "Shade likes it when things get... messy."


Reluctantly, McQueen stood and Echo followed.  They might be at odd ends, but they were in this together and if anyone was going to get a miracle that would see them through it, it was the holy saint by her side.
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McQueen was beyond the point hating this miserable Hell where he stood.  Once again, he and Echo were in the centre of the Great Hall, knife points at their back while they faced Shade.


He sat lounged on his throne again, its twisted roots gnarled and savage like his rule, his smile cunning and with a promise of pain. Tigress stood beside him, her chin high and eyes full of excitement for what was to come.  And last, but by no means least, the hordes of raging children screaming around him; their cries deafening.  Shade didn’t bother quieten them, nor did he seemed inclined to make them stop any time soon, so they kept going, eager and ready to tear McQueen and Echo apart.


Swallowing hard, he watched with a stony expression as Tigress, in her new fancy clothes, raised her chin slightly.  At her minute movement, everone stilled , their voices falling into silence and allowed for their King to rise and address them.  The hordes trembled like a hive of bee’s, each child rolling on their feet as they looked to their leader. 


He smiled down at the them, but it was a bitter smile. "Brothers," His voice ran out across the crowd. "Sisters. Welcome.”


A hallowing, thunderous roar went through the crowd and McQueen felt the blood thirsty call in every vibration. Feet stamped, and weapons clanked; all banging against the walls or floor, even each other. McQueen tried to raise himself up to empower himself; back straight, head held high. If he could be intimidating, he might fool himself into thinking they could live through this, but even as he shifted on his knees, the butt of a stick was rammed into his back. Bowing forward, McQueen let out a hiss as his forehead touched the floor.


“Tonight, we celebrate!” Shade called and  stood with a mighty heave, rising her arms above his head.  McQueen saw the children shiver in apprehension, sliding around the crowd like a ghostly shadow.  “We are honoured to have guests. They are a reminder of what we all hate and despise.”


The roar of approval soared again and beneath the thunder, McQueen quickly turned to Echo.  "What are they going to do?" he asked, eyes darting round the hungry looking savages.


“Kill us, beat us and use our dead, rotting corpses for some nefarious propaganda, I'm sure.” Echo answered, hissing as she was kicked just like McQueen just had been. That didn’t stop her from driving her point home, however.  “Of course, we’ll only be lucky if he does it in that order.”


Another bare foot slammed into Echo’s back and they decided to do the same McQueen too for good measure. Head still ringing with the sound of screams, it took him a little longer to hear what Shade was saying and when he did, his gut dropped.


“Subjects before me, heard my words; these liars and thieves has come to our home with false pretences and whispers of a better world.” Shade was patrolling now, his gate relaxed as he made sure to address every single one of his people.  They knew who was in charge. They knew who to look up to. He made sure of it.  “My trusted have come to me with whispers; whispers of family’s made up of Elders.  Whispers of our beloved sisters and brothers slain by such Elders, and yet they want us to join them.”


“That’s a lie. You kill-,” But McQueen was silenced and felt the butt of a stick once more. 
In his defence, he had a small semblance of a plan which was simple: break Shade’s hold. No followers, no leader, no cult; but with them all high on a drug un-obtainable anywhere else but here, McQueen had doubts.  It wasn’t going to be easy.


“Listen to them!” Shade laughed, his followers joining him.  “Still they try.  But I know.  I always know.” Slowly, sitting back at his throne, Shade levelled his gaze at his two prisoners and sneered.  


“Elders.  You are charged with the crime of being boring-,” A cheer rang out, “Of growing up-,” Another circled the room, “And most of all, you are charged with treason against I, King of the Under-ert!”


“We just want the innocent children you haven’t corrupted.” He yelled before the cheers of the children could drown him out. Bracing for the pain of the butt of a stick, McQueen was surprised when a knife sliced his shoulder blade, hissing as warm blood dribbled down his back.


“Corrupted? I haven’t corrupted anyone!” Shade laughed, “My subjects are loyal to me because they want to be here, they want to be with me!” Throwing his arms wide, he indicated to the gathered masses.  “They choose to be here. They choose me over their life up there. They choose my freedom, my rule, my kingdom!”


“That’s not true!” McQueen argued back.  “You trick them down here; you force feed them a drug, trapping them here with you.  A drug only you can get.  Without you they wouldn’t survive, that is the only reason they stay.  They have loving families waiting for them, who love them. You are nothing but a-,” 


But McQueen’s speech turned into curdled screams as two knives plunged into his back.  Luckily, these children knew nothing of kidneys, livers or anywhere else that would have killed him.  Instead, they stabbed at his arm muscles and his fatty hips.


Breathing heavily through the pain, McQueen tried to see if his words were having any effect but was sorely disheartened.  None of the children seem sad.  None of them seemed swayed. If anything, they looked even more eager, ready to attack on command.


“I force nothing Lawman.  My subjects are my brothers.  They are my people and are loyal through blood." Shade replied, like he was explaining the concept to a small child. "Tell me Lawman, what do the Elders above offer that I cannot? Love?  I love my people; they are loyal to me for that love.  I care for them and they thank me for that.  I give them peace and freedom that no Elder from the Upper lands could do.  I am a gift like no other.”


“More than a gift.” Tigress interjected, joining Shade at the front. She caressed down his arm, her fingers hesitant like he were a divine being, too perfect to touch.  “Our King is far superior to you and all those above. He is blessed with immortality and blesses us too.” She snarled.


“Hush my Tigress.” Shade soothed but gave her no affectionate touch back.  He merely pushed her side like she was in his limelight. “No need to impress them with my immortality.  They'll be dead soon enough.”


And there it was. Their fate.  McQueen felt his convictions shrivel up at the truth.  Shade fully intended to kill them here.  He couldn’t talk his way out of this.  The muscles in McQueen’s neck gave out and he sucked down a deep breath, his chin on his chest.  Suddenly the world seemed so far away and all that he’d been avoiding before were nothing but silly problems of a coward.


Anna, his wife would always wonder what could have happened. If he died now, she’d never know if he loved her or if they still stood a chance.  The truth was, he didn’t know if he loved her anymore, or if he could ever forgive her.  He wanted to know if he could. 


Hale, on the other hand, would never forgive him. He’d run away like a newbie; his gun half-cocked and made a mess of everything.  No wonder Armstrong looked at him with such distain.  McQueen was a failure.  He couldn’t do his job right and he was just a drain of Hale.  His partner wouldn’t find him down here in time to save them, that was for sure.  McQueen would be the unsolved mystery of the Rippling Police Station: the detective who went missing, presumed dead because he just couldn’t let a case go.


And then there was Sage.  God above, McQueen’s heart tripped as he thought of Sage.  It shouldn’t have given out, he shouldn’t have even been thinking about her in his final moments, but he did.  She wouldn’t know how he felt; if he felt anything for her though he knew he did.  In his soul – may God have mercy on it – he did have feelings for her, and he’d never get to tell her.  She was kind and good and a breath of fresh air he didn’t even know he’d been craving and now she would wonder with the rest of the world what had happened.


Still on his knees McQueen looked to Echo who knelt in silence and wondered what might be running through her mind now.  Did she regret coming down here? Did she regret choosing to help him?  Did she have a loved one she’d miss or didn’t get to say goodbye too? 


With a thunderclap, Shade brought the crowd to attention and McQueen looked up to face his end, seeing the boy King look down on them like the cat had got the cream.


“But,” He mused out loud, and McQueen wondered what horrors this child was going to think up. “What kind of King would I be if I didn’t give you a taste of hope?  What kind of ruler would I be if I were fair?” 


From the shadows of one of the tunnels, the crowds parted to revile three figures emerging and as the light from the candles welcomed the new arrivals, McQueen caught his breath.  From and centre walked a boy and a girl who McQueen recognized, their roguish, Latino features marking them as sibling.  The sister, her sun-shine flowery dress still crusty and ripped, only made eye contact with McQueen briefly, before she quickly looked away, but he saw enough.  Red rimmed and puffy, the girl had been crying.  Behind them came no third sibling and McQueen started to doubt if that was a coincidence.


Between them, they dragged another and despite the horrible feeling of guilt in the pit of his stomach, McQueen’s heart did leap with joy.  Tall and skinny, this boy still wore baby fat around his face. He had a slightly slopped nose, messy brown hair, a grey dinosaur t-shirt, jeans covered in dirt and limped with only one red trainer.  Mitch Bell.


“You have come as heroes to defend and save, rescues and free our new brothers in arms?” Shade questioned, admiring his newest recruit like a proud general.  “Well now we shall see if such services are warranted.”


McQueen struggled with every fibre of his being not to race to Mitch; not to grab him while he could and steal him away from here.  But he couldn’t, not in this crowd, not as a prisoner. Instead, he looked Mitch over, seeing if he was ok.  Dirt covered him but he was clean enough, tears streaked his face, but he wasn’t hurt.  McQueen thanked God again and again for this small factor.  That was until Shade drew the attention of the crowd again.


“This new brother is what these Elder’s truly want.” He cried.  “This ‘Mitch’ would be your comrade in arms, he would be your sibling; to stand besides, to play with, but they wish to take him away.”


Unceremoniously, the Latino siblings threw Mitch to the floor in front of Shade, just an arm length away from the maniacal King.  Mitch promptly coward, his head to the floor and his sobs rising in volume.  His jeans were dirty, but McQueen could see where urine had stained the inner legs and as he coward, a new patch began to seep across the fabric.


“Leave him alone!” McQueen ordered.  He wanted to fight, but already the knife points were on his back, pressing into his coat and testing their sharpness.


With a crooked grin, Shade expelled his arms wide and looked to his people in triumph.  “See!  You see how the Elder begs for this one’s life! They do not care for you! They do not come here for you. They lie, again, just like all Elder’s lie!”


A cheer ran around the crowd, and Mitch shivered visibly. Over the crowd, McQueen could hear the echoing sobs that came from the boy and his heart broke.  “He’s just a boy!” McQueen yelled over the cheers, unsure of who he might be pleading with because there were no forgiving souls here.


As if to prove as much, Shade locked eyes with McQueen and hitched a grin, his voice barely audible over the noise in the room. “Weren’t we all once?”


Stepping down from his throne, Shade approached Mitch and as he crouched, he reached out a solitary hand and hovered it over his back.  As if out of instinct, Mitch flinched and curled tighter into the floor.  His sobs grew and as the room fell into an apprehensive silence Shade curled his hand under the boys’ chin.


“Look at me brother.” Shade ordered, forcing Mitches head up and McQueen watched as his hand crushed around Mitch’s jaw, the force of his hold squeezing his baby cheeks together.  Higher and higher Shade pulled Mitch’s face up, until the boy was almost on his toes.  Grime had smeared across his face from his tears and as McQueen waited, his heart in his throat, he could only remember what had happened to the last child who raised their neck to Shade’s mercy.


“I-ha-… I-ah wanna – g-g-o … h-home.” Mitch snivelled through each gasp of breath.  He wasn’t just crying any more but had fallen into hysterics.


McQueen prayed the poor boy would pass out from hyperventilating just so his nightmare would end, at least for a short while.  At least God could give him that small mercy.  But Mitch didn’t and Shade just smiled, a smile that promised peace or suffering at the flip of a coin.  The guilt ate at McQueen as he saw the pure terror grow in Mitch’s eyes and he realised he shouldn’t have singled Mitch out.  He shouldn’t have tried to save him.


“Please… Leave him alone.” He begged, but he shouldn’t have waisted his breath.  His only answer was a whack to the thigh and promise of a sore bruise in the morning.  If any of them made it to morning.


“I will do with him as I please. He is one of my subjects after all.” Shade answered and suddenly there was knife glinting in the fire light, level with Mitch’s face. Out of pure terror, the poor kid screamed kicking his legs wildly as he tried to get free.


“Muuuummmyyy!” He screamed which only made Shade laugh with delight and sure enough, his subjects followed.


“Mummy?” Shade asked.  “You want to go home to you mummy?” Mitch nodded, his snotty nose dripping onto Shade’s hand.  The boy King sighed, his clam, mocking temperament a polar opposite to what it once was.  “Silly boy.  Don’t you see?” With a shake, Shade’s hand rocked Mitch’s face back and forth, pulling more hysteric cries from his lips. “You are home.” 


With an extravagant push, Shade threw Mitch away from him, causing him to collapse at the feet of the King.  With a flick of Shades wrist, Tigress – his doting servant rushed over and offered her dress as a tissue.


“Mitch.” McQueen whispered, leaning as far as he dared towards the boy curled in a ball; the smell of urine wafting off him. “Mitch? It’s me, it’s Detective McQueen, do you remember me?” He asked, begging with every bone in his body that he did.  If Mitch could look at him, see him, he might know that in one way or another, everything would be ok.


“Yes, Mitch, do you remember him?” The cold voice of Shade repeated. Snot wiped away, the King observed from afar, his tone mocking.  “By all means Lawman, try and help him.  Try and break him from my kingdom. You’ve done so well when speaking to my other subjects.”


McQueen felt the spark of anger flood his veins as he was once again remined of their guide Red, then the Latino siblings, Angie and then the countless others he’d spoken too.  Eyes darting to the siblings, his heart lurched again as he saw their number had dropped from three.  One brother gone: gone where?  Was he dead, in hiding?  What had Shade done to him?  Looking to Tigress, McQueen saw the Angie was nowhere to be see and again, his heart clenched at the thought it was all his fault. 


“What do you want?” McQueen asked, his voice hardened with loss.


“From you? Nothing.” Shade answered.  “All I want, all I care for, is from my people.” And Shade turned to face a different entrance, the crowd parting to reveal their next guest.


Pulled between two bigger, stronger boys came a twisting, writhing kid, whose arms and legs kicked out wildly. The two older boys didn’t faulter as they pulled the boy to Shade’s side, and it wasn’t until the King approached did the boy still, tossing his hair from his face.


“Johnny.” McQueen breathed, knowing the face anywhere despite having only seen it in photographs. He must have started to move again, because suddenly he was restrained by multiple hands.  One to his surprise however, belonging to Echo.


“You are the one who saved this boy, brother?” Shade asked, gripping Johnny by the hair and wrenching his head back.  Johnny nodded but didn’t even spare a glance at Mitch.  “Do you wish for him to stay?” Shade asked next and McQueen was allowed a sliver of hope as it took longer for Johnny to answer, but alas the answer was still a nod.  “Good, good.” Shade smiled. Clicking at the Latino siblings again, he let out a short line of barks and the brother and sister quickly picked Mitch back up and held him aloft.


“What are you going to do?” McQueen begged, as if he could somehow stop what was about to happen next.


Holding a handout to Tigress, McQueen heard the collective gasp as every child in the room drooled upon seeing a small blue sweet pass from servant to master.  Holding it up, Shade made sure everyone could see, drawing them in with its power, before turning to McQueen.  “I’m going to secure my subjects loyalty, from now until death do they part.”


“No.” McQueen cried, fighting the hands that held him back, but more knifes pressed against his skin and he wasn’t sure how much more blood he could lose.  Hungry and tired from lack of sleep, drained from the adrenaline that never seemed to stop coursing through his veins, McQueen was drained.  Mentally and physically, he was drained and so he did nothing - could do nothing - as Shade passed the small blue sweet to Johnny.


“You are my subject.  My follower.  You and all those you bring with you are mine?”  Shade asked, as if it were a pledge to a fraternity house.  But it wasn’t that. It was a death sentence.  McQueen’s throat dried up, and tears stung his eyes as without hesitation, Johnny agreed, swallowing the sweet down whole. “Good my brother.  You are one with us, as you forever shall be.  But now you must bring home those you love.  Bring your brother into the fold.”  Shade ordered, and it was then that McQueen watched with a heavy heart as another sweet was drawn out.  The precious cargo passed from Tigress, to Shade to Johnny and towards its destination; Mitch.


Upon seeing his brother, Mitch had quietened down, his sobs becoming sniffles and his eyes growing wide as he saw his salvation.  “Mitch!” McQueen begged. Pulling hard on the hands that held him, he didn’t care.  Nails dug in as Johnny made slow steps towards his brother and McQueen knew, if Mitch took that sweet, he’d be as good as dead.  “Mitch don’t take it.  Never take sweets from a stranger, remember. You can’t take it.  Don’t eat it!”


Mitch slowly turned around, his wide eyes looking to McQueen and the Detectives hope soared.  Please, he begged God, please, please, please let Mitch understand. Let him be safe.  Don’t let him fall for this trap. But as McQueen glanced over Mitch’s shoulder, he saw Shade watching from afar on his throne, Tigress resting on the arm beside him, both wearing a cunning smile. 


“Please.” he begged again, but it wasn’t even above a whisper and he could do nothing to stop Johnny as he knelt beside his brother. 


Eye to eye, Johnny smiled; the smiled you shared only with family and held the blue sweet aloft.  “Can we go home Johnny?”  Timid as a mouse, Mitch shuffled forwards on his knees, pulling closer to his blood. 


“Course we can Mitch.  You just got to eat this, and we’ll be home?” Johnny promised and Mitch, full of trust and confidence, plucked the sweet from the space between them, making McQueen’s gut drop. 


It was over.  It was all over, and it had been for nothing.  Bile coated the back of McQueen's throat as the world crashed back to reality.  It was all over, and he knew it.  And so, did Shade. 


“He is one of us now.” Shade spoke sombrely as Johnny pulled Mitch to the side lines, joining the loyalists. McQueen could feel the hot tears that trailed down his face and the boys sealed their fate.  “He is a part of this family now.”


McQueen collapsed.  His whole body deflated and full of despair, he wished for death.  He had failed.  Every risk he took, every path he tested was all meant to lead here, to the moment he could save Mitch and take him back to his family. But he’d failed.  How could he face the Bell’s now, knowing that both their children were but a few steps from death every day and were never coming home.


“Your efforts were admirable Lawman. But I am older than a look and you should have never underestimated me.” As if to drive home his point, Shade waved a hand and their guards stepped back merging with the crowds.  They were no longer trouble.  They were defeated.


Raising his head, McQueen glared through tear-soaked eyes at the smug King, feeling in every bone in his body how much he wanted to kill this boy.  Never had McQueen wish death upon someone so much.  Justice and life imprisonment were too good for this beast.


“There were a lot of things I should have done.  A lot of things I should have done differently.”  McQueen admitted, but ground it out through clenched teeth.  Watching Johnny pull Mitch to the side, he shook his head.  “I should have done many, many things different.”


“You still would have failed.” Shade mocked.  His long bony fingers reached out and he absently stroked Tigress’s thigh.  McQueen bristled with rage as the fiend pulled her close.  Another victim of this world.  Another child he’d failed to save.  “I have no weaknesses.  No matter who comes, they cannot topple my kingdom.  Many have tried, but I will always triumph.”


“That’s because you kill them.” A deadly, hard voice answered.  It was a voice that stilled the crowd and made the room suck in a breath.  Echo.  "You killed all of them, and you'll kill the rest of them, again and again!"


Never had McQueen been so pleased to hear her voice, that smooth, calculative voice that shook mountains and brought warriors to their knees.  There she knelt; arms free from their rope bindings, crossed across her chest while inspecting her nails. 


She unlike McQueen held no tears in her eyes, or guilt in her heart.  He could tell that the loss of Mitch didn’t affect her, nor did the fear of their untimely demise scare her.  She was a stone cold, hard bitch. 


The King of the Under-ert didn’t know what was about to hit him.




XXXI

Echo glanced at McQueen before giving Shade a sly, evil smile. It sent chills down her spin for all the right reasons as she felt a clam settle over her.  She wasn’t going to die in the hole.  She didn’t before, she wouldn’t let it happen this time either.


The ropes had been easy to slip off.  No child down here could tie her up the way Samantha had, so she’d had more than enough practise getting out of tight bondage situations.  


“This again?”  Shade asked, his tone annoyed by Echo’s sudden chatter.  Good, Echo thought. This wasn’t going to be the last time she surprised that little bastard. 


“Well, its not a lie, is it?”  Echo rolled her eyes with an off-hand gesture.  “All of them,  Wendell and the others.  Isn’t that why you killed them, because your kingdom was at risk?”  Keeping her gaze on Shade, Echo spoke up, making sure her voice travelled for all to hear. “You killed your brothers and sisters; you family so you could keep your lies; to hide your shame.”


“I hide nothing from my subjects.”  Shade answer.  “And pointing accusations at my will not spear your life.  You will only hasten it.”


“Nothing? You hide nothing?” Echo laughed, the sharp tongue licking her teeth.  “Then why did Wendell die?   Why did you truly kill her?  Did she challenge you rule, or maybe she revealed your lies?  Or maybe it was because she was an Elder, an Elder who was pregnant, with your child.” 


Shade fingers twitched, and Echo could smell the wrath, pooling off him. There was no guilt in him.  No remorse and that was their problem.  Shade would never let them go.  Too much of his power tilted on the knife point of fear and if he showed weakness, his subjects woudl devour him.  


So, if Echo and McQueen wanted to get out of here, alive, they would have to break Shade’s hold.  Somehow.  The best Echo had been able to come up with while McQueen cried into the sand, was to expose Shade for the fake she knew he was.  Trouble was, making sure the two of them lived long enough to do that.


Shade, who’d previously sat with an air of superiority about him, had stilled, falling silent.  A muted wave of uncertainty rippled through the crowd as the boy who would be King hesitated to speak. 


But Tigress was suddenly there, stood between her King and Echo, a fierce expression on face.   “Wendall was a traitor.  She was no longer a part of this family.  She deserved to die, thinking she could have a babe here.  Elders have babes, not us!”


“Really?”  Echo tilted her head, looking up at Tigress, a challenge in her eyes. Their guards had left, their victory futile, so there was no one to stop Echo as she rose, standing to her full Elder height.  “Then does that mean you must die too?” She whispered so low that only Tigress and McQueen could hear.  “Because I think Wendell and you were in the same boat and I think you helped hide her body, so you could ignore what will happen if your King finds out the truth.”


Whether it was Echo's words or how her eyes traveled downward, Tigress paled.  Her shrunken face dropped in fear and her eyes widened, all the while a fragile, skeletal hand dropped to her stomach.  “Wendell-…” She started to whisper, trying to keep her voice forceful. “Wendell was a traitor.  She was wanted to raise her babe here, have a real family.”


“And she died for that family, didn’t she?” Echo asked, already knowing the truth. “And you were the one who betrayed her to your King.”  Tigress paled some more, showing her guilt and the part she played in Wendell’s death.  “You’re the reason she’d dead.  You’re the one who took her place at Shade’s side, and you’re the one who will die by his hand, just like she did.”


Shade, a few paces behind, saw and heard nothing, thus while Tigress stood there in fear, the girl did nothing to stop Echo.  Hooking an arm in McQueen’s, she picked him and with nibble fingers untied his hands too, freeing them both.  Stood, with not a soul to stop them, she walked past heading straight for Shade.


"You killed Wendell."  Echo accused, pleased to find McQueen quickly followed her across the room, batting away knife points as they went. If they were going to make it out of there alive, they were going to have to keep on their toes.  Their old guards followed but did nothing more; uncertain it they should attack anymore.  "You killed her because she was your dirty little secret."


“My Tigress was right.  Wendell was a traitor; bringing destruction on our home, just as any Elder does here.  I will never allow Elders to roam my Kingdom!” Shade spat, keeping his voice controlled.  But Echo hadn’t even begun to poke his buttons.


“Never?  As in never ever? That’s strange.” Echo mused slowing her step to address the crowd.  


Sat in his throne, she easily looked down on him, diminishing his power by the minute.  This world was guided by body language and there was no misinterpreting Echo’s.  She was out for the kill.  


“You used to be so young; tender and small.   Ten years ago, you were but a child.  Strange thing is, Wendell went missing ten years ago.  Ten years she could watch you, followed you and saw the truth.  The truth that you were no longer a  child, but you were an Elder.”


“I don’t age.”  Shade snapped, his anger bleeding through.  “I am immortal, gifted with-,”


“Dixie?” Echo interrupted.  “You’re secret to longevity, passed to you by your masked supplier?”  Shade’s stick like fingers trembled where he sat, egging Echo to continued.  Secrets to tell, plots of unravel, she was feeling the thrum in her veins like a siren’s call.  “You share your bounty, controlling your masses, but at what cost.  You were once a child, but now you’ve changed. You’ve grown.  You are an Elder and Wendell want you to be an Elder with her.”


“No, you are the Elder.  You lie.  I do not age, I will never age.” Shade repeated through gritted teeth.


Looking around the room, Echo bellowed to the crowds, getting a sense of their understanding.  Much to her disappointment, many of the children still looked to their King in devotion, waiting for his que to attack, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t having an effect.  Many prepubescent teens no longer stood in a battle stance, instead waiting at the back of the crowds, gathering in the shadows; the taller, older children who watched with a furrow brow, and weary untrusting eyes.  
Turning back, Echo focused again on her stage and broke down each of Shade’s lies, cracking his crown as she went.  “You, an Elder, killed Wendell, your sister because she saw you for what you were: a fraud.” Echo hissed.


“I am a King!” Shade snapped rising to his feet.  His skeletal body seemed to move with some fluidity, but the grotesque sight of thin skin moving over angular bones lost any beauty.  Stepping forward, he marched up to Echo, nose to nose, eyes to eye and tried to puff out his chest that vibrated with rage. “Everything you say are lies, you are a filthy Elder.  Your words mean nothing here!”


Youth, Echo laughed quietly to herself, so easy to rile up. But that was what she wanted; she wanted Shade to lose his cool and slip up, so she kept going making that youthful rage burn.


“You beat her up with your rage and frustration and caved to your animalistic desires.”  With sudden, quick and sure steps, Echo moved forward, pressing her entire body length against his and in an instant, had the desired effect. Shade stumbled back shocked, tripping over his own feet and if Echo hadn’t been watching for it, she would have missed the hot flash of heat on Shade’s cheeks.  “You held her down and raped her, didn’t you?”


“I am of the young and free," Shade breathed out, trying to stand tall and speak with the authority he once had.  "Such nonsense doesn’t bend me to its will."


But Echo ignore what he said and kept her voice loud, so all the room could hear. “You raped her, and you liked that release of power.  You like the feeling. But that meant you were an Elder.  You are a liar and because you killed Wendell, you would happily kill anyone here too!”


“Shade, King of the Under-ert, is an Elder.” McQueen shouted, cutting through the theatrics, keeping his words simple and plane so all could understand.  “Your King lies.   You King is bad.   He will kill you all!”


“Enough!” Shade screamed, sending a ripple of unease through the crowd.  Sweeping away, Shade quickly sat on his throne and Echo was struck by how small the boy King looked without an ounce of power to his name. “You of the Upper land are sentence to death!  Your lies and traitors’ words will be your undoing.” And suddenly Echo and McQueen was suddenly greeted by sticks of all sizes. 


The masses had moved, their circle of bodies tightening around them as their weapons were brandished. Too soon, Echo snarled in her head.  She needed more time to sway the children, get them to hate Shade, not love him, but they were out of time…


“You are unworthy to breath in my lands and so you with only rot down here.” Shade’s voice grew louder with every order and it wasn’t long before Shade was shouting, his own fear and loss of dignity fuelling his anger.  “You will be killed with no mercy and no speed.  I will watch you suffer at my feet, begging to die and I will laugh!”


With an unruly cry, the subjects of the Under-ert pressed forward, the weapons trained on them both and Echo suddenly doubted her plan.  She might have planted a seed of doubt, but their audience were not free-thinking adult, ready to be guided to the right path.  Echo judged their success rate if they made a run for it.  She could trip McQueen, up her chances slightly, but even with those odds she didn’t think she’d make it out of there.  
Yet, before she could decide which tunnel to take, a low rumbled snarl cut through the room.


Eyes turned and weapons shifted as everyone looked to the new usurper.  One boy, tall by the standard of the Under-ert had stepped through the crowd but instead of facing McQueen and Echo, he faced Shade.  It was a face Echo knew; one she had forgotten, buried in years of repressed memories.


Flick.  Her rat in the dark.


His dark skin shone in all the fire light, highlighting  many a new scars.  How long-ago Echo had left him down here.  His face was as haggard as the rest, while cut-off jeans knocked his knees and his chest was covered by an open shirt.  Stood in front of the rest, he should have been taller than he seemed, his back bowed from years of crouching. 


“Get in line.” Shade ordered looking the boy over in disgust, but Flick didn’t move; his eyes stayed trained on Shade, his face unmoved.  It wasn’t until silence had enveloped them all, did Flick level a thin finger at his King.


“You lie.” He voice didn’t tremble. His hands didn’t shake and there was no fear anymore.  “You lie.” His hand swung round, until it pointed at Echo, “She speak truth.”


If a ripple had gone through the crowds before, like a drop in a pond, but it was now like a hive of angry bees.  Shoulders shook in rage and fear, misunderstandings flying through the air and the cries of loyalist called out.


“Who do you think you are to question your King?” Shade thundered earning a few cheers from excited cut-throats, but not as many as there had once been.  In fact, even Tigress, the would-be Queen of the Under-ert had remined quiet.  Retreated into the curve of the crowd, she had begun to blend with the pack, watching and waiting to see what would happen next.


“I am Flick.” Spit flew from his lips as the boy slammed a hand on his chest.  “Wendell’s friend.  Wendell’s brother.”  With his voice full of strength, Flick stepped up, his body language commanding and the crowd was on the edge of their toes, ready to listen to what he had to say.  Echo was impressed.  How her little rat had grown up.  “I follow. I trust.  King is true.  King is right.” But then Flick shook his head.  There was a sneer on his lips that was deadly and vicious.  “No trust.  No follow. No King. Only a liar and a cheat!”


“This is ridiculous.  Take him!” Shade yelled, anger burning in his eyes with the need to kill.  
Some of the subjects moved, their knives at the ready, but Flick was ready too.  Snapping a hand around one guards wrist, he’s disarmed the child and knocked him to the floor before anyone else could make a move.  After that, they were all hesitant.


“You lie!” Flick screamed.  Safe in the knowledge no one would approach just yet, he turned to face Shade again.  Brandishing the knife, Flick pointed it at the dying King. “You Elder. You Elder!” He screamed and threw the knife. It didn’t hit Shade, coming up just to the left of him, but everyone flinched.  


Echo was so transfixed on the events as they unfolded, she jumped when a large hand wrapped around her wrist.  “We should take this opportunity and leave.” McQueen whispered to her, his lips brushing her ear.


“Through which crowd of savage children would you like to dive?” Echo hissed, though her muscles screamed to run too. “And really? You think now is an appropriate time to run?  I thought you wanted to see this bastard fall.  I thought you wanted to save Mitch and the others?” Echo asked.  She felt the adrenaline coursing through her veins; her body hoping from one foot to the other.


McQueen even hesitated before his voice came out harsh “Then what?  I don’t see this ending soon or well!”  


And in that statement, McQueen was right.  Flick was standing his ground and he had people listening, but Shade could get back his followers in an instant.  All he had to do was install fear once more, spurting blood across the cold sands and he’d be unstoppable.


“Then we escalate the situation.” Echo answered and she already had an idea.


“I am no Elder.  I kill any Elder who walks my land.  All of them!”  Shade was snarling now, his teenage anger getting the better of him as he was challenged.  He stood by his throne and tried to loom over his people, but he was losing his grip.  Echo of course, was only happy to lend a helping hand.


Eyes glancing over at Tigress, the only warning Echo gave as a wicked, cruel smile before facing Shade, stepping up close to Flick.  The two of them stood shoulder to shoulder against the dying King.  “So, every Elder must die?  You’ll kill anyone who is unworthy?” Echo asked and pointed.  “Is Tigress unworthy too, Shade?"


The girl went ridged. Tucked in the crowd, she would have wanted to blend into the background and  come out when the victor was announced. 


Confusion flickered through Shade's anger as he looked towards her and Tigress quickly removed herself from the safety of the crowd, relaxing her posture. However, she wore a wide-eyed, fearful look as everyone was suddenly interested in her.  “I will always be loyal to my King.  Always.” She protested.


"Tigress is my second. She is me when I am away.  She is my shadow and therefore worthy." Shade said, like that solved everything.  “She cannot be corrupted, just like me.”


Echo quirked an eyebrow at Tigress who looked like she was ready to puke.  Morning sickness or fear; it was hard to tell, but Echo would help to clear that up. "You're what, six, seven weeks?"


“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Tigress tried to sneer, but it came out flat.


"Every other ragamuffin in this place in practically naked, except you, who was wrapped like a nun at the beach? It’s cold but it’s not that cold, honey." Echo trailed her eye up and down the length of Tigress, making sure to make a pointed pause at her stomach.  “You are with babe.”


Tigress didn't move and didn't breathe. No one in the room did. Even Shade, once full of authority and control looked lost. "Its-... It’s a lie.... It’s not true.  They’re just stupid Elders." Tigress babbled, clutching her clothes tighter around her neck.


“With babe.”  Flick repeated but within his voice was sadness that proved to Echo he knew the seriousness of the situation.  “With babe, like Wendell.” 


“Lies, all lies.” Tigress insisted and fatally chose to approach Shade.  She knew he was the one she had to convince, so she looked at him with innocence in her eyes and her fear in her throat. “My King.  They are lying. Trying to take us apart, to divide us.  We are stronger together, they know this.  Don’t listen to them!” She begged.


"I call bull shit." Echo argued.  “I saw the hole you and Wendel created. I saw the crib and the toys and the nappies.  You and she were going to raise your family, raise them here in the Under-ert.  Together.”  Echo took a pause, allowing her words to sink that bit deeper.  “You were both Elders, ready to grow up.” 


But Tigress only looked to Shade, waiting with pleas of innocence on her lips.  His word was finial. His word was gospel.


If Echo could get him to turn on his most loyal subject, she might have a chance of destroying all the trust he had gained through manipulation and fear…


"Tigress wouldn't lie to me." Shade said with force and Echo bit her tongue to stop her swearing.  Slinking over, Tigress slowly, almost hesitantly wrapped her arms around Shade, tucking herself under his chin.  


She shot Echo a death glare, but also released a silent sigh of relief.  "Shade is our King. He is my King.  I would follow him anywhere. I wouldn’t lie to him. I am no Elder."


Echo just grit her teeth in disbelief. The girl had no gumption. At least when she had been here, the girls scrapped with the boys, fought hard as them and with the same ferocity to survive. Now, they clung to the praise of a male like flies to shit, pampering Shade's withering ego. Tigress could have taken his place, ruled the Under-ert, but instead she’d betrayed her sister; killed her for the prize of worlds-best-pet and now Shade was going to win.  "You are a disgrace to the woman of the world." Echo said sadly.


"Hold your tongue Elder.”  Tigress snapped, finding her feisty streak.  “You will speak no more lies.  When you are dead, maybe I’ll take your tongue as a trophy.".


"Hush my Tiger." He whispered. Moving to stand behind her, the boy locked his eyes with Echo, rubbing his hands up and down Tigress's arms.  "You are my chosen. You are dear to me, as is everyone." Tigress relaxed under his touch, closing her eyes and smiling. "You are as important to me as Wendall was."


Echo saw the sudden look of fear in Tigress's eyes as they flashed open and Shade's words struck home. But she didn't have time to react. No one did. His meaty, teenage hands clasped Tigress tightly, one under her chin and the other at the back of her head, before he snapped her neck. 


The sound bounced around the room and was only drowned out by Echo's gasp of surprise quickly followed by McQueen’s own cries!  "No!"


Falling to the law of gravity, Tigress's body slumped to the floor and a cloud of red dirt puffed into the air as her legs collapsed, her arms scattered sideways.  Her dead eyes looked at Echo's ratty boots, her lips wobbling, while her disconnected head bounced off the floor. Silence encased the room as every pair of eyes blinked it shock.


It was only for a second or two did their precious leader look down at his dead friend; his dead sister, before her threw back his head a barked a laugh. 


Spinning to face his people, he threw his arms out wide and beamed with a crazy grin. A shiver wormed its way through the crowd and Echo couldn’t tell if they were scared or angry. Many a child had tears on their face, and every single one of them watched Shade like the God they thought he was. Even McQueen, kneeling, broken where he was, looked to the crazy boy in horror.


"Brothers and sisters! We have found another Elder!  Another who spied for the Upperlands and would spoil our fun.” Spinning on the spot, Shade grinned like a madman “Tigress was an Elder! Another in our home!  A liar who would side with the Upperland and destroy what we have." Shade’s lip sneered and stood tall in front of his throne.


A murmur of agreeance ran through the crowd, and Echo felt the shiver of guilt as she saw the crooked angle of the dead girls’ neck. McQueen’s heavy, laboured breathing beside didn’t help either.  “You meant for this?” He asked with an undertone of anger.  “Was this your plan to escalate the problem. Let them fear Shade even more than before?”


Echo’s bottom jaw unlocked, popping open and her lips wobbled… but no sound came out.  She knew if she put Tigress in the limelight that this was something that could have happen.  A martyr was what they had needed, so a martyr is what they got.   


Edging backwards, Echo moved until she could step back and away from the growing chaos; away from Shade and his madness.  Away from Tigress's lifeless body. Two lifeless bodies, Echo’s morbid mind reminded her.


“You  killer.  You killed her!”  Flick cried out.  He held tears in his eyes as he looked at Tigress. Another fallen sister.  Another death at the hands of Shade.  “You will lie no more.”  


Standing tall, it was as if all the teens around the had been waited for their que. As one they moved through the crowds, pushing aside the younger, naïve siblings stepping forward as a nervous silence enveloped them all.  Echo and McQUeen were suddenly stood with fifteen or so children before them, their long lanky limbs brandishing weapons while their eyes were as harsh as steel.


“What is this?” Shade asked, a snarled ripping from his lips as he eyed the blockade.  “All of you; you believe this Elder over your own King?”  


At his anger, those naïve, hopeless children swarmed and soon enough, Shade had his own blockage.  It wasn’t an even split but age and size didn't made  a difference down here.  A knife to the ankle hurt just as much as a knife to the gut.


“You are no King!” Flick answered, moving into a battle stance.  “You no leader! Never we follow you again.”


Weapons were raised on both sides and Echo’s gut went cold.  Knives were held out at the ready.  Sticks and staffs as tall as McQueen were suddenly tilted.  This was it, their escalated situation and stood side-by-side with McQueen, Echo suddenly wondered if this had been a bad, rash idea.


“Is this going where I think it’s going?” McQueen asked, his feet also taking tiny steps backwards.  


“The ultimate clash of a rebel alliance attacking their mad king in a fruitless hope to end his tyranny and overthrow him, all the while hoping not to kill the innocent in the process, but by all means, happy to kill them anyway?” Echo asked in a quick, rushed breath. “Yes.  Yes, I think that’s exactly where this is going.”


Flick and his masses stepped forward, armed and ready, while Shade’s overwhelming crowd of followers shook with an animalistic excitement.  All it needed was the catalyst; the spark that would burn this Hell to the core of the Earth in blood and brimstone.  


“Never?”  Shades voice rang out, amused. “Never will you follow me again?” The King laughed, but it was a slow deadly laugh. It was a laugh of a man on the edge, about to lose everything and nothing at the same time.  It was the laugh of a boy who had seen centuries fly past him; seen cities rise and cities fall.  It was the laugh of a boy who could and would, start from the ground up again, happy to pay with blood.  “Never is an awfully long time.”


Shades words were like a pistol at a race and every child moved, their feet slapping the compact ground as battle cries screamed around the room.  Faces grinning wildly, they were a collective battalion of hungry, blood thirsty savages.


Echo stumbled back.  McQueen stumbled back.  Screams of anger turned into screams of pain as blood spurted.  It was chaos and madness shoved inside a small shoe box and then shaken.  Echo kept moving backwards finding to her relief that the chilly air of an exit tunnel was in their grasp.  


With a clumsy reach, she grabbed for McQueen, ignoring the splatter of warm blood that hit her face as she pulled at him, ready to run, ready to fly from this Hell, but found resistance.


“No.” McQueen cried, pulling back as his eyes stayed glued the carnage.  “No. No. Stop, they have to stop killing each other.” He begged but no one could hear him.  No one wanted to. 


“We’ve got to go Queenie!” She yelled at him, pulling harder.


“We can’t leave them.” McQueen argued, but even his body didn’t agree with his words as he moved away from blood that splattered at his feet.  Some of the fighting had spilled over, their short walk to the exit now blocked by one or two skirmishes.  McQueen tried to stop and help, pulling apart the fighters.  “Stop.” He yelled, but the thanks he got was two blunt rocks bashed against his arms until he let go.  Free, they were right back to it.


“Canice!” Echo screamed, battering away a pointed stick, but cried out in pain as a rock flew through the crowd and hit her shoulder. “Canice please? We have to go now.” 


Face ashen and tears streaming down his face, McQueen looked torn down to his very core, but in that very next moment, they got their dose of reality.


  A deafening battle scream snapped both their heads up and across the battlefield, stood on his throne was Shade holding aloft a severed head.  Fresh blood dripping from its neck and Echo almost vomited as she saw the death scream of Flick, his face a mask of pain.  


Shade took a breath and Echo's skin went cold as he screamed an order one last time over his victorious battlefield. "Kill the Elders! Kill them all!”


Echo ran and didn’t look back.




XXXII

McQueen wanted to throw up.  He wanted to vomit again and again until he could expel his memories, expel his guilt and expel all that he had seen.  


            The vision of that severed head still bobbed in his mind causing all the air leave his lungs like a fist to his gut.  The smell of copper blood as it had hit the dusty floor left his skin in an ice cold sweat, while the battle cries of the innocent still rang in his ears.  They had all killed each other for nothing.  Death and blood, murder and survival all for one boy’s belief in a make-believe Kingdom. 


McQueen really wanted to vomit.  But he couldn’t.  His breath came out in short, sharp puffs as he ran behind Echo, her long, mattered hair but an inch in front of him.  He couldn’t lose her down her, - if he did, he’d never find his way out - so he stuck close to her every movement.  Turn after turn, she flew down tunnel after tunnel, her feet not pausing once.  Together they ran until their lungs burned and their teeth ached. Only went black dots clouded McQueen’s vision did he demand they stop. 


The adrenaline they'd hoarded was wearing off and in just a few steps, they both staggered against the wall for support.  Glancing this way at that, they'd come to a stop in some dull candlelight, the flame still flickering gently. 


"Do you know where we’re going?” He asked, huffing as much as she was.


"Yes." Echo hissed through a ragged breath before forcing her legs to move. “I found a likely exit when  exploring, before you fucked us over five-ways to Sunday.”  McQueen bit his tongue and didn’t argue.  


There was a time and a place and right now, he just wanted to get out of here alive. Echo pointed to a mark high in the wall; a cross made from white chalk.  


“We need to follow these. There’s an exit near here.” She explained and McQueen almost kissed the wall. He really did fear they could have ended up anywhere, heading in any direction across the wild countrysid. 


“I can’t…  Those kids… I can’t even.” McQueen whispered, feeling the need to talk; to understand that he wasn’t alone in seeing the horrors that had just occurred.  “This place… I should have listened. I should have stayed away from Wapping Woods.”


McQueen let out a humourless laugh and he felt the madness creeping in.  If he’d just dropped that damn cold case, things would have never gotten this bad.  If he’d not poured over every case, he’d wouldn’t have had it committed to memory and he’d wouldn’t have recognized Wendell. If he’d stayed away, Mitch and Johnny would have gone missing, likely never found, but that was the truth of so many cases.  Not knowing what happened to them would be a blessing and McQueen couldn’t even begin to think what he might tell the Bell family about their sons. 


“It would have happened anyway.” A soft voice came from Echo, and drawing himself out of his depressive spiral, McQueen watched the back of her head as she diligently looked for the next cross on the wall.  “You would have never let that cold-case go.  You’d have never left a body unidentified.  One way or another you would have ended up down here.” She answered. “You might have gone and come back with a swat team and saved everyone.  You might have found the Under-ert and left, coming back to find it all gone and empty.” With a silence pause, Echo seemed to contemplate her words before letting or a sad, small confession.  “You can’t change what you did in the past Queenie, any more than you can predict the future.”


“Do you think we could have actually saved anyone? Didn’t we ever stand a chance?”


“No.” Echo snapped, leaving no room for question.  “They are all addicted to Dixie before we arrived, and they’ll still be addicted when we left.  There is nothing we could have done different.”


McQueen couldn’t deny what she was saying wasn’t true.  These kids… they weren’t kids and they weren’t saveable.  The fact didn’t hurt any less though.  He was about to say more, when she suddenly wrapped a dirty hand around his mouth and froze.


They'd just past another junction, and their candles had diminished to one every few feet.  It was dark and damp, with not a soul I sight. Yet, quickly Echo dragged them to the side, ducking into a pitch-blackhole and staying just out of reach of the candles glow.  An invisible clocked ticked by and with every second, McQueen felt the tension in his body rise, but when nothing happened Echo relaxed.  "I thought I heard-..." She whispered, but McQueen suddenly stopped her.


Whatever she’d heard, he hadn't, but he trusted her judgment and as she'd drawn breath to speak again, he did hear it.  The tell-tale sound of stones moving over stones in silent foot falls. No sooner as he'd clamped a hand over her mouth, three boys - no older than ten- loped by. Their eyes flickered to the darkness causing McQueen heart to skip a beat, but they quickly moved on as one.  They could have been a part of a savannah pride in Africa; hunting, stalking, slowly finding their prey.  Strange gurgles and grunts left their mouths and McQueen recognized the language of a cooperative pack.


“They were hunting for us, weren't they?" He asked softly, checking they were gone.


"Yes." Echo breathed back, keeping her eyes trained ahead for the three boys in case they back tracked.  “Shade is King. His word is law and we are on the chopping block.”


McQueen seemed to absorbed Echo's words and didn't react, safe in knowledge that they both knew they needed to get out of here.


Following the twists and turns, Echo pointed to the narrow gap where she found the crib hole, baby bottles and all.  They didn’t stop to inspect; the dark cramped crack could hide any vicious children too easily and the air of freedom was too sweet. 


Instead they prowled ahead and with silent steps and entered what McQueen could only describe as a slave’s quarter.  Rotting blood and flesh filled his nose through the scent of burning and he could see with his own two eyes the squalor the Under-ert’s food was made in.   


"Uhg-... what's taht smell?"  He breathed through in hand that was clamped over his mouth. 


Echo had done the same, the dirty, bloody sleve  of her coat over her mouth, so her words were little more than a mubble.  "Death.  Its the small of death." 


Side-stepping along the edge, he was just about to open his mouth and ask Echo to hury, when she held up a hand stopped him in his tracks.  As one, they froze and McQueen held his breath for good reason.


As quiet and as stealthy as the children of the Under-ert where, they had nothing on the Murmur Maids.  Like ghosts waltzing through a bookcase, two girls had appeared, softly murmuring to themselves, twisting their heads side to side, their hair flipping each time as they listened.  McQueen didn’t dare breath as blackened eyes  looked at him. 


 The girls face was round and young, her hair a soft gold and held back by a black ribbon. The skin around her eyes were red and puffy, shiny with infections.


They moved as one around the room, listening for a pin drop and only by luck, just as McQueen thought he’d pass out from lack of air, a clatter of rocks sounded in the distance.  Heads whipping and with no concern of walls, the murmur maids ran on silent feet, leaving McQueen and Echo in a trembling state.


“I don’t think can take this much more.” He admitted, feeling cold to the bone. “How much more pain can that phyco put these children through?”  he felt his heart swell in anguish as he fought back the need to break down.


“You’d be surprised.” Echo answered but by the time McQueen looked up to ask her what that meant, she’d already moved and McQueen could do nothing but follow.  Through the darkness they stepped, away from the maids but ever vigilant for  more silent threats that might come their way. 


However, whether it was luck or fate,  the temperature around them began to rise, the air lost its damp, mildew taste and the echoing sound of their own foot steps diminished. Without comment, they both sped up, ready to find freedom at last. 


Ducking through the small, child size hole McQueen cheered at the sight of a perfectly cut stone walls; their first sign of civilization.  He didn't even mind the  putrid, decomposing smell.  "We must be in a swage tunnels." McQueen mused, touching the rough brick walls covered in slime.


"Bully for us." Echo laughed, as she looked both ways down the long sewage pipe where a rat squeaked and water rippled as the poor rodent scurried away.  Eyes dancing upwards, McQueen sighed as he saw the most beautiful sight in all of creation; a perfectly round, heavy manhole cover.


“Voilà.” Echo said in an unenthusiastic voice.  “Freedom and normality await you.”


“Us?” McQueen corrected, looking through the gloom and seeing Echo for the first time in natural light.  “Normality wait for us both.”


But Echo snorted, looking up at the sunlight with a squinted sneer.  “For you, but I still have a bounty on my head don’t forget. From the depths of Hell, we might be leaving, but the Devils clutches wait for me.”


“I forgot all about that.” McQueen answered honestly, looking at her neck.  The mottled bruises had now faded to a murky yellow with her other cuts were hidden under a thick layer of dirt.  “I won’t let anything happen to you Echo.”


But she just quirked an eyebrow in disbelief. “Really?  Between catching up on sleep, eating and explaining this whole charade to the police, you’re going to protect me from my family?” She scoffed.


“Well it’s not like you can stay down here?” McQueen challenged and Echo sighed, knowing he was right.


“Guess we’ll be spending more time together after all, Queenie.” She said. “Up, up and away.” And they began to climb the first wrung, ready for the nightmare to be over.
◆◆◆
 
Stood leant against their work Jeep, McQueen chuckled again as he watched Echo slap away the paramedics as they buzzed around her in the back of an ambulance. Police lights flashed and there was a buz of people around him. 


McQueen had already had his check up, and minus a few shallow stab wounds, risk of sepsis and the need for a bath, he was in the all clear.  Physically he was ok.  Mentally… McQueen didn’t want to ask.  Echo on the other hand, was being fussed over like a child which amused him greatly. As she’d climbed out of the man-hole cover, she’d stepped right into the path of an oncoming car causing the driver to swerve to a screeching stop.  Though he’d come over to check she was all right, she'd given him a tongue lashing, all the while McQueen had begged for his phone.


"So, tell me this again." Hale cleared his throat again, his eyes darting over McQueen once more as he took in the dirt, the smell and no doubt the starving look in his partners eye as he stuffed down his fifth burger.  "You got the call from dispatch about Mitch Bell's abduction, we met at the school at which point I instructed you to find a trail?"  McQueen nodded and whipped his face quickly of sweet-chili sauce.


"Yes.  Ms. Headly was with me as we fanned out from the school, and we quickly came to a children’s party.”


Hale ground his teeth and narrowed his eyes as his residual anger flared up.  McQueen had been told, through short, angry puffs, that Hale had been called to the children’s party not five minutes after they had fled.  McQueen service weapon had been recovered and the hysterical woman arrested.  She’d proclaimed insanity, saying she was just overcome with jealousy and wanted to kill the bitch who stole her husband.  It was safe to say; Hale wasn’t worried about her story holding up in court.


“And after the party you didn’t call backup for?” Hale prompted, referring to his notes. "You fled, losing your orientation and fell into a ravine in which you found… ‘a red shoe’ that belonged to Mitch Bell?”  McQueen nodded, suppressing a satisfied groan as he scoffed down some salty chips.  “After finding this, you entered the tunnel … not calling for back up, again.” Hale growled but let the point go. 


He’d already reprimanded McQueen enough times his ears were bleeding, but it still didn’t mean it wasn’t a stupid mistake.  


“After entering the tunnel – with no back-up - you found -..." Hale paused as if preparing himself for what he had to say, "and I quote, 'a ragged collection of children who were a part of an underground cult.  This cult was led by one teenager, Shade ‘No-last-name’ and who you believe to still be at large.'."


McQueen nodded again, hearing the distinct note of sarcasm and disbelief in Hale's voice. "Yes. The Tunnels stretch across half of Rippling, if not further.  I saw at least fifty, sixty children down there, all in states of neglect, all hooked on Dixie."


Hale huffed, but jotted down some more notes.  "Right," He strung out.  " And where are these children now?"


McQueen popped open his mouth to speak but hesitated.  Where would they be?  Many had been seriously injured in the rebellion, if not dead like the tall boy who’d lost his head.  So, would those who’d rebelled run, lasting until their Dixie fix ran out.  Then there were the kids loyal to Shade. Would the boy King stick around or would he leave them all, starting up somewhere new?  The thought of more children going missing in a new area made McQueen whole soul ache.


“They’ll more than likely be dead.” A preppy voice answered as Echo joined them both, unwinding the white bandages she’d been given.  McQueen had to guess whether she'd been let go from the paramedic's clutches, or whether she'd killed them, stuffed their bodies under a gurney.  He was stuck at fifty-fifty.


“Dead by what means?” Hale asked, as she popped herself up on the bonnet of the car and helped herself to McQueen’s food.


Echo shrugged.  “Internal bleeding, exsanguination, blunt force trauma, trampling, infection due to a cut, an abrasion, a stab wound, a burn, a-,”


“I think he gets the idea Echo.” McQueen interrupted, suddenly no longer hungry, but Echo still wolfed down the rest.


After a few more questions - most being McQueen repeating himself as Hale desperately tried to believe him, that was it. Hale walked away to update those who needed it.  Search and Rescue had been called, the paramedics and fire department waited to respond and all they could do was wait.  Wait for the search to begin.  Wait for the bodies to be found.  Wait for their crazy story to reveal its ugly head, despite  not a lick of proof between them.  


◆◆◆
 
A day and a half.  That was all the time they had been missing but it had felt like a lifetime. A day and a half without food, but he felt like his throat had been cut.  Only a day and a half without fresh water, but he felt like he’d never seen a bath in his life.  A day and a half and he’d seen more death at the hands of another than he’d ever care for. It didn’t help that his story was outlandish and crazy; no one seemed to understand what was going on, or what they had stumbled across down there.


They would though, McQueen told himself as he eyed the big white tent that now covered the manhole. He'd told Search and Rescure as much as he could, but was met only with disbelief.


Once they reached the Murmur Maids kitchen, he’d said it was easy enough to just follow the white crosses.  That had left the rough- tough Recuse team in stitches.


“What next?” They’d asked, trying to keep a straight face.  “The bubble-trouble Butlers are going to chase us from the drawing room?”


McQueen hadn’t corrected them.  He was tired. He was mentally and physically tired. So instead he sat, his eyes glued to the white tent and waited.  Echo sat beside him; her own mind lost in her own thoughts and together they remained in silence.  Every now and again they were brought a cup of tea or another blanket, but for the most part they were left alone.  They were the two freaks, lost in the dark for days and now spouted stories that belong in a fairytale.


It was almost completely dark when Hale came back over, this time not alone. Detective Armstrong had decided to grace them with his presence, making his thoughts clear on the whole situation.


“The Rescue Team still haven’t found anything.” Was his only wasy of greeting, looking McQueen over with a harsh stare.  “You claim you saw Mitch and Johnny Bell down there, and yet there has been no sign of any children what-so-ever.”


McQueen didn’t know what to say, and Hale didn’t seem inclined to rise in his defence either. With every passing hour, McQueen was doubting what he’d seen more and more; even partly hoping he had just hit his head and passed out, making the whole thing up.  At least then none of it was true.


“They’ll get there.” A soft voice answered.  Beside him, Echo had curled her arms around her knees and watched the white tent in the same manner.  “They’ll be checking every tunnel for evidence, not going to the obvious one with our footprints in.  It will take some time for those knuckle heads to find and abandon all the dead-ends.”


“Well, I’ll believe this farce when I see it.” Armstrong grouched just as Hale's radio crackled, and a shaken voice rattled down the line.


"Detective Hale?  Over." Hearing the broken voice over the long wave walkie, everyone stilled.


With calm, stable hands Hale unclipped the walkie and pressed the call button. "Come in, Squad A." He radioed back. “We can hear you. What have you found? Over.”


Everyone buttoned their lips as they waited for a response, all wishing for different answers. The radio crackled with static a few times before it sparked to life again.


"We've found a series of long tunnels Detective and are having trouble navigating them. Over.” McQueen’s heart deflated and he didn’t need to look at Armstrong to see the smug look of satisfaction on his face.


“Is there no sign of any children down there? Over.” Hale asked, looking to the white tent as if he could see the men down there through the plastic tarp.


“Well…” The radio cracked again and anything  said was lost in static interfered.


“Come in, Squad one? Come in, over?” Hale tried, but with no avail, walked away, closer the to the tent. 


With him gone, Armstrong let loose a spiteful tut. “All my men are running around, collaborating your crazy, half-cocked story. I’m having to give Mr. and Mrs. Bell hourly updates because they thinking something going on. How do I tell them their children join a cult?” With a surprising twist, Armstrong suddenly spat at McQueen’s feet with a hiss before walking away. “You are a joke McQueen.   They should have never let you into the Department.”


Watching the man walk away, McQueen huffed a sigh, feeling his eyelids droop with defeat.  “What a wanker.” Echo spoke up for the third time that night.


As McQueen opened his mouth to half-heartedly defend his co-worker, Echo suddenly perked up, her eyes widening as she spotted something.  Following her gaze, Hale stood in front of the white tent, the radio to his ear and his dark skin as pale as McQueen had ever seen it.  Raising one arm, he wave them over, but he needn’t have bothered.  Both McQueen and Echo were moving in an instant and even Armstrong had seen the sudden change in atmosphere.


“The Rescue Team have found something.  They’re requesting we go down and meet them.” Hale explained in a hushed voice once they'd all arrived. “Doctor Cassidy has been called and is on her way.  Once here, Squad B will take us down.” Slowly Hale’s gaze moved back to McQueen who knew he had visibly paled too. “Are you up for this Detective McQueen?”


He hesitated.  To go back into those tunnels, he would smell that damp earth again, taste the stale air on his tongue and kick up the dust into his eyes…McQueen nodded, not trusting his voice or his ability not to vomit.


“Good.  We go in an hour.  Prepare yourselves for what me might find.”


McQueen swallowed and wondered if there was any chance he could back out now but looking at Armstrong’s snigger, he knew that wasn’t going to be an option.
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Echo breathed in the frosty night air and allowed the winter chill to curl into her bones.  She felt shaky, like she stood on uneven ground.  McQueen looked like he felt the same and even from a distance, Echo couldn’t keep her eyes from that flapping white tent. For years she’d kept the secret of the Under-ert and now here it was on full display.


There were in a run-down, poor residential area, with a small dilapidated church down one way and every second streetlight was broken.  


Ratty children running around would never have gone amiss here, nor if food cupboards had a little less than what they already had.  Police, forensic teams and of course all the nosey neighbours had come out to look, and if the circus was in town it wouldn’t have gotten a crowd this big.  Everyone was dashing around with a purpose and a flare of importance, but there were a few anomalies that Echo watched with a keen interest.


Hale; surly, burly Hale was stood by the logistics table, his brow in a deep furrow as he tried to take in everything in.  His problem, Echo suspected was that everything she and McQueen had been spouting was slowly coming true. The Rescue Team had been silent since their last radio contact; still just requesting the presence of others like scared little children.


Echo let out a snort, which drew the attention of her second anomaly:  Detective Armstrong.  He’d already changed; his heavy coat and suit jacket gone, leaving him in his shirt and trousers. He’d swapped into some boots thanks to the Rescue team and Echo was half temped to steal his Italian loafers for shits-and-giggles,  but refrained.  No, she’d have her fun with the dick in due time. For now, she watched him as he continued to grumble under his breath at anyone who’d listen. 


Then, last, but of course by no means least was McQueen.  The poor Detective looked dead on his feet and smelt like a dead hobo who’d slept in a pool of fish oil.  Of course, Echo suspect she didn’t smelt any better and was evident how everyone left them well enough alone.  At first, it had been suggested they leave and get a shower, some sleep and more than some soggy burgers to eat. But McQueen refused.  He wanted to be here; had to be here when they dug up the truth. The stupid man was of course still holding out hope for a saving miracle.


Sliding her eye sideways, Echo looked at the Detective, watching him closely.


“Stop it.”


“Stop what?” Echo couldn’t help but ask.


“You’re watching me again. Stop watching me, I'm fine.” McQueen snarled with little to no effort.


“I didn’t say anything.” Echo countered but liked how her innocent gaze made him uncomfortable. “However, if I were to say something, I’d say you looked hesitant to go anywhere.  It’s almost as if you don’t want to go down a dark, damp tunnel once more to see the untimely demise of all those you couldn’t save.” Echo finished with a nonchalant shrug which was rewarded with a grizzled huff from McQueen.


“There is still time.  The Rescue Team have found something, and they need our assistance.  There are plenty of children we could still help.” He argued.


“Who need to help of a coroner?  Yes, you know what, you’re right, I'm sure these children can’t wait for help from the Death Doctor.” Echo mocked, taking great pleasure from it.


McQueen might have said more, but the Doctor of Death herself was back.  Upon arrival Doctor Cassidy had been whisked away; first by Hale and then the Rescue Unit for a debrief.  Upon seeing her approach, the white tent, McQueen was up like a shot with Echo following closely behind.  


“McQueen, I-… Uh,” the Doc started but wrinkled her nose in disgust. Some fresh clothes and paper towels had been passed to them both, but it seemed they hadn’t done their job.  “Really McQueen.  You needn’t be here.  Go home and get some rest.” She told him, keeping her face professional.


“Actually, I’d prefer it if he’d stay here.” A deep, vibrating voice said, turning everyone’s heads.  Like a silent wind, the Chief of Rippling Police had arrived.  His thin, black uniform was pristinely clean and his haggard, wrinkled face drawn out and pale.  Nevertheless, he stood tall, with his hands clasped behind his back and eyes as sharp as polished buttons.


“Chief Wharton.” Detective Dick arrived and quickly stuck out his hand to shake. “We weren’t expecting you.”


Echo rolled her eyes as she watched the Dick kiss ass but got a kick out of the Chiefs reply.  “Am I not allowed to attend my own towns crime scenes, Detective Armstrong?”


“I – uh, of course Sir.” Armstrong coughed out and adjusted the neon, high-vis jacket. 


The Chief didn’t acknowledge Armstrong further, instead turning to see Hale approach, the last to join their merry band.  Without a word of greeting the Chief turned to face them all.  “It’s been a long night, and soon to be longer still.  Detective McQueen and Ms. Headly are too valuable and knowledgeable to be escorted home just yet.  In light of this, they will both be coming down into the tunnels.  With the current heat that is coming off this case, I will be joining.”


Much to Echo’s surprise, no one challenged the notion of an eighty-something man, with ‘Chief’ attached to his name crawling through a dangerous environment.  Hale just nodded, as did the Doc, while Armstrong stood there, poised to go.  Echo imagined a little starting pistol going off in the background causing him to jump and run in circles.  A snigger must have escaped her lips, because the Dick’s eyes darted to hers and narrowed.


“Doctor Cassidy. You’re with us. Hale, I want you to coordinate from up here.”


“We’re expecting the worst, Sir?” Hale asked, voicing everyones fears. 


With his thin white lips pressed together, the Chief looked contemplative as he too found his eyes drawn to the white tent still gently flapping in the night air.  “Yes. I think we all know that fact.  Besides, we'll need coordination with any survivors too.”


Echo let out a snort.


“I see you still have no tact.” The Doc spat, dredging up old memories from their last case.


“And I see you’re still a hopeless physician, with no sense of the big picture.” Echo smiled back, fluttering her eyelashes for extra effect as Doctor Cassidy fumed.


“Enough.” McQueen’s stony voice cut through the air, silencing the situation where it stood. “It’s been a hard day for all of us, but we’re wasting precious time.”


“Well put Detective.  Time is off the essence, so we’d best not delay.” The Chief applauded and like that, everyone was dismissed and disbanded, all heading in the direction they needed to.


“We’re going to find them.” McQueen said, more to himself than Echo, but she still felt the need to answer.


“Yep, I sure we will: beheaded and bloody and broken.” A withered stare was cast her way, but she waved it off with a raised eyebrow.  “You really think those kids are still alive?  Any that are, are bleeding out. Any that can still run with be running as far and as fast as they can. Any who stay, will attack and be killed in self-defence.  No one is coming out of there alive, Queenie.”


McQueen suppressed a shiver, his mouth set and a hard line, his shoulders raised high with tension and Echo could see the spark dying in his eyes. “You don’t know that.” He whispered before slowly walking off, the entrance to Hell awaiting.


“Oh, but I do.” Echo answered into the wind with a sad sigh, before following.
◆◆◆
 
Crawling through the dark tunnels againhad been hard and given the chance to hold a torch, Echo hadn’t said no.  First it illuminated her path, keeping her fears in check, but most of all, wielded with force, she could certainly cave someone’s head in with it.   


Exposed, the grimy sewage walls looked better in the dark, the muted greys and blacks bloomed into vomit greens and puss yellows.  The sloshing waters were revealed to have a thin layer of oil on top, the iridescent colours broken apart by floating balls of rubbish. Once they moved into the earthy tunnels, the smell went from bad to worse.  Damp, stagnant water had been disturbed releasing a toxic cloud that burn the nose hairs and coated the backs of throats.


Stepping into the kitchen revealed all of Squad A stood around the edge of the room. Someone had begun the process of erecting standing lights, their high beams setting the hovel ablaze in full definition but they had stopped after one.  Echo suspected after the first light went up, the Squad had stopped and called for backup and the reason was easy to see.


“Holy mother fucking Jesus on a sex-swing.” Armstrong hissed, covering his face with his sleeve as they entered. 


Echo was a step behind and seconded his comment.  The lights were strong, and the room was already getting warm, which was only half the problem.  Everywhere you looked, patches of blood had been revealed and what Echo had thought had been small stones before, was actually thick congealed pebbles of blood and sand. The heat was making the old blood fester and the stench of rot and death grew stronger and stronger.


Stepping to the side, Echo allowed for McQueen and then the Chief to entre and though they both remained tight lipped, Echo could see the wild look of fear and revulsion on each of their faces.


“Chief.” One Squad man welcomed, nodding to a few men who made quickly for the exit.  It seemed they didn’t want too many extra bodies adding to the heat in this little hole.


“Is this as far as you’ve gone?” The Chief asked, looking around the room with keen eyes. 


The big oil drum that had been the cults cooking pot had tipped over at some point, sickly thick liquid spilling over the edge. Piles of blankest had been left behind tucked into tight corners and it was easy to see they’d been used recently, the rumpled mess indicative of untidy children. The walls where everyone stood, were all curved and irregular, except for the far side, where a large hole gapped into nothing. Everyone stayed far away from the hole and its foul smell.


Of course, what drew everyone’s attention however was the lump in the centre of the room.  Covered by a Rescue Team’s coat, only tiny bare feet and tiny, dirty hands stuck out from the edge leaving no question of what was underneath.


“No Sir.  A few men stayed here while we continued.  However, after following the white crosses on Detective McQueen’s orders, we-… we found…” But the poor man couldn’t finish.


Sensing the struggle, the Chief nodded allowing for the sentence to go unfinished. “I see.” Stepping out of the circle, he approached the covered body and the Doc followed.


“Was the body like this when you found it?” She asked and Echo watched her carefully lift the coat off the body and set it aside.  


However, no matter how professional everyone was, nothing stopped the gasp of horror as the little girl’s body was revealed.  On her back, arms splayed, she looked like she’d just been knocked off her pink bike, all the ready to get back up a play.  There was no pink bike though, no concerned parents or overprotective, older brother.  It was just her, sticky blood and ashened face.


“Where are her eyes?” Armstrong asked, cutting through the silence.


“Taken.” A flat whisper came from McQueen  who looked on through dead eyes.  


“Taken? By who?” Armstrong demanded; his voice heated as he felt for the first time the sense of helplessness around King Shade’s actions.


“Him.  Their leader.” McQueen answered coming back to his senses. “He takes their eyes so they’re dependent on him. They cook and clean and do all his dirt work for him.”


“The Murmur Maids you spoke of?” The Chief questioned, still knelt by the body. When McQueen nodded, he turned back to the Doc who was giving the girl a quick examination.  “Well Doctor Cassidy?  What are we looking at?”


There was a tremble to the Doctors hands, but Echo was impressed when she didn’t start to breakdown. Instead her voice only wavered slightly “She is around five years of age, of an Asian decent and died due to a stab wound to the side.”


“And the eyes?”


“Taken with a curved knife from the look of the scars.” The Doc wobbled, taking a step back to rejoin the circle, keeping her distance.  “The wounds look healed, but they show signs of infection.  I-… I can’t tell much else until-… until she’s taken above.”  It was then that the Doctor croaked. A sob bubbled from her lips and despite clamping her teeth around it, her shoulders shook. 


“If you need to step out Doctor, one of Squad A will take you?” But she was already shaking her head at the Chiefs offer.


“No. I can stay. I must. She-… She needs to be looked after.”


Accepting that answer, the Chief addressed the Squad Leader. “Take your men through the rest of the tunnels.  Take only those who volunteer. This, it seems, will not get any more pleasant.”


“Of course, Sir. All my officers know what’s expected of them.  I can assure you-,” A sudden sound, nothing more than padded footfalls on sand made everyone stop in their tracks, and all guns were suddenly pointed at the darkened  hole.


Echo froze where she stood, ready to make a break for it if trouble arouse, but as their torches were lifted towards the intruder, a collective gasp snapped around the room.


“Johnny?” McQueen breathed beside Echo as he recognized the haggard face, and sure enough as he stepped into the room, a small boy followed. “Mitch?”


Blinking hard against the harsh lights, Johnny’s eyes filled with tears and his body sagged.  Licking his cracked lips, he pulled his brother close and together, they trembled like autumn leaves.  “We’d like to go home please?”
◆◆◆
 
Echo had never seen such a flurry of activity in such a small room.  Suddenly Doctor Cassidy was dry eyed, examining the two boys like they were prized artefacts.  Armstrong muscled his way forward, and with little tact, had bombarded the boys with questions before spiriting them away to the surface, ready to claim his fame and fortune for finding not one, but both Bell boys.


"They made it." McQueen smiled, watching Squad A take them up and out, followed by a stretcher holding the Murmur Maid.  In all the commotion, Echo had tucked herself in a corner and waited, wondering when the penny would drop.  Of course, it hadn’t, so she would have to do it for him


"Well, one might have done, if he's lucky." Folding her arms as she felt McQueen bristle.


"They'll both make it. They’re both back with their families now." McQueen argued with a snap


"No, they won’t." Echo huffed, feeling her own body begin to sag like Johnny’s.  She was bone tired, but she didn’t want to sit on the bloody floor or lean against the stained walls. So, instead she stood irritated and annoyed, rocking on her feet trying to stay awake.  "In case you forgot, Johnny is addicted to Dixie, a drug that only Shade knew how to get. Shade, who is probably already setting up his new empire somewhere else, won't be giving out that out anymore."


Realization hit McQueen like a slap to the face and his jaw dropped in understanding.  "They're going to watch their son slowly die and Mitch... I don't even know if he took it.” He said softly to himself before shaking his head, drawing on a minute amount of optimism.  “Maybe Cassie will figure Dixie out and be able to make a diluted version, like we planned.  They can ween him off and-,”


Echo snorted cutting him off, "In twenty-four hours? Don’t hold your breath Queenie. That’s the walking dead you’re watching.”  Letting out a hysteric laugh, Echo gave up and sat on the lip of the dark hole.  “And if Cassie makes it for Johnny, why does he get it? What about every other child in the Under-ert hiding from Shade, wishing to go home? Are you going to find them fast enough, get this fake-Dixie to them soon enough?” Echo rubbed the back of her neck feeling the grit on her skin and the tightness in her back.  “There are going to be a lot of more dead kids by this end of this Queenie.  Don’t let all your guilt eat you up on this solitary boy.”


“You’re a cold-hearted bitch, you know that, right?” McQueen breathed, his voice a locked cage of rage and regret.


“Do I ever.” But there was no ice in her voice to meet his fire.  She wasn’t in the mood.


Watching the forensic teamwork, the Squad Leader, - Hookson Echo thought she’d heard - came out of the tunnels, speaking in low tone to the scientist as he passed.  Looks of dismay and disgust swept from face to face and it was clear the news wasn’t good. More bodies were to come.  Stepping around, Hookson did a double take, before approaching them both, a look of determination on her face.


“Detective McQueen. Ms. Headly” She nodding in greeting.  “I wanted apologize for what was said earlier.  You weren’t lying, that is clear now and it was unprofessional for myself and my team to suggest otherwise.”


“Its fine.” McQueen waved away with a thankful smile.  “It was an outlandish tale.  I'm just sorry it happened at all.  This place…”


But nothing else was said. Everyone knew what this place was and there was no singular word to describe it.  


“Well, again I’m sorry.” Hookson said, passing them a smile  “I have to commend you though, sticking so close to this latrine.” Gesturing to the darkness behind them, Echo felt the cold open-air tickle up her spine. “When we first entered, the smell was so bad none of us dared go near. I guess the whole place smells just as bad now and you two smelt like it to begin with.”


Echo applauded the women’s attempted at some dark humour to lighten the mood, but her idea of a dark joke was much more twisted. “It’s not a latrine.”


Hookson tilted her head in confusion.  “It smells like a latrine.” She argued, seeing McQueen’s face furrow as he too wondered what Echo was talking about.


With an exasperated sigh, Echo pointed to the Leaders hip, spying the thin cylindrical tube.  “Can I use that flare?”


Weary, the leader almost took a step back.  “An open flame with so much methane and oxygen around can cause an explosion.  We’ve avoiding using any flares.”


Eyes rolling and nibble fingers snapping out, Echo scoffed as she struck the end of the flare alight.  “Then it’s a good just its not a latrine.” And with a gentle toss, Echo threw the smoking stick into the pit.


End over end the flame span, the eerie red glow cast shadows against rocky walls until it clattered to the ground with a hollow clink. But the flare didn’t rest on hard rock, or soft sand or a landslide of pebbles.


What it illuminated was so much worse.
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McQueen remembered how the flare flew out of Echo’s hand.  He remembered how it span end over end in a curving arch.  He remembered the hollow clatter as it hit the bottom and came to a stop.  He remembered all that, but still his mind refused to process what he saw.  Eyes gazed into the hole, waiting for it all to make sense, for the picture to be disillusioned and become something else. But the longer he looked, the more clarity he received and what he’d eaten earlier clawed up his throat.


“What in God’s name…” Hookson breathed as the smoke began to billow upwards.


With silent fingers, Echo slipped another flare from the Squad Leaders leg and sparked it to life.  McQueen begged her not the throw it; to allow this nightmare to hide in the shadows, but his voice remained dead behind his teeth.  Nothing stopped her as the second flare went end over end once more and clattered to a stop ten feet from the other.  Nothing new was revealed, but truth stuck home.


“I wish I could agree and say it was a shit dump.” Echo whispered as Hookson and McQueen stood by the open hole.  “But I think we can see that it’s not.”


And it wasn’t.  McQueen slowly, piece by piece processed what he saw. 


In the darkness,  McQueen's mind noticed other things  like the sewage tunnel that would have cut right through the middle that had collapsed. He noticed the damp walls and the sudden scurry of rats that fled from the light, but while half his mind registered the room, the forefront of his brain skipped like a broken record, trying to catch onto reality, but missing every time.


“I-… I have to get the Chief.” Hookson breathed and without a backwards glance hurried for the exit.


That was what McQueen wanted to do. He wanted to close his eyes, fall to his knees and pray to God for-... he didn't know what. So that’s exactly what he did.  Raising a trembling hand he lightly kissing his grime covered fingers, touching them to the centre of his forehead.  “Our Father…” He hushed out, the walls swaying in front of his eyes.


“Oh, pull yourself together.” Echo murmured with a huff, but he ignored her.  Staggering back, his feet found uneven ground and with a humph he crashed down to his knees, but his fingers travel to his left collar bone and then his right.


“…Who aren’t in Heaven…” McQueen spluttered out before the taste of acid shredded his throat and bile coated his teeth.  “Hallow be thy name…” His spat, saliva dripping from his lips as the vomit pooled had his knees, adding to the horrendous stench.  “… Thy Kingdom come… thy will be done-”


“If you’re going to prey for the dead Queenie, at least give them the honour of doing it without vomit on your chin.” She chastised and he was sure she rolled her eyes, but McQueen couldn’t see.  Tears streamed down his face in silence and sobs tightened his throat.


“What in the name of Beelzebub?” A voice snapped out and with a shaky head, McQueen looked up to see the Chief striding across the room with a furious expression.  “McQueen? What is it?” But the Detective didn’t know how to answer.  How could he put what he’d seen into words?  


Spotting the red glow, the Chief stepped up seeing for the first-time what McQueen saw. “May the Lord have mercy on their souls?” The Chief whispered and as more people peeked over the eadge, a single word was whispered lip to lip.


Bones.  The entire room - no, pit, it was a pit  -was stacked entirly with bones and McQueen would remember the sight until the day he died.


Sockets empty and dark, jaws open wide, it was a mass of screaming skulls.  Darker stains collected in clumps; rotting flesh, the putrid smell that created the impression of a latrine.  McQueen could see ribs and femurs, spines and feet.  All the pieces you’d need to create a body: a person… a child. 


Amongst the twisting red smoke, the pit was alive was daemons and ghosts.


◆◆◆
 
Out in the open air, McQueen found a quiet corner around the back of a Police Cruiser, his hands on his knees as he forced himself to breath.  If he flew into a rage, he would be of no use.  If he broke down a cried, he would be of no use.  But alas, trying to compose himself took peace, space and silence, all three of which suffered in the presence of one person. 


“There you are.” Echo huffed, stomping over, her hands tucked in her armpits as she shivered for warmth.  “Are we sticking around for much longer?  I’m bored and I need some food.”


McQueen slowly, with revulsion, looked up at Echo as she aproached.  There wasn’t a skip in her step, or a smile on her lips, or anything to suggest her joyous mood, but it was there.  She was reeling in the aftermath of her grand reveal and it made McQueen’s blood boil.


"You knew." He hissed to Echo.  "You knew the bodies were there?" Despite his anger, McQueen couldn't work out why he was shocked, she never freely offer information.  “All those children, all of them dead. How could you not say anything?”


“Say something?” Echo scoffed. “What would I have said: ‘Oh, by the way Queenie, just before we start dodging knives, sharp rocks and fighting for our survival, there a few extra dead bodies I need to tell you about.’” She huffed and stamped her feet.  “They're dead Queenie.  Nothing you could have done for them even if I had said something.”


“A few?” McQueen snapped, “A few?  There are hundreds – if not thousands of bodies down there.”


But air rumbled out of Echo’s lips as she blew a raspberry. “Please.  Shade was ruthless and demented but he wasn’t that bad.  There’s only like-… two… three hundred bodies down there.”  Echo waved her hand dismissively, and McQueen felt calmer and calmer by the second. “Look, grumble and mop in your own time, ok?  I want to leave.”


McQueen stomach rolled, and he had to blink back tears of anger and frustration, but as he did, he settled.  This was the truth of it. This was Echo Headly.  She was cold. Distant.  Evil.  And he was done.


“Then leave.” A cold, dead voice came out of McQueen’s mouth, unrecognizable even to himself.


Even Echo turned to face him wide eyed.  “What?”


“Then leave.”  McQueen repeated. He didn’t mean to shout, but his voice grew louder and louder with eacj word. “Leave.  You have no right to be here. You don’t care about any of them: the dead, the missing; any of them. So, get out. Leave”


“I don’t care?” Echo seethed, her lip snarling. “I’m sorry, but I didn’t have to help you.  I didn’t want to and you knew that.  I told you plain and simple, I wanted Dixie and you didn’t care.  You just wanted what was in my head well- here you go.  This is it.  You don’t like it?  Tough.  I may be cold, but at least I'm honest about my motives.”


“You heartless bitch!”  McQueen’s Nana would have rolled over in her grave at his language.


“And you’re a hopeless fool.  You can’t save everyone Queenie.” Echo snapped. They were drawing a crowd now.  Officers were slowing their steps, paramedics were stopping to tie their shoes, but McQueen didn’t care.  He was at his wits end.


“That my job!” He screamed back.


“No. Your job it to catch killers, murders and thieves and bring them to justice. At any point down there, we could have gone. We were to go in, scope the tunnels out and then get out again.  But you,” Echo pointed a strong, accusing finger at him.  “But you had to get sentimental.  You had to save them all.”


“Because I’m a good person!” He stressed. “I am a good person who cares about other people. How do you not understand that? How can you not comprehend what it means to care about another human being!”


“I don’t know.” Echo cooled, her eyes sharp are daggers and her voice icy cold.  “Maybe I’ll leave that as another mystery the Great Detective McQueen can solve.”


The sun had started to peak over the warehouses, bathing the two of them in the light, but McQueen had never felt so lost in the dark.  His body wasn’t warmed in the new light of day, it didn’t lighten his soul and he didn't feel any better, despite venting his frustration.


"What the hell is wrong with you?" A furious voice asked, and to McQueen’s demise, Hale stomped over.  "I know you two have been through the shit today but show some decency.  Whatever you two are bickering about, get over it!” He ordered.


“I think that might be quite difficult on both our parts.” Echo snapped. “I'm a cold hearted,  uncaring bitch. Never one to think of others. I never stop to think what might really break a man.”  McQueen stilled as Echo’s words struck him and he knew in his gut that the worst was yet to come.


“Detective,” She was suddenly smiling, but it was too wide, showed too much teeth. It didn’t crinkle her eyes or relax her shoulders. “Be sure to give the good Doctor lots of holiday hours in the days to come. I'm sure her delicate sensibilities will find the next few days trying.  Between the hundreds of dead children; their brains bashed in, the throats cut and detached limbs, she’ll need it.”


“Doctor Cassidy has a stronger stomach than you think.” Hale answered but Echo's smile didn’t slip. She wasn’t done.


“Of course, of course.  I’m sure she see has seen malnourished children all the time. Though I suppose they weren’t that deprived, Shade did feed them that warm, rich meat stew that smelt divine. There was always something so special about it.” McQueen’s stomach dropped and he was sure his face paled.  Even Hale gave him a glance before looking about to Echo, hesitation in his voice.


“What about the stew?”


Echo blinked all innocent, as if she couldn’t understand why they were asking about something so trivial. “The stew. Oh, well what did I tell you Detective; it was a small, trival request?”


McQueen breathed, coincious of the air that entered and exited his lungs. “You told me not to eat it.”


“Yes.” Echo cheered, “Yes I did. And now we’ve come across a lovely deep pit, full of nice, meatless bodies.” Echo paused in the silence, the sneer on her lips victorious. "Aren’t you glad I never let you eat any of that stew?"


Hale's breath was barely above a whisper; the taboo of humanity sending shivers down the hardened Detectives spine.  “There are a lot of atrocities that have taken place here, but I cannot believe that cannibalism-,”


“Belief is subjective, Detective.” Echo replied narrowing her eyes at McQueen.  "You both might want to keep the world in a rose-gold glow, but some of us know and have to live in the real world.”


“Ms. Heady-,” Hale began, but she just held up a single hand, cutting him off before he could begin.


“It’s quiet all right Detective.  I can show myself out.” And like that, she left.


Retching to one side, McQueen tried to empty the contence of his stomach again.  His thorat burned at the effort, but nothing came out. Nothing coudl fix what he knew, so he prayed to God. 


He begged for a sense of understanding, a light to burn at teh end of this harrowing tunnel of despair. But even as McQueen preyed, he felt that it was all far, far too late.




XXXV

Echo walked with her head held high.  Officers watched her go, a few of the Rescue team looked at her through suspicious eyes, but no one stopped her.  Why would they, she was a civilian and this was the Big-Boys park.  


        Detective Dick was getting his time in the spotlight  Johnny and Mitch tucked under his arms as the cameras flashed and questions were yelled his way.  Hale was getting his rocks off ordering around everyone and poor, poor little McQueen was feeling so sorry for himself his head was stuck up his ass.


He’d barely made it through a day and a half down in that Hell, and he had seen but the tip of the iceberg when it came to the world of the Under-ert.  He'd never had to lie awake at night listening to the dying screams of a child as they fended off infection and dehydration for days.  He'd never had to wish for their death, just for some quiet, only to hear that another child had granted that wish for you.  McQueen didn’t know the truth.


Snapping the police tape up, Echo kept walking, her back warmed by the rising sun. She wished now she’d never been a part of that stupid case.  It was a stupid idea to try and find the source of Dixie again.  She hadn’t evenseen that damn Masked Man.  It had been a stupid idea.  Her family had more than enough influence; they didn’t need such a small-time tool.  Instead of focusing on her job: on collecting and damning souls, she’d been stuck in a dirty, cramp hole.


Swinging her arms back, Echo tried to crack her neck, working out all the muscles that had tightened over the hours. She felt crispy like she moved with dirt in every joint.  Fuming, she glanced back only once to see that everyone was still working and it’s like she’d never even been there.


"Busy, busy, bees.  Coggs in the grind work." Echo whispered to herself, ready for a ride home in.  She needed a shower, food, sleep and a hard fuck and nothing said it had to be in that order.


Walking a few streets over, Echo found a quiet street, with only the distant hum of background noise and she could even hear the gentle lull of the Rippling river. Her mind drifted as she watched people pass  until one unlikely lass caught her eyes.


She was curvy in a stunning hourglass shape, with her bleached blonde hair twisted up into a beautiful vintage style.  Echo’s eyes trailed down her body, admiring the snug fit of the pinstriped pencil skirt and white frill shirt. She was the opposite of Echo’s muddy, hobo style, but together, she was sure they could make each other dirty.  Maybe they could enjoy each other’s company in the shower, with a soothing backrub that lead to other things that the doctor had ordered.


Biting her lip, Echo's footsteps slowed, and she felt her hands drift along the waist band of her jeans.  Their eyes met and the woman might have said something, but Echo’s wasn’t paying attention. Instead she lowered her gaze, imagining taking off that pristine white shirt, allowing it to drop to the floor and pool alongside her skirt. Cascading water would dribble down over them both… hot soapy bubbles would lather…


"It's so nice to see you still crave what you can’t have my sweet." A soft, chilling voice whispered in Echo's ear as perfect nails clawed across the back of her neck and swept her hair to one side.  Instantly the spell was broken and Echo's stumbled forward and away from Samantha.


“Sa-… Sam.” Echo stuttered, glancing down the street and  suddenly she felt completely exposed.


“You were always so fun to play with.” Sam stated as she examined Echo up and down.


Stood in front of Sam,  Echo felt disgusting.   Dress in all black: a tight leather corset synched around her chest, fishnet tights ran up her legs and a gauze material draped around her hips. Samantha was sex of legs. You could see through to her thigh high boots, and Echo wasn't at all surprised to see a black leather riding crop sporting the outfit on her wrist. Red lips smiled at her and Echo took another hesitant step back.


Every cell in her body told her to run or to fight so do something, but as much as her body begged her, she couldn’t.  This was family.  You didn’t run from family. 


 "Sam..?" She said, trying to stop her voice from quivering.  “What are you doing here?” Memories of the two lovers - Camila and Vadim - their hands wrapped around her neck and Echo’s throat tighten all over again.


But Sam just blinked, like she had to process Echo's words.  "Why, to take you home of course." Her slim, manicured fingers flicked over her shoulder and Echo finally noticed the limousine parked on the other side of the road; the only mode of transportation happily parked ono a double yellow line. "Come along now sweety.  You know how short-tempered Archer gets when he spends money he doesn't have to. The limo hire isn't cheap."


Not that Sam would travel in anything else, Echo thought as she stepped across the road, following Samantha. The back door was open and foreboding darkness awaiting inside, but suddenly her feet slowed, so much so, Sam raised a perfectly shaped eyebrow at her.


“Why?” Echo dared breath, feeling pins and needles prick every inch of her skin.


“Why what darling?”


“Why-…” But Echo couldn’t say it.  Even after so much time had passed, she still couldn’t admit the truth that haunted her mind.


“Why were we trying to kill you?” Sam’s head tilted back, and a beautiful laugh filled the space around them. A lightness filled her eyes as she beamed at Echo with a dazzling smile befoore humming a happy sigh. "Oh, oh deary, deary me."


“You-… You don’t want to kill me?” Echo hedged, "It was all a teast?"  But Sam didn't answer, and instead slipped into the limo, leaving Echo nothing to do but the same. She felt herself relax on the comfortable upholstery, and enjoyed the sounds of popping champagne as Samantha helped herself.  


Sipping from the glass, Sam sighed before taking a swing from the bottle for good measure. “Oh, course we were trying to kill you.” she laughed, and Echo froze ridged in her seat.  "I can't believe you'r stupid enough to need to ask that question." 


Sam downed the glass of bubbles, pooring another as Echo focused on taking a breath, the limo already in motion.  “Why do you want me dead?” The world flew by outside the window, But Echo, everything had stopped; froze in horror just as she was.  Nothing made sense, nothing registered and it was like the ground had dropped out from underneath her.  


“We have our reasons?” Sam answered with a shrug, sipping her champagne.  “But we really did go about it all the wrong way.” Echo blinked and squished herself against the door as the driver flung them around a roundabout.  “We –I mean some my siblings – were a little too eager for your demise and went against expressed wishes of others.”


“What are you going to do with me?” It saddened Echo that her voice wasn't even above a whsiper and even Sam shot her an ugly sneer.


“Bah!  So many questions.  You were never this inquisitive before.” Sam spat, with a gleam on annoyance in her eye.  “You are returning tonight as part of a family meeting.  We have lots to discuss, business to attend to and we can hardly start without you."


Echo's heart skipped a beat, because: this was it. A family meeting.  She’d never been invited to a meeting before and after all that she’d been through…


“Okay.” Echo smiled and nodded to herself, masking the lie.  “I can’t wait.”
◆◆◆
 
The House was dark when the limo pulled up, but the front doors were wide open. No fancy cars lined the turn circle and not a sign of life, as if the House didn't even exist to the public anymore. 


Climbing out, Echo looked up at her home. Even after all she'd been through, after the close calls and near-death experiences, it was still home.  She and Adin had grown up here, played here and truthfully, it was all she knew. Perhaps it had been a test, she if she could survive such an onslaught... maybe...


Echo took an apprehensive breath. The moon hadn't come out tonight, hidden behind the normal English overcast, with snow threatening to fall, and it made the House looked dull. The pristine white walls looked grey and the bushes; normally a lush green, were black. Taking a step at a time, Echo’s fingers graced along the sweeping banister, the imported marble freezing under her touch. She recoiled when her fingers went numb. Winter was a bitch.


"Come along." Sam chastised in a cheery voice, before walking up the steps swaying her hips as she went.


Stepping inside, everyone had gathered in the Library and it seemed they were prepared. All the furniture had moved around while some pieces had disappeared completely. Directly in front facing the bay windows were seven high back, green velvet seats with only the fireplace casting an eerie glow across the seven faces that now watched her. Opposite them all sat a single, solitary chair for Echo.


"You’re here. Good." Archer said with no warmth to his voice.  “Sit.   We shall begin.” 


Back straight and face void of all emotion, Echo reclined into the seat and looked to each of her family members in turn.   Twilight was sipping some champagne from an old, nineteen-twenties style glass, while Gala held a large goblet of wine.  Sam had sat between them, bouncing the riding crop in her grip while crossing her legs slowly and seductively.  Mara, who had hoisted one leg up onto the arm of her chair ran her finger through her hair.


Nic on the other hand, didn't look like himself at all.  Gone where the holey jeans and baggy tops, replaced with a clean, crispy suit made from a navy material, open at the neck. His long scraggy hair had been swept back with wax and he could have passed for a socialite, playboy. Echo had to do a double take, but what really struck her heart was Bris, the tiny child with soft gold hair was sat quietly in the last chair. Her bright purple eyes never left Echo's and held no warmth;  her soft, hands were folded neatly in her lap and her lilac dress shone in the firelight. As Echo sat down amongst her family, she suddenly didn't feel at home anymore.


"Well, now that we've all gathered it’s time to begin." Archer said, walking a few short steps, cane in hand, before facing Echo.  "Of course,  you must be excited to be a part of our family gathering."


"We know you've been dying to join for a while now." Twilight interjected, toasting to her through the air.


Sat with her legs together, hands by her sides, Echo tried not to fidget. She was a turmoil of emotions and she didn't think it was all in her own head. She could feel tiny threads from each of the Sins caressing her skin like lovers, pushing and pulling her feelings like fishing lines. "It’s been something I’ve aspired too." She said, trying not to let her voice tremble.


"Aspired." Mara hummed with glee, "Isn't that a choice word Bris?" She asked, but the oldest Sin, the Sin of Pride said nothing.


"Well, with Adin gone, it really did help our decision." Nic dawdled.


"Yes, we do owe his death some thanks.” Sam laughed, as if her brother’s death was highly amusing. “He may have been the better choice to keep around, but we made do with you.”


"What is this all about?" Echo asked, her hands clenched against her thighs and she forcefully stopped herself from flying out her seat. They had to ‘make do’ with her.  Their words felt like a knife in his chest but trying to hide her feelings was a fruitless effort.


Mara perched forward on her chair; eyes wide with excitement. "Ooh, say that again Sam. That coated my tongue like sweet blood." She cracked a cool smile.


"Enough Mara." Archer brushed over his siblings, calling them to order and business.  "We mustn't dawdle." Slowly walking forward, Archer stopped in front of Echo, but a few feet away.  "It's time to begin."


"Yes Archer, lets.  I’m peckish." Gala said with a frown, draining the last of his wine. "This whole charade has gone on long enough. If you'd let me do it my way, the girl would have been dead long ago."


Echo stiffened. 


"Hush, Gala." Sam soothed, running a single finger down his scalp and behind his ear, but Gala flicked her away like an annoying fly. Sam just giggled.  "You'll scare the poor lamb. Just like Mara’s goons did, or didn't you notice she didn't return that night?"


Gala hmphed, adjusting his rotund waist. "Well, she should have been dead by then.  It's hardly my fault Mara's goons could complete the job."


"Well it’s not like I was alone. You spiked that wine – which didn’t work, and Sam took her shot too.  Don't tell me Archer didn't drain her accounts as well." Mara spat.


"Enough." These words weren't shouted or yelled. They were spoke, like a person who’d seen too much war and too much fighting to sit through an ounce more.


Sliding from her chair Bris stood in front of Echo, close enough she could have touched her flowery lilac dress, but she refrained.  Instead she sat stock still, knowing her fear was rolling off  in waves.


Sydney, the bitch, had been right. They'd used her, for what she didn't know, but Echo wasn't their family. She was their toy and now they were done with her. "What do you want with me?" She asked again, looking only at Briss, not daring to look at the twisted smiles of the rest of them. She dared not show an ounce more of weakness.


Her reward for a stiff upper lip, Bris didn't look at her with pity, or sadness, or even anger, or rage. She was unattached, uncommitted and distant. She didn't know Echo, care for her, or even try to displace her unease. She wasn’t family and Echo was angered she hadn’t seen it before.  


"What we want, is of little precious commodity to you.” Bris spoke, nothing but the crackle of the fire in the background.  “We could take it by force, or with ease, but you can be assured we will have it by any means necessary."


"Be it death by sex," Sam said,


"Be it by starvation," Gala continued.


"Be it by envious brawl," Twilight spoke to his empty champagne glass.


"By anger." Mara cracked her knuckles,


"By lack of empathy," Nic tipped his head at her,


"By your lack of finances," Archer tapped his cane lightly on the floor,


"Or be it by your sinful, arrogant pride." Bris finished off. "We will have you soul, Echo Headly, and we shall consume it."




EPILOGUE

The airport hums with life and you sit comfortably in your seat. You’re early to the gate, organised as normal and have plenty of nibbles tucked in your bag for the flight. You gag at the smell of fast food that wafts from the youth sat beside you.
 Long gone are the days of family cook meals and large roast dinners; everyone is in too much of a hurry nowadays. You sneer at the large family that plods by; the boy with his nose buried in his electronic light box as his t-shirt rose over his protruding belly.  Why everyone needs to be connected all the time you’ll never understand.


Watching more people come and go, you help yourself to one of your toffee chews, enjoying the sweet syrup that runs down your throat.  You see a young boy watching you from the chair to your right, his eyes glued to the pocket where you pulled your sweet from.  The snotty kid probably thinks you’ll share; all the sweet old ladies share. Well, not likely.


“Just sit down.” You hear from in front of you. Snapping your head back, you watch as two men sit opposite you and look at them across the Gate Area. They are nicely dress, in suit shirts and pressed pants. One is in mint green, the other a lilac and they both look smart and respectable.  


Sat side by side, they crossed their legs and allowed their feet too lock together, like holding each other’s hand. But with their feet. You snort. Some newage act of endearment no doubt. It was such a shame they soiled themselves by fucking each other; the Lord would never forgive them.  Of course, then you notice what one of them is carrying in his arms.


“Oh, you better not be on my flight sonny-jim.” You spit under your breath. A soft blue blanket is wrapped around a small fleshy bundle. You can see  wisps of blonde hair sprouting from the top of a bald head as it jerks with restless movements. Who brings a new-born on to a busy aeroplane?  You huff in annoyance.


“Make him stop fussing.” One of the men snaps under his breath.


“I can’t help it. He’s restless. He didn’t sleep in the car ride here.” The other replies. They both have strong Swedish accent’s, but you’d expect nothing less in the Northern reaches of Europe. Coming out here for your hip replacement was your neighbour’s idea.  It was so much cheaper and better quality, so you’d been told.  Shifting, you feel your new hip pinch in pain.


The baby stirs and chubby arms start to wave in the air.  The strangled gasps for air is the only warning before the blue bundle starts to wail. “Shut him up, he’s drawing attention.” The lilac man hiss’s while his partner just growls.


He bounce’s the boy in his arms unwrapping him from his blanket.  “You’re ok kiddo. Just stop crying. There’s no need to cry.” The mint green man tries while his partner looks around them worried. Well, you think, at least they are aware of the other passengers. Children should be seen, not heard. “Shhhh.” He continues to coo desperately.


“Passengers for the fourteen hundred flight from Stockholm to London, we will now begin boarding.” A polite English voice spoke over the loudspeaker before switching to another language.


Gathering your things, you get up and almost groan out loud as you see the gay couple also stand. The baby settled with the movement, which you were thankful for, but uttered a curse as the men barge past you.  They hurry to the Gate with no mind for anyone else and you wonder for just a moment what they could be in a rush for, before waving the thought off. You don’t care. Quite frankly everyone will arrive in London at the same time, so getting on the plane first will make no difference.


As you join the queue, your carpet bag securely tucked under your arm away from any nimble fingers eyeing your toffee sweets, you gaze at the lone television screen.  It has the news on, everything in Swedish, so you pay it little mind, but watched nonetheless at a couple.  Stood in front of the camera crying, clutching what looks like a small cuddly toy, they have striking bright blonde hair and very pale skin, and you thought you were pale, being British. They are begging the audience and hugging each other while a stern police officer stood next to them. The volume is off and you can't read the headline, but there's something about the pain in their eyes... the sorrow and sense of loss...


“Excuse me miss?” A soft voice says, drawing you away from the screen. “Your boarding card please.” Her accent was thick and broken, not at all English.  Another thing you miss of home.  With some thanks and a smile, you make the long walk down the tunnel to your plane.  Your mind is already drifting far away from the crying couple, the rude passengers ahead of you and the small bundle of blue that look so uncomfortable. You wonder if the plane will have any real English Breakfast tea, and hope for their sake, they do.
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