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MAGP000.1 – Trailer



[INTRO MUSIC]


[COMPUTER STARTUP NOISES]


[SOUNDS OF TYPING FOLLOWED BY A KNOCK ON THE DOOR]


LENA


Ah. (calling) Come in.


SAM


Uh, hi. Sorry, I hope I’m not too early, the email said 9:00 p.m. but I –


LENA


That’s quite all right, please take a seat.


[He sits]


Samama, isn’t it?


SAM


Uh – Sam is fine!


LENA


Very good. Thank you for coming in. Alice has spoken highly of you; you went to University together, I believe?


SAM


Oh, uh, yeah.


LENA


Well, you have a strong CV, decent cover letter, and you present well…


SAM


(flattered) Oh, thank you!


LENA


…so you do not want this job.


[Beat]


SAM


Listen, if you think I’m overqualified, I –


LENA


It would be difficult not to be… but no, it’s not that. To be more accurate, you shouldn’t want this job. This kind of work, it isn’t for everybody.


SAM


…I’m not sure I understand.


[Faint strains of music come in]


LENA


You are clearly a bright, sociable, and ambitious young man who works hard.


SAM


So…?


LENA


So I have no use for you.


[Pause.]


SAM


Please. (desperate) Look, I-I need this.


LENA


…


The hours are punishing and the work is both monotonous and unpleasant. You will have few social interactions, and depression is – highly likely.


SAM


Not a problem.


LENA


Hm.


In that case, I have an aptitude question for you.


(slowly, almost whispering:) What is the worst thing you’ve ever seen?


[A soft glitch of static, starting to rise]


SAM


I’m sorry?


LENA


You’ve seen a friend or relative die, perhaps? An accident? Maybe some kind of violent crime?


[Sam does not answer.]


Something stranger, then. Maybe something you’ve never been able to explain and no one would ever believe. Be honest now, Sam, or I can’t offer you the job.


[Beat]


SAM


(quiet) Yes.


LENA


Hm. (back to business) Wonderful. Thank you for your time, Sam. We’ll be in touch.


[Static cuts out]


[OUTRO MUSIC]






MAGP001 – First Shift



[INTRO MUSIC]


[COMPUTER STARTUP NOISES]


[SOUNDS OF TYPING FOLLOWED BY A KNOCK ON THE DOOR]


LENA


Ah. (calling) Come in.


SAM


Uh, hi. Sorry, I hope I’m not too early, the email said 9:00 p.m. but I –


LENA


That’s quite all right, please take a seat.


[He sits]


Samama, isn’t it?


SAM


Uh – Sam is fine!


LENA


Very good. Thank you for coming in. Alice has spoken highly of you; you went to University together, I believe?


SAM


Oh, uh, yeah.


LENA


Well, you have a strong CV, decent cover letter, and you present well…


SAM


(flattered) Oh, thank you!


LENA


…so you do not want this job.


[Beat]


SAM


Listen, if you think I’m overqualified, I –


LENA


It would be difficult not to be… but no, it’s not that. To be more accurate, you shouldn’t want this job. This kind of work, it isn’t for everybody.


SAM


…I’m not sure I understand.


[Faint strains of music come in]


LENA


You are clearly a bright, sociable, and ambitious young man who works hard.


SAM


So…?


LENA


So I have no use for you.


[Pause.]


SAM


Please. (desperate) Look, I-I need this.


LENA


…


The hours are punishing and the work is both monotonous and unpleasant. You will have few social interactions, and depression is – highly likely.


SAM


Not a problem.


LENA


Hm.


In that case, I have an aptitude question for you.


(slowly, almost whispering:) What is the worst thing you’ve ever seen?


[A soft glitch of static, starting to rise]


SAM


I’m sorry?


LENA


You’ve seen a friend or relative die, perhaps? An accident? Maybe some kind of violent crime?


[Sam does not answer.]


Something stranger, then. Maybe something you’ve never been able to explain and no one would ever believe. Be honest now, Sam, or I can’t offer you the job.


[Beat]


SAM


(quiet) Yes.


LENA


Hm. (back to business) Wonderful. Thank you for your time, Sam. We’ll be in touch.


[Static cuts out]


[OUTRO MUSIC]





MAGP002 - Making Adjustments


		ANNOUNCER


This episode is dedicated to Christian, and also Coco.


[MUSIC]


Rusty Quill Presents: The Magnus Protocol.


Episode Two – Making Adjustments.


[Music]





[The decrepit O.I.A.R. PC boots up once again and starts recording halfway through a conversation]


[GWEN is setting up her workstation whilst SAM is digging through the manual]


SAM


– OK… Dracula.


GWEN


(distracted) V for vampires. Assuming you mean Count Dracula, a la the novel, I’d suggest subsection “popular culture” and assuming he’s behaving as I’d expect –


SAM


He is.


GWEN


I’d guess a DPHW of… seven four seven five.


[Sam flips through the manual]


SAM


Close… Seven, four, six, five.


[GWEN is clearly a little irritated.]


SAM


OK… Frankenstein?


GWEN


Assuming you mean the scientist not the monster –


SAM


I do.


GWEN


– and that’d be another “resurrection,” possible subsections… “obsession,” “medical,” “pursuit” and… hmmm. “Blasphemy,” maybe, so that would make it… four two three seven.


[Sam flips through the manual again]


GWEN


Well?


SAM


Five, three, three, seven.


GWEN


Pass that here.


[SAM passes her the manual]


[GWEN turns a page back and forth]


[She gives an irritated snort]


[The manual is passed back to SAM roughly]


SAM


This thing is enormous, we can’t possibly be expected to just memorise all of it?


GWEN


You won’t keep up if you’re sat there turning pages all night.


SAM


But surely there’s a system or something. Like, what does DPHW stand for?


GWEN


I don’t know if it stands for anything. It’s just an arbitrary index. You just gain a sense for it after a while.


SAM


But someone came up with it, meaning there was a logic to it at some point –


GWEN


Sam.


SAM


– so if we can just figure out what links similar cases, then we’d know what the system was based on and –


GWEN


(pointedly) Sam.


[SAM stops mid flow.]


GWEN


We aren’t here to decode the system. That’s Colin’s job and you’ve seen what a delight it’s made him. Just try to learn your codes and process your cases.


SAM


(waving the manual) But I’m never going to learn all this! You’ve been here years and even you haven’t managed to –


GWEN


(coldly) Then quit. No-one’s making you work here.


SAM


I – (thrown) Right.


[Beat. GWEN is typing angrily.]


SAM


(apologetic) Listen Gwen –


GWEN


(snapping) What?


[ALICE enters noisily. She dumps her bags at her desk, completely breaking the tension.]


ALICE


Ahoyhoy! Did you miss me? Was it torture?


GWEN


(returning to work) You’re late.


ALICE


I’m sure the UK government found some way to soldier on without me for…


[She checks her watch and snorts]


ALICE


…three and a half minutes.


GWEN


(still typing) Whatever.


ALICE


Everything good here? Enjoying playtime with Auntie Gwen?


[Beat.]


SAM


…Yeah. It’s been fine.


[Beat.]


ALICE


(booting her computer) …Cool. We’ll unpack that ominous silence later but for now we should probably get started. We’ve still not cleared your backlog.


SAM


Sure.


[Pause. Typing as everyone works.]


GWEN


(muttering) If you’re so concerned with backlog maybe being on time would help…


ALICE


(quietly leaning in to Gwen) Hey Gwen? Gwen? Gwen?


GWEN


(gritting teeth) What?


[Beat.]


ALICE


(sardonic) Time isn’t real.


[SAM snorts.]


[GWEN takes a deep breath:]


GWEN


Shut up.





[We cut to: another recording. The voices here crack a bit, as on a typical video call.]


DARIA


Hi, am I coming through?


THERAPIST


Yes, but there’s no video.


DARIA


Um. I’d er, I’d rather not if that’s okay?


THERAPIST


That might be something to dive into later, but it’s fine for now.


DARIA


Great.


THERAPIST


I’ve gone over the paperwork that doctor Khan sent over and there’s quite a lot to unpack so –


DARIA


I’m not crazy.


[Beat.]


THERAPIST


Of course. I’m not a huge fan of that word at the best of times, but I am interested in what makes you lead with that.


DARIA


The last guy used the word “delusions” a lot, but that’s not… I know what’s real. And I need you to believe me.


[Beat.]


THERAPIST


I think I can do that. I can try, at least.


DARIA


And don’t do that either. I don’t want your sympathy. I just want to get this over with.


[Beat.]


THERAPIST


Normally I’d caution against that attitude, but I understand these are sessions that are court-ordered, so the situation is a little more complicated. How about we start with you giving your own account of what brought you here. How does that sound?


DARIA


Oh. Er. I didn’t think we’d be going straight into it…


THERAPIST


We don’t have to if you don’t want to.


DARIA


No, no, it’s fine. I just, I’m not sure where to start, y’know?


THERAPIST


Take your time.


DARIA


Sure.


[A pause as she thinks]


DARIA


I’ve always hated the way I looked. I’m sure there’s some deep trauma behind it that you’re itching to unpack, but it’s a fact. And it’s not like I can avoid thinking about it. I’m a visual artist who gets most of her work from social media commissions. That means I’m spending four or five hours a day on Instagram minimum, and that messes you up after a while, y’know? Like, we all know it’s fake, it’s all filters and Photoshop and everyone pretending that they’re the “real deal,” #makeupfree! But just because you know that doesn’t mean you’re immune, and yeah, I’d ended up in a pretty dark place. And when I turned 30, I decided to do something about it.


I started with my hair, grew it out to make my face look longer. It sort of worked. Then I chucked out all my older sister’s clothes and dipped into my savings to get myself a couple of pairs of my own jeans that didn’t make me look quite so much like an overloaded ice cream cone. I even shelled out for a cute LBD for when I did lose a bit of weight. Mum said I was being overambitious, but it hangs off me now, of course. Most clothes do…


[Beat.]


THERAPIST


Daria?


DARIA


(flustered) Sorry, where was I?


THERAPIST


You were giving yourself something of a makeover.


DARIA


Oh, right, yeah. So I’m stood there in the bathroom looking in the mirror trying to figure out what’s missing, and that’s when I decide I need a tattoo. I had a couple already – just little things on my shin and my wrist – but I decided I needed something big. Something that really changed my look. So I started trawling Insta for tattooists.


At first glance it looks like there’s this huge amount of choice, but the more you look the more you realise that they’re mostly recycled designs, and even those were waaaay too expensive for me.


It was actually when I was looking for some inspiration for a commission that I found them. I was meant to be doing a portrait for some generic witchy alchemist character, and it was when I was researching the symbols and stuff that I came across “Ink5oul” – it’s, uh, like “ink soul,” but the S is a number 5. You can look them up. They’re pretty popular these days.


They didn’t have as many followers back then, but the designs were great, and they offered a massive discount if you agreed to a photo shoot afterwards. I figured I had nothing to lose by reaching out, so I got on their site, filled in the “about me” contact form, and got an immediate response inviting me into their “prestigious” London studio.


I actually heard the studio before I saw it. Obnoxious dubstep was echoing out from the far end of the corridor, and when I turned the corner I found myself looking at the most “influencer” setup imaginable. A huge purple neon sign took up most of the shopfront with “Ink5oul” written in cursive, flanked by a pair of ludicrously huge speakers. Looking beyond into the interior, it seemed like more of the studio was dedicated to ring lights and photography gear than tattoos!


Ink5oul themself was… to be honest, they were kind of underwhelming. Not a lot sticks in my mind, except that they had an absolutely gorgeous floral serpent design running up their arm and into their neck that was so vivid it looked ready to slither off their skin and onto the chair.


They beckoned me over and we chatted for a bit. It was weird – they didn’t ask me about what design I wanted, they just kept pressing me about my life, about why I wanted the ink. I was honest, maybe uncomfortably so, but nothing really seemed to grab them until I told them what I did for a living. Then they broke into this huge grin and cried, “The artist becomes the canvas!”


Before I could reply they hit a button on their setup, and suddenly we were live streaming with lights in my eyes and their arm tight around my shoulders. I don’t remember much of what they said to their viewers, but they kept telling everyone how lucky I was whilst they dragged me into the chair. And then suddenly they tilted it back, and before I knew what was happening, I cried out in shock as the needle hit my skin. They hadn’t discussed the design or anything, they just started working on the inside of my left forearm, my drawing arm. I could feel panic start to rise inside me, but all I could do was just sit perfectly still.


I stopped being able to think about anything at that point, as it was by far the worst pain of my entire life. Vicious shooting pains leapt up and down my whole arm from my chest to my fingertips. Every muscle snapped taut automatically and my back arched on the chair. I wanted to scream but I couldn’t even breathe, as it felt like thousands of wasp stings ravaged my body whilst mediocre dubstep thrummed through my chest and Ink5oul chatted to their viewers, completely unconcerned.


I must have passed out, because when I opened my eyes Ink5oul was at the other end of the studio cleaning their bloody tools. The stream was over and I was apparently forgotten. The pain had dulled, so I dared to look down at my forearm, expecting to see a tattered and bloody mess. Instead, a pristine paintbrush design spanned from the interior of my elbow to the inside of my palm, a flurry of colourful floral patterns entwined with symbols I didn’t recognise. Despite the pain I twisted my arm back and forth to admire the work, and those symbols almost seemed to glitter in the light. It was… It was beautiful.


Just as suddenly as the lights had turned on, they were off and I was bundled towards the exit. No debrief, no aftercare. They said they had the shots they needed and before I knew it, I was stood outside, dazzled and unsteady. I considered going back in, but I was so tired… Instead I just stumbled back home, my new tattoo still completely exposed.


Back in my flat, I cleaned it, moisturised it, and then covered it as best as I could, but it was already pristine. If it weren’t for the pain, it could have been there for weeks already. I stood before the bathroom mirror and looked myself over and for the first time I saw someone interesting. Someone I wanted to know more about.


I went a bit manic at that point. For the first time ever I wanted to attempt a self-portrait. Something real and physical, I wanted to feel the brushes in my hands and the oil on my fingertips.


I worked through the entire night with a passion like I hadn’t had in years. There were thick globules of paint all over the room; my hands, arms, face and clothes were covered, but when I surveyed the finished work, it was spotless. Not only that, it was by far my best work, a luscious Impasto that leapt off the canvas. I had been calling myself an artist for years, but this was the first time I had felt it.


I don’t remember falling asleep, and I didn’t wake up till past four in the afternoon. I was still tired and had a pounding headache along with my throbbing arm, but I still awoke with a smile, because when I opened my eyes, my own face was staring back at me. And for the first time, I wasn’t ashamed.


At least, not initially.


As I stared at it, though, I noticed that whilst it was accurate, it wasn’t perfect. The eyes were still slightly wrong, the angle of the smile was off, and obviously the nose still wasn’t quite right.


Looking around me, I realised that all of my paints were still out. I looked at my new tattoo, and realised that I would be fine to do just a quick touch-up. Nothing major, just a slight adjustment, just for me.


Despite the headache, my hunger, my fatigue and my painful arm, I began to take a pallet knife to the left eye. Just a small tweak. It was a subtle change, barely noticeable, but I knew I was making progress, because I could feel when the knife scraped bone.


When I went into the bathroom to check, I was pleased with the result. There was no discolouration, no bleeding, no damage at all but the face around my eyes was definitely more symmetrical. It looked so much better. But not quite perfect.


I should have stopped then. I should have taken a break. I should have called my mum, put everything away and gone outside, but… the power was in my hands. I could finally make myself perfect. It was small tweaks at first, giving a fresh gasp of pain each time. I slightly lengthened my fingers, made my ears a little more delicate, straightened my nose and reangled my cheekbones, tapered my chin, slimmed my waist and increased my bust, narrowed my frame, lengthened my legs, adjusted my calves, thinned my wrists, shortened my feet… Nothing much, really.


But it was when I reworked my shoulders that I ran into a problem. As my brush and knife made their alterations, the tattoo on my arm began to leak. Not out of my skin, but along my upper arm, spreading out and flowing its rivers of colour into the new contours I was creating. And the tattoo, of course, was the only thing so far that was actually perfect, so I had to work around it as best I could.


I worked solidly for days. Each time I slipped the knife into my skin and reshaped it I got just that little bit closer to perfection, but each time I had to make more and more compromises around the spreading tattoo.


I was close though, so close. It was almost there, that wholeness you only feel when the canvas is finally complete… But I just couldn’t bridge the gap. Each time I would fix up one spot only for two others to become undone, and the whole time the tattoo just kept spreading and spreading and my masterpiece kept receding.


That was when my housemate Sarah got back from visiting her parents. I’d lost track of time and didn’t realise her trip was already over.


I had hoped that I could show off my new look to her when it was finished, but I never got the chance. She walked in the door just as I was finalising my mouth, so I couldn’t say anything. If I could, I’m sure I could have been able to explain and make her understand.


Instead, she started screaming, and when I made reassuring noises and reached out to her, she backed away. I did manage to hold her for a moment, but the work I’d done on my hands the day before meant that I couldn’t grip her.


That was when she punched me. I’m sure she was just surprised, but it was still heartbreaking. Her hand went right into my cheek and undid days of work and the way she carried on, you’d think it was her face she’d messed up.


Anyway, I’m sure you’ve read the rest in the court reports. When the ambulance came, Sarah told them I’d tried to kill myself with some acid she found in my art supplies. They put me on suicide watch and only agreed to release me when I agreed to attend counselling. I haven’t made any more adjustments since then. Just, waiting for inspiration I guess.


[Pause.]


THERAPIST


I see. That’s quite the story.


DARIA


You don’t believe me, either.


THERAPIST


I didn’t say that. I would, however, like to ask you directly: did you try to harm yourself with acid?


[Beat.]


DARIA


Of course not. I never wanted to hurt myself, I just wanted to be… better.


THERAPIST


That’s good to hear.


DARIA


If I wanted to clear the canvas, I would have used turpentine.





[Back to the OIAR computer audio]


[A ping as Sam finishes categorizing the case]


[He leans back and takes a deep breath]


ALICE


(looking over) Problems?


SAM


Hm? No.


ALICE


(returning to work) Oh good.


[Beat.]


SAM


It’s just…


ALICE


(still working) Uh-huh?


SAM


How on earth do you cope listening to all this stuff? Neither of you seem bothered by any of it!


ALICE


Oh, I see… You want to know how to handle reading and listening to all of it?


SAM


Yes!


ALICE


The secret of the steel-trap mind which keeps me stoic in the face of atrocities that would drive a lesser will to madness?


SAM


(growing irritated) Please.


[Beat.]


ALICE


Just stop paying attention.


Don’t look at me like that, I’m serious. I just skim the case for keywords, and if it’s a talker I hit play and get on with other work. Then when it’s done being creepy I process it and move on. You’re never going to keep up if you keep actually taking it all in. Just surf the wave without being drawn in.


SAM


But what if something comes up that you know might be true?


ALICE


Why would that matter? Plus, we’re kinda specifically paid to not care.


SAM


Yeah, but –


ALICE


You asked how to cope. That’s how.


[Beat]


SAM


(sighing) All right.


ALICE


(returning to work) The sooner you accept it the happier you’ll be.


SAM


(unconvinced) Sure.





[CCTV noises as a new recording starts up.]


[ALICE is getting horrible coffee from the grinding coffee machine.]


[GWEN enters and starts making tea.]


[Extended pause.]


ALICE


Gwendolyn.


GWEN


(coldly) Don’t.


ALICE


(sardonic) Wow. What a rude way to greet your “work bestie”!


GWEN


I’m not in the mood.


ALICE


That’s okay. We can just do small talk like normal people.


[Beat. Gwen does not bite.]


So…


[Another beat.]


What if you could magically speak all languages, but after every sentence you had to fart really loudly and declare “it was me and I’ll do it again.” Would you take that deal?


GWEN


Lena’s planning redundancies.


ALICE


(genuinely thrown) What?


GWEN


Yeah. I was going past her office earlier and I overheard her on the phone. They’re “expanding external operations” and you know what that means. Outsourcing. Redundancies.


ALICE


That’s absurd! There’s only like three of us here. Besides, technically this is civil service. There’s no way they could just outsource everything without an entire mountain of bureaucracy.


GWEN


You don’t know that.


ALICE


You’ve seen how much paperwork this place generates. You’ve got to file a form in triplicate before they’ll let you take a piss! It’d take them years to pull off what you’re suggesting.


GWEN


She could have started the process years ago. We both know Lena wouldn’t think twice about dumping both of us.


ALICE


You, maybe. I like to think we have a rapport.


GWEN


She hasn’t said more than 10 words to you in the last year.


ALICE


I know. Good, innit? Anyway, what do you care? You should be happy. Nice big payout and you can finally ditch this job you hate so much.


GWEN


I don’t hate the job.


ALICE


You could’ve fooled me!


GWEN


What I hate is that no one in this entire place will give me a single ounce of respect.


ALICE


Ah.


[Beat.]


Yeah, that’s never going to happen.


GWEN


Clearly.


ALICE


Still reckon you’ve got the wrong end of the stick. Lena’s as likely to hire another Sam as she is to give us all the boot.


GWEN


If you say so.





[Back to the OIAR computer]


[The sound of tapping on keyboards is accompanied by a tinny music beat leaking from ALICE’s earbuds]


[Alice’s phone begins to vibrate on the desk]


SAM


Alice.


[Beat]


SAM


Alice!


[SAM pokes her]


ALICE


(taking out headphones) Ow! What?


SAM


(returning to work) Phone.


ALICE


(picking up her mobile and standing) Oh cheers.


(to phone) Well hello! What’s got you calling so late? Hm? No, not busy. I’m at work so…


[She blows a raspberry. SAM snorts despite himself.]


[Footsteps as Alice paces round the office]


ALICE


Yeah, what’s up? Right. How was the crowd? Sounds like a solid gig. That’s no way to talk to your big sister. Disgraceful. So is a tour actually on the cards this time or… Cool. And presumably now there’s proper interest they’re going to ditch you for someone who can, y’know, play an instrument? Awwwww, you always say the sweetest things.


[Beat.]


ALICE


(a touch more serious) Er, yeah, that should be fine. It’ll need to be after the 28th though, as that’s payday.


Okay, no worries. Listen, I probably should go and actually do some work. It would be super awkward if I got fired when you’re just on the cusp of becoming a drug-addled rockstar.


[Beat.]


Yeah, no worries, I’ll talk to you later. Say hi to Trotter for me.


[Alice hangs up, genuinely cheery for a moment.]


SAM


So how’s Luke?


ALICE


He’s good!


SAM


He still playing with Bullets for Saint Sebastian?


ALICE


(returning to her desk) God no! They broke up years ago. He’s with a new group: Dredgerman. They’re pretty decent.


SAM


I’m glad he’s doing well, as far as brothers go you could’ve done worse –


ALICE


He has his moments.


[Beat.]


ALICE


(changing gears) What’s that?


SAM


Hmmm?


ALICE


“The Magnus Institute?” You looking to jump ship already?


SAM


Oh it’s nothing, just a bit of background research –


ALICE


Research? Sam, tell me this isn’t linked to any of your cases.


SAM


Just something that came up on my first day. I’ve been trying to get it out of my head.


ALICE


Well, try harder.


SAM


It’s fine, honestly, I’m on top of my case load –


ALICE


It’s not that.


SAM


Then what’s the problem?


[Beat.]


ALICE


I wasn’t messing with you earlier, you do need to compartmentalize for this job. Make a box in your head, and at the end of the shift you dump everything in there and hit the incinerate button, okay? You do not want to be thinking about this stuff outside of here. It’s not good for you. I’ve seen people go weird before now.


SAM


And let me guess, I’m weird enough.


ALICE


I’m serious, Sam.


SAM


(realising) All right. I hear you.


[Click as he closes the browser tab]


ALICE


Thanks.


SAM


No worries.


ALICE


That’s the general idea.





[Music]


ANNOUNCER


The Magnus Protocol is a podcast distributed by Rusty Quill and licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution Non-Commercial Sharealike 4.0 International License. The series is created by Jonathan Sims and Alexander J Newall, and directed by Alexander J Newall.


This episode was written by Alexander J Newall and edited with additional material by Jonathan Sims, with vocal edits by Lowri Ann Davies, soundscaping by Tessa Vroom, and masting by Catherine Rinella with music by Sam Jones.


It featured Billie Hindle as Alice Dyer, Shahan Hamza as Samama Khalid, Anusia Battersby as Gwen Bouchard.


The Magnus Protocol is produced by April Sumner, with executive producers Alexander J Newall, Dani McDonough, Linn Ci, and Samantha F.G. Hamilton, and Associate Producers Jordan L. Hawk, Taylor Michaels, Nicole Perlman, Cetius d’Raven, and Megan Nice.


To subscribe, view associated materials or join our Patreon visit rustyquill.com. Rate and review us online, tweet us @therustyquill, visit us on Facebook, or email us at mail@rustyquill.com. Thanks for listening.


	


MAGP003 - Putting Down Roots


		ANNOUNCER


This episode is dedicated to Elias Becher. They fear you, for your fangs are sharp, your talons are a vice, your many eyes gleam with malice, and your feathers glisten with the ink that flows ever freely.


[Intro theme]


ANNOUNCER


Rusty Quill Presents: The Magnus Protocol.


Episode Three – Putting Down Roots.


[Music]







COLIN is hunched over ALICE's console, struggling to bypass a failed login on Freddie. COLIN types rapidly, then jabs at the enter key. The computer, in return, blurts out a reel of rejections. Colin lets out an agonised groan of frustration.  -->

[An O.I.A.R. computer starts recording]


[Rapid typing on a keyboard, then a decisive jab]


[Error noise]


[Agonised groan of frustration]


COLIN


(gritted teeth) Come on…


ALICE


What actually is a .jmj error? What does it mean?


COLIN


Nothin’. It’s just an excuse for the system to ruin my day, is what it is.


ALICE


I could try another computer–?


[Colin continues to type as he speaks]


COLIN


No. It’s doing this on purpose and that will only encourage it. Nothing’s wrong, it just won’t accept commands.


ALICE


I mean – (amused snort) same, but still…


[Colin hits more keys]


[Error noise]


[He slaps the monitor’s side, hard, several times]


ALICE


Do I need to call Lena before you break Freddie? This is bordering on abuse.


COLIN


(distracted concentration) For me or it? And what is Lena going to do, exactly?


ALICE


I dunno. Could be useful to have another witness when this escalates to murder.


[Typing. Error noise.]


COLIN


Some witness. She wouldn’t know a DOS prompt if it bit her on the arse. Look, did you mess with the directory or something?


ALICE


Of course not! Why would I pick a fight with Freddie? That’s your job.


[More rapid typing from Colin]


COLIN


(begging) Just work, please!


[A single press of the enter key, as if defusing a bomb]


[Error noise]


COLIN


You utter bastard! (typing) Just tell me what the error is! Do you need something? Should I get the boot disc? Do you need a goddamn massage? WHAT?


[Alice snickers]


[Typing. Another error noise]


ALICE


Do you want to phone a friend? Maybe central IT?


[Sounds of a swivel chair being moved]


COLIN


They are not my friend, nor yours. They’ll bury you in red tape just to replace a mouse mat – you know that.


[Colin starts climbing under the desk]


I know this system better than anyone alive and I still don’t understand how it works! So I can guarantee you that none of those mouth-breathers would even know where to begin with this steaming pile of sh–


ALICE


(to the computer) It’s okay, Freddie-baby. (She pats it:) We’re figuring it out, cutie.


COLIN


Don’t hit on the computer while I’m working on it.


ALICE


Hey, I’m not the one on all fours…


COLIN


(emerging from under the desk) I’m serious. Don’t give it a personality. We shouldn’t even be calling it “Freddie.”


ALICE


Uh-huh. Because FR3-D1 just rolls so smoothly off the tongue.


COLIN


Making friends with this godawful program that tries to throw itself into oblivion every time I turn on a console is not “cute.” It’s hard enough using every nanosecond of my waking life just to keep this byzantine mess from crapping the bed without you taking the piss.


ALICE


Oh come on, it’s not that bad.


COLIN


Do you have any idea what will happen if this thing finally managed to extinct itself?


ALICE


(flat) …We’d go home early?


[Colin gives an irritated growl]


[Typing]


ALICE


Maybe he just needs some positive reinforcement.


COLIN


Or maybe it just needs a good kick in the b–


[Garbled low white noise sparks into audio.]


COMPUTER VOICE (NORRIS)


Case: Homicide

Date: …


COLIN


Thank Christ for that!


[Colin slaps at the space bar to pause it]


[The recording is cut off]


ALICE


Hey, you fixed him! Heeeeere’s Freddie!


COLIN


Wrong movie.


ALICE


Meh, we both know Robert Englund would have done it better. Cheers, Colin, you’re a star.


[She shifts and pats him on the back]


I’ve got stacks to clear tonight, so just let it play and I’ll go put the kettle on! You want anything?


COLIN


Double scotch.


ALICE


2 day old black coffee it is.


COLIN


(head in hands) Eurgh.


[Colin aggressively jabs the spacebar again]


[Footsteps as he heads off]


[The computer starts speaking alone:]


COMPUTER VOICE (NORRIS)


….oh-three, oh-four, two thousand nine. 8:45 a.m.


[Norris, as before, sounds human but with a robotic rhythm to it]


Collection: Kent CID Repository.


Item: Journal of Dr. Samuel Webber, age 46. Issued by grief counselor Harriot Manning. Found within a water-damaged black briefcase, partially buried, penetrated by mouldy roots.


Additional Contents: Water-damaged smartphone. Wallet with Dr. Webber’s ID and visa card. Keys on a gold chain for 13 Marigold Drive. Partial medical files on Gerald Andrews – age 37, of 12 Castlehill Avenue – and Maddie Webber – age 39, deceased.


Case: 1201/19


Serial No: 72003210


Collector: Special Constable Caroline Jennings, 2911


Routing to: South-East Evidence Storage – Lewisham


Relevant journal entries as follows:


Date: 07-12-09. 10:03 p.m.


[Norris’s voice goes entirely human as soon as the journal entry begins]


Today was bedlam. I had it all planned out, all of it! And then a panic attack just choked the nerve out of me. It was so humiliating! Felt like the ground was going to swallow me whole with everyone staring at me, only to roll their eyes at my “hysterics,” as the paramedic put it. They don’t understand. I was so close to getting caught… But it’s done. All I need to do now is disappear.


I can’t go home. Not for a few days at least. And I’ll have to avoid the usual haunts until they forget about me again. That won’t be difficult, what’s one more stressed doctor. Just a grey man in the crowd, unnoticed until I’m useful.


One man kept staring at me on the tube. He looked like he was connecting the dots… I’m paranoid, I know, lying low amongst wildflowers in an overgrown garden. The mud has ruined my shoes.


There’s not much in my briefcase. Still, listing helps keep it all straight:



  	Files on “the star-crossed couple”

  	Monday morning’s rounds – I hope Mrs. Campbell’s op went okay

  	Nine Werther’s Originals (because at some point I became an old man and didn’t notice)

  	Pens, prescription pads

  	Oyster card – still valid

  	23-pounds-22 cash – thought it was 24, but one of the coins was a worn-down euro. Not sure what the exchange rate is…

  	This journal, obviously. Thank you, counselor – I’m more likely to use it for kindling than “expressing my feelings”

  	And my phone. 43% battery, 1 bar. …They can track SIM cards, can’t they? I should probably destroy it. Better cut off than caught.




It’s almost midnight. (Why isn’t it darker?) I didn’t pack a lunch, I didn’t expect I’d need one. Didn’t expect to get this far. I wonder how long I’ll have to stay here before they stop looking. I should probably eat a Werther’s. Just the one though. Christ, I’m reduced to rationing sweets.


I need to find somewhere dry. (Why did I choose to hide here anyway?) I could try a hostel? Would I need to show ID for that? I could lie, use a false name.


I could be Gerald Andrews. I’m sure Maddie would have loved that.


I remember now. It was the jasmine. That perfume in the drizzling rain that drew me in. It reminds me so much of her.


[Very faint music begins to rise]


Maddie loved the scent of jasmine. Loved to garden. She would have adored this place, tucked away amongst the ugly brick backstreets.


She would have quizzed me about the plants, and I would have told her I didn’t know. I didn’t even know gardens could bloom this late in the year.


I wasn’t really thinking when I pushed my way through the gates. Just following my nose to memories of happier times, I suppose. The scent is much more pungent here than it was outside, an almost overwhelming sickly-sweet rot amongst the bushes. Maddie would know what it was. But it’s dark and quiet, that’s the main thing.


The garden seems unmanaged, which suits me fine. It’s growing wild around the ruins of some bombed-out church. Nice to see nature, healing old wounds.


I scratched up my hands and face fighting past the bushes beneath one of the old arches. I’m cold but it’s worth it; no one will find me here.


It is so quiet. The dense foliage deadens the city noise to a whisper. I can barely make out the sirens. I doubt they are for me, but I’m staying put anyway.


I don’t have much choice; where would I go? I can’t go home, that’s the first place they’d look. Besides, too many memories there, and – (inhales) there are the neighbours… Always snooping around with their community watch flyers. I won’t miss parking scheme meetings, that’s for sure.


List of alternative boltholes:



  	Uncle T’s allotment. Safe, but about 9 miles away – too far. Daily chicken eggs are a plus, but not exactly private. Besides, the rooster would be a problem.

  	The hospital basement. This would have been the best solution, but getting there unseen is a problem and all, and no easy way to get food. It definitely would have been warmer and drier, though, with the boiler on all day.




I’m safer here in my little sanctuary. Sodden and sore, but safe.


I suppose there is one other possibility.



  	The lock-up.




I still have a key. My name isn’t on the lease anymore, and it’s secure and dry, but… Maddie stored her stuff there after she moved out. I’m not sure I could face being surrounded by all that history, even if it would be more comfy.


I can’t sleep. This itch is killing me! Even the numbing cold from lying on the ground doesn’t dull it. It must be an anaphylactic response to something. The rash runs up my entire left side. I’ll try and find a better spot when the sun’s up.


Thought I heard someone calling my name. No flashlight though, no movement, just the voice. Sounds like Maddie. My hands won’t stop shaking.


It’s well after midnight. It – should be pitch black, but I can still make out grey shapes in the gloom. The voice is still calling for me. I’ve got to stay still even though my heart is racing. I think there were some branches cracking but I can’t tell from where.


Morning soon, but I can still hear her out there, moving around in the garden. I almost called back as I dozed.


My phone died. Just my luck. I can see enough to write, so it must be just before dawn… God knows I need the warmth.


The rash is getting worse and my scratches will get infected if I don’t clean them. I examined one on my forearm and it seems to be secreting something full of coiled, translucent strands. Hair thin, their roots broke away easily when I pulled with a dull tear I could feel as much as hear. I’ve never seen anything like this before, but I was never great at dermatology.


If I had the proper tools, this would be far simpler. Must get a scalpel and a mirror. I’ve cleaned the scratches as best I can, but there’s now a stabbing pain in my abdomen if I move.


Current condition:


  	I taste aniseed.

  	My nose is running. Normal mucus, thank god.

  	The rash has spread across the whole of my back now, and if I move, I can feel the toughened area split and weep like a scab.

  	Feeling very lethargic. Probably hypothermia. Not good.

  	My fingernails are black with dirt, although I don’t remember digging…

  	The scratches are all weeping now.

  	Struggling not to fall back into vivid dreams.




I need to get up, get out of here for treatment. I’ll have to chance the pharmacist, at least. I saw one a few streets away. I’m not local, so I doubt they’d recognise me. I do still have my prescription pad with me, but using my own paperwork would be incredibly foolish.


This place is far bigger than I thought. Followed the birch trees and the canopies over that cobbled path near the close. Lined with moss. There’s a dense wall of thickets overwhelming the boundary fence. I know it, I – remember that. I can’t hear the traffic at all now. It’s hard to keep moving.


I can’t find an entrance. I resorted to shouldering my way out through the tangled bushes like before. It hurt so much, but I made it. Only to find more garden on the other side. It looks the same. I think Maddie’s still here too.


Jasmine everywhere. The smell stings where it touches me, but – that doesn’t make sense. I wonder if it’s psychosomatic? A guilty conscience with comorbid pneumonia…


I’m back in the undergrowth. I’m not sure if I ever got up at all. I don’t remember coming back – my feet have swollen.


Something is very wrong. If I don’t get to the pharmacy now I doubt I ever will. I’ve managed to push my feet back into my shoes with some pruning, but… I’m struggling to stand.


Maddie makes a good point, though. Doctors do make the worst patients. We are always self-diagnosing, and it’s always doom and gloom. She’s offered to go and get my supplies herself. She always was kind.


I’ll just try to keep warm and sleep until the sun comes out. I so much want to see it again. This night seems endless. I want to be warm again.


I am terribly afraid. Thank god for Maddie. I need to treat her better. She’ll be back soon with medicine.


Condition update:


  	Dry mouth and swollen tongue. Tasting burnt aniseed now.

  	The fingers of my left hand are nearly immobile. Right is not much better. (click of a pen) I don’t know how much longer I’ll be able to write.

  	The pain in my abdomen has passed and the seeping has mostly stopped, but my back aches.

  	I definitely have an infection. The scratches are budding some kind of polyps and the slightest touch feels like jabbing an exposed nerve.

  	I stink of jasmine. At least I think I do.




I just need to rest, and it’s safe enough here. Maddie still hasn’t returned though. I hope she’s okay. I miss her laughter. And that smile.


I worry when she is out alone. She’ll talk to anyone, like Gerald. I never liked him. I should make more time for her; I’m too busy and work far too much. I get home and just – go to sleep! I need to be careful or we’ll drift apart. I don’t know what I would do if I thought I had lost her.


But I’m not alone here. I’m covered in insects. They seem to enjoy feasting on my wounds, so I let them. Besides, they scratch the itches.


My left arm is now completely numb and the skin is splitting down to the bone. I removed the phalanges – tugging them out like stones from a peach. I planted them deep. Flies swarm the wound, and soon there will be maggots eating only the dead flesh and leaving the living. Nature is so wonderful, so efficient; nothing is wasted in the garden.


I can see my bones are tangled with the same fine strands as my wounds. It’s fascinating to see. I should write a paper. Of course if the infection reaches the marrow there could be complications. I could take more drastic measures, but I would need something to cut with. Something strong and heavy. A rock perhaps? Could I? Should I?


I can’t tell how long I slept. Still no sun.


Maddie, is that you?


You’re right. I should stay.


She has come back to me! Just a whisper but it is her! I knew she would never leave me. She says there is a spot where I can sit out in the sun and feel the wind on my face. What would I do without her?


We have decided not to remove any more of me as my condition develops. Maddie feels it isn’t prudent, now that the vomiting has passed. It was touch-and-go there for a while, but I think I’ve gotten most of the rot out, and made enough room to grow.


We’ll monitor the progression, of course, with a strict regimen of fresh air, sunshine, and rest. (smiling) The polyps should be blooming soon.


Condition update:


  	I’ve gained some good weight and my skin is pulling away nicely, like blanched tomatoes.

  	My legs will be nonresponsive soon. I need to finalise my position before then, but there are many variables to consider. Maddie is advising.

  	The roots have freed themselves from the weight of my meat, as it sags from my bones and drops to the dirt.

  	No greenfly or other parasites. I remain quite healthy.




(joyous) The clouds have finally broken and the azure skies are so bright, almost blinding! We are blessed with such a radiant joy of warmth and love sitting within our garden together. The thought of all those years behind me, toiling in the dark, ignoring nourishment for myself and others, so withdrawn… But no longer. I have so much time now, out in the light. But – strangely, deep inside me, beneath the roots, there is something that still shakes with terror.


I don’t see why. The sun is bright, my roots run deep, and the breeze is fresh and clear. (voice slowing, becoming more robotic) I think I shall stay here for a good long while.


[The computer powers down with a beep and reeling sounds]





[CCTV noises of a new recording]


[The coffee machine starts up]




[Sam sighs a little]


[Pouring noises]


ALICE


Pour us one, would you?


SAM


Sure.


[More pouring noises]


[Sam sighs again, sounding bothered]


ALICE


Yeah. I didn’t catch all of it, but that one sounded fun.


SAM


What do I even file that as? I doubt there’s a code for “parasitic-garden-that-whispers-with-the-voice-of-the-woman-he-clearly-murdered-and-sort-of-turns-you-into-a-tree.”


ALICE


“Infection” comma “arboreal”? Cross-link it with “guilt” if you’re feeling fancy.


SAM


(amused) Of course.


[Sam pours the coffee]


[Footsteps as he brings it over]


ALICE


Cheers.


[They sip.]


SAM


(spotting the look on her face) …What?


ALICE


I’m just thinking. Would you fancy doing me a favour?


SAM


Depends.


ALICE


Nothing sordid –


SAM


Oh good.


ALICE


– it’s just…


Would you call central IT for me?


SAM


I thought Colin fixed your computer.


ALICE


He did, with a lecture on top, and quite frankly I’m sick of getting it in the neck every time Freddie throws a wobbly. We all know the system’s a mess, Colin’s told us like a billion times, but he’s the one always fiddling with the system, and, well…


SAM


You think he’s causing the issues?


ALICE


I’m just beginning to wonder if he knows what he’s doing with all that – spaghetti code. I’d check with central myself, but if Colin catches me, he’ll pitch a fit!


SAM


(sarcastically) Oh right, but he and I are just so close right now after your stunt on my first night?


ALICE


Ahhh, but you’re new. You can just claim ignorance! God knows that’s believable. You’re basically an ickle baby foal wobbling around the paddock with your little stick legs.


SAM


Well, thanks for that.


ALICE


(teasing) You’re welcome.


SAM


Look, Alice – I really don’t want to rock the boat right now, everyone seems pretty tense as it is.


ALICE


All I’m saying is that Colin tinkers with this system all the time, and I don’t see any oversight.


If you queried upstairs asking about it, all Bambi-eyed and innocent, some alarms might go off! They might even come down and do a refresh or reboot, or whatever.


SAM


Hmmmmmm. You give a pretty convincing argument…


ALICE


Thank you.


SAM


But it’s a no from me, I’m afraid.


[Beat.]


ALICE


(jokingly dark) You’ve made a powerful enemy tonight.


SAM


(sipping) Better than being force-fed my own keyboard by Colin.


[Footsteps as Gwen enters]


ALICE


(snorts) Fair point.


GWEN


Are you working on the 27th, Alice? I’ve got a thing, and you know what Lena’s like.


ALICE


(posh, grand) Good evening, Gwendolyn!


GWEN


Must we do this every time?


ALICE


(regular accent) Fine. What’s the “thing”?


GWEN


It’s really not your concern. Just, are you working or not?


ALICE


See, now I really need to know. What do you reckon, Sam?


SAM


I’m not getting dragged into this.


GWEN


Alice, I don’t have time for this. It’s simple: yes or no.


ALICE


It would be such a shame for you to miss out just because you wouldn’t tell me. Sounds rather petty, doesn’t it, Sam?


SAM


Stoooop.


GWEN


(restraining herself) It is dinner with friends, if you must know. That’s all.


ALICE


Let me guess. (putting on a posh accent) Fancy gowns, champagne, bathing in the blood of the poor – that sort of thing?


GWEN


(firm, neutral) You know we make the same, Alice. An old friend just made partner at her law firm. She wants to celebrate.


ALICE


You sound thrilled.


GWEN


Oh, I can’t wait to catch up and tell them I’m still working in the same cesspit I was last time they asked.


ALICE


Oh come on, it’s not that bad.


GWEN


Are you working or not? The 27th, yes or no?


ALICE


(flat) Fine. Yes, I’m working that night. I’m working every night. I was born down here and I’ll die down here. Happy?


GWEN


(sighing) Are any of us?


SAM


Yikes.


[The CCTV cuts out.]





[Music]


ANNOUNCER


The Magnus Protocol is a podcast distributed by Rusty Quill and licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution Non-Commercial Share-alike 4.0 International License. The series is created by Jonathan Sims and Alexander J Newall, and directed by Alexander J Newall.


This episode was written by Graeme Patrick and edited with additional material by Jonathan Sims, Alexander J Newall, with vocal edits by Nico Vettese, soundscaping by Meg McKellar, and masting by Catherine Rinella, with music by Sam Jones.


It featured Billie Hindle as Alice Dyer, Shahan Hamza as Samama Khalid, Anusia Battersby as Gwen Bouchard, Ryan Hopevere-Anderson as Colin Becher, with additional voices from Alexander J Newall.


The Magnus Protocol is produced by April Sumner, with executive producers Alexander J Newall, Dani McDonough, Linn Ci, and Samantha F.G. Hamilton, and associate producers Jordan L. Hawk, Taylor Michaels, Nicole Perlman, Cetius d’Raven, and Megan Nice.


Thanks for listening.


	


MAGP004 - Taking Notes


		ANNOUNCER


Louise Ironside – To the greatest friends I could wish for; to my craft fair companion Mimie; to JC, who’s kept me sane with endless walks; and ultimately to Harrow and Ivy, here’s to another two decades and more.


[Intro Theme]


ANNOUNCER


Rusty Quill Presents: The Magnus Protocol.


Episode Four – Taking Notes.


[Music]





[The decrepit OIAR computer turns on and begins recording]


[We hear typing, and Sam idly humming/beatboxing to himself]


[Someone is stomping in our direction, coming closer:]


ALICE


(whisper) What the hell, Sam.


SAM


What?


ALICE


Don’t ‘What?’ me. I invented ‘What?’.


SAM


(quieter) Wh– I… I honestly don’t know what you’re on about!


ALICE


I just received a security notification.


SAM


About me?


ALICE


Someone was trying to access restricted files. And my money is on you.


SAM


Why would you be getting those notifications?


ALICE


I shouldn’t be! But you should be damn glad that this system doesn’t do anything like it should. If Colin caught wind of this he would have a meltdown!


SAM


Right, well, thanks, I guess?


ALICE


Apparently you tried searching for files with the terms… (paper rustles) “Magnus” and “Protocol”?


SAM


(surprised) That’s what this is about? I mean, yeah, okay, I got a case referencing the Magnus Institute and then I looked it up and found a few files on the system that mentioned using, (dramatic stuffy voice) “The Protocol.” Why would that be restricted?


ALICE


Because we work for the government, and the government loves secrets, you dickhead!


SAM


Alright! Yeah, I get it…


[Beat]


ALICE


(slightly gentler) Listen, Sam. I don’t know what “The Protocol” is, but a couple of the old guard mentioned it over the years. The way they talked about it… it’s high level stuff! You do not want to get found anywhere near it, never mind openly looking it up!


SAM


Well, I mean, it isn’t exactly as though I’m –


ALICE


This is not something you go poking around in. Not if you want to keep your job… or your neck.


SAM


(a little amused) Okay, okay! I get it. Consider me scared straight.


ALICE


I’m serious. I don’t want you getting in trouble, all right?


SAM


(realising, exhales) I mean… how much trouble are we talking here?


ALICE


All I know is it used to involve Starkwall.


SAM


Starkwall? …Wait, Starkwall? As in “The San Pedro Square Massacre,” Starkwall!


ALICE


The private military contractors, yeah.


[Footsteps approaching in the background]


SAM


(shout-whispering) I thought this was supposed to be a “boring office job”!?


ALICE


(shout-whispering) It was until you started messing around!


[Footsteps arrive; Gwen sits down next to them]


[Sam clears his throat]


[An awkward silence]


GWEN


You could at least pretend you weren’t talking about me.


ALICE


Aw, damn, you caught us! I was just telling Sam how important it is that he focuses on his work, otherwise he’ll end up trapped here like you forever.


GWEN


Of course you were. Well, keep it down. Some of us do actual work here. At our job. Which pays us.


SAM


Yup, noted.


[GWEN double clicks on her PC]


NEW COMPUTER VOICE


My Nephew –


ALICE


(shouting over the voice) Hey! Augustus! Feel like I haven’t heard him in forever!


COMPUTER VOICE (AUGUSTUS)


If you are reading these words, then I am already gone, and can offer no assurances as to the –


SAM


(also talking over) So is this, like, a rare voice?


[Gwen presses spacebar, irritated]


[The voice stops]


ALICE


Kinda. It’s usually just Chester or Norris. Augustus is a bit of a special occasion.


GWEN


Firstly, they don’t have names. Stop trying to give them names. Secondly, can I please just get on with my job.


SAM


I’m sorry.


ALICE


I’m not.


[GWEN takes a calming breath, then hits the spacebar again]


COMPUTER VOICE (AUGUSTUS)


My Nephew,


If you are reading these words, then I am already gone, and can offer no assurances as to the truth of them. You must simply trust in their veracity and import.


[Augustus’s voice is immediately human; he sounds like a very posh old man.]


Keep what you read close to you, and secret, for as long as you may live.


I must hope that what lamentable inheritance I am able to offer might solicit a modicum of that familial affection which I have neglected to display in years past.


Nephew, to you I leave my violin, an instrument of the finest craftsmanship.


I will confess I once harbored the notion to dismantle the thing, or consign it to the fire. But I have at times been called covetous, and perhaps there is some merit to such an accusation, for I cannot now bring myself to do so.


There has been a great deal of rain here this last fortnight, which has been strangely pleasing to my maudlin mood, and has brought with it some nostalgia for that dreary summer you took residence with me.


I flatter myself that I might have imprinted upon you some part of myself in that time together, and perhaps in this way I seek to keep hold of my prized violin still.


I have never spoken of how I came to possess this violin to a living soul, but I must now confide the truth of it to you, for it, and its history, are now yours.


I was a young man, younger than you are now, when I was called to try my talents before the Royal Court Orchestra of the Palatinate.


Whilst I must confess the thought of leaving the material comforts of Alnwick Abbey caused me trepidation, in truth, I had little to say in the matter, and the privilege of being so summoned was not lost upon me.


My violin tutor, one (disdainful) “Oliver Bardwell” by name, nursed a conviction that this honor was purely the fruit of his own skills as an instructor, rather than a product of my talent and endeavor.


Bardwell, a singularly vexatious man, reveled in the task of reminding me that, though my father may hold station in the Lords, the regrettable position of my birth ensured I could not rely upon that fact to provide for my future.


In these moments of Bardwell’s cruelty, I shall confess I indulged my imagination in contemplation of what morbid or grotesque fates might befall him on the journey, by happenstance… or even by my own hand.


Regardless, it was with both nervousness and delight in my heart that I watched Alnwick Abbey gradually recede from view. My course was set for Mannheim, a destination where I felt a youthful certainty that my brilliance would at last be acknowledged.


As for my towering father, with his unshakeable belief in his own celestial significance, he too disappeared from sight, surrounded by my useless half-siblings, impatiently awaiting their inheritance.


Naturally, it was Mr Bardwell who undertook the role of companion on my journey across the continent, surely harboring his own dreams of ennobling himself through my imminent accomplishments.


I paid little heed to his prattle or ambitions, spending those weeks en route refining my finger patterns upon the timeworn bridge of my cherished Rogeri, at least as far as the unsteady coach would permit.


Alas, as the journey continued, Bardwell’s practiced manners and veneer of refinement gradually eroded, and as the summer’s warmth yielded to autumn’s chill, his demeanor truly soured, a change hastened by each rut and jolt of the aged carriage.


Soon, a feverish restlessness had settled upon him like a shroud of tulle, and his once discerning eyes had clouded with a frantic, almost manic gleam.


I watched with growing unease as shadows danced upon the walls of his thoughts, their forms and nature hidden to me save for what I overheard him utter beneath his breath, barely perceptible to the ear. (slower, more thoughtful) At moments, it seemed almost as if he were listening to some faraway music, though my instrument lay quiet beside me.


I have made mention of the grim fantasies that on occasion possessed my youthful mind, but you must believe me, nephew, when I say I had no part in his death. I do not know what at last caused the frenzied paroxysm which seized him that night. He had slept but little the week prior, and the strain upon his nerves was plain to see.


It was as I missed the fingering of what should have been a simple exercise, a mistake I ascribe to the coach’s jostling, that he leapt to his feet. Words tumbled from his lips, devoid of coherence, a symphony of mania conducted by some unseen maestro of his own imagination.


It were as though some specter flitted just beyond his sight and grasped his hands, moving them with wild abandon as Mr Bardwell sought salvation, from whatever phantoms haunted his waking dreams.


I often wonder if I might have intervened to save his life. But I was young and frightened, and simply watched in quiet awe.


As the storm within his mind reached a crescendo, Bardwell seized the handle of the carriage door, opened it abruptly and, without hesitation, hurled himself head-first into the night.


The coachman, noticing immediately what had happened, brought the carriage to a sudden halt, and we confronted the grim spectacle that lay before us.


A rock, marked with the grisly remnants of my tutor’s troubled mind and the fragments of his fractured skull, served as a morbid marker, looming over the lifeless form of the detestable Mr Bardwell.


In my naiveté, I turned to the coachman to ask what we might do. Alas, I saw at once the suspicion that gripped him.


He had been witness to many heated exchanges between myself and Mr Bardwell, and as I approached, it became clear he perceived not a terrified and distraught youth, but a violent killer.


A primal fear seized the man, and he acted rashly. I shall not speak of what followed, but suffice it to say that I ended up alone, wandering in the night.


How long I walked through those woods I cannot say. I was near insensible, and darkness shrouded all.


I do not know whether to call it luck or misfortune, that twist of fate which saved me, but at length I spied through the trees the flickering of flame and a figure, huddled close for warmth.


A gentleman, it appeared, of surprisingly refined countenance sat there, casting a stark silhouette against the firelight.


“Spreekt u Engels?” I inquired in broken Dutch, Mr Bardwell’s indifferent instruction having left me still ignorant of any German.


“Ah, a fellow Englishman,” came his warm reply, accompanied by a hearty chuckle.


“You have a look that speaks of hunger,” he continued, and offered some crudely skewered morsel, nearly charred to ash by the flames.


Devoid of caution, and keenly aware of my empty stomach, I accepted the burnt meat without ceremony.


Sitting by the fire, he probed gently into how I came to be there, and I found myself disclosing, with a candor I did not intend, the unvarnished truth of not only the night just past, but my life up until that moment.


Attentively, he listened to my story, his gaze unwavering and seemingly kind. Then he sighed.


“Oh, fortune does seem to have forsaken you,” he mused, his expression unreadable and his tone strangely conspiratorial.


“Indeed, I would suggest a stroke of luck is much in order.”


I agreed, and the smile that then crossed his face, as though my acquiescence had sealed some compact between us, was a most curious thing.


The stranger reached over and retrieved from behind the log on which he sat an unusually shaped sack. Within it, I could spy an assortment of trinkets, ranging from battered knives and chipped porcelain to fine jewelry, small ivory figures and even a set of gambler’s dice.


“Luck assumes a myriad of forms,” he proclaimed, his practiced manner warm and inviting, “and today it takes the form of a simple traveler offering you his wares. You mentioned playing the violin, I believe?”


[A short sequence of played notes over the next words]


He plunged his hand into his curious bag, and after a moment or two of searching, pulled out an instrument of such apparent quality that the providence of its appearance seemed almost otherworldly.


Placing a bow upon the string, and in a single fluid motion, he executed an echoing double stop that resonated with a satisfying thrum.


He said nothing as I examined it, ascribing it no history, no famous maker or master luthier.


The neck, a paragon of symmetry, led the eye from the deep crimson hue of the upper bout gradually surrendering to a subdued natural mahogany as it descended.


“Ah, is this the face of fortune today?” He inquired, observing as my fingers traced the strings’ span.


At that moment a cry of pain erupted from my throat, a cry that shocked even myself, as I realised I had cut my fingertip upon the strings.


The merchant only smirked, looking at me as one might a boy who’d touched a cooking pot.


“I have nothing to offer in return,” I confessed, unused to being without means, and attempting to return the violin.


“Then let us not consider it a purchase, but a gift from a true friend.” His words were warm, yet there was within them some undertone which seemed to elude my understanding.


Before I could inquire further, this man, whose name I had never thought to ask, gestured down the path and, already beginning to kick dirt upon the fire, assured me my destination was but a few hours’ walk away.


In something of a daze I left my companion then, and soon enough it became clear that he had spoken true, and my whole ordeal had unfolded less than a day from the end of my journey.


And so at last I made my arrival at the Manheim School, that nurturing ground of virtuosos who would grace the grandest stages of Europe, beckoned with its promise. The luminaries it had borne, illustrious names such as Grua, Stamitz, Richter, and Fraänzl, made the prospect of joining it, and them, almost overwhelming.


No mention was made of the manner of my arrival, nor of what might have befallen me on the road, and after some few days I found myself ushered into a resplendent hall, where sat a panel of my would-be arbiters. A tremor of apprehension coursed through me as I faced the silent assembly, and it was with an unfamiliar feeling of uncertainty that I gripped my new instrument.


Its neck, more slender than its predecessor, sat awkwardly in my hand, and as I began my fingers fumbled in their search for purchase upon the strings.


I attempted the first of my well-practiced recitations, but my playing was inelegant and rough, eliciting only dismissive whispers, and derisive muttering from my audience.


A surge of indignation and fear welled within me, urged on by the knowledge that I, my father’s sin, who had done terrible things to reach that hall, could never return home in disgrace.


I executed a ‘jete,’ a jarring musical demand for their attention, a declaration that I must be seen and heard.


A rapid and perfect volley of eleven notes, past which no murmur, no whisper lingered. I had their complete attention.


In that moment of silence, a piercing pain radiated from my left ring finger.


As my eyes opened, I saw blood pooling on the neck from where my skin should be, as the uppermost layer of the fingertip dangled, torn and hanging like discarded parchment.


Pain and panic blossomed, but no option remained other than to play, and to play the most daunting melodies my mind could conjure.


Sluggish at first, as I felt the strings run their length against my bloody flesh, then rapidly accelerating, crescendos intertwining diminuendos, a dance of command and submission enacted upon the strings.


Double stops, left-handed pizzicato, and heart-rending spiccato bowed in rapid succession, each note eliciting something deep and primeval. I could see in the faces of my audience an astonishment, and something not entirely unlike terror, and when the final notes rang out at last, a palpable breathlessness blanketed the chamber.


I was, of course, accepted, and hailed as a singular talent.


Yet a suspicion took root in me. A realisation that the positions of “player” and “instrument” were not so firmly set with this hungering violin. It was a creature with needs and purpose of its own.


The needs were simple enough. Blood. Flesh. Little enough at first. Skin shaved and cut and singing in pain. And the rewards were great, as with each performance, agony intermingled with melody, and my bleeding fingers lubricated those resonating strings.


My audience too showed a remarkable appetite for my artistry, and as I progressed through the school my reputation began to grow.


I was demanded, hailed, celebrated. And all the while, I bled. Did those who listened to me ever truly notice my sacrifice?


Did they see the slow transformation of my fingers, as each sonata exacted its toll? Applause followed me as each elongated note testified to my life’s blood, and my pain.


Yet still I played for them. How could I do otherwise?


Standing tall, a man in my own right, my grandest ambitions realized. And yet, while admiration rained down upon me, never was I elevated beyond the confines of my origins. The rarified world of my noble patrons was closed to me.


Modest riches adorned me, some small fame clung to my name, but never was I truly allowed to escape the position of my birth.


It was only then, in the depths of my pain and bitterness, that I found a secret truth. A truth I impart to you, alongside the violin itself.


The blood for its strings need not be your own.


It was not simple philanthropy that led to my taking on positions of tutelage in those bustling cities where I plied my trade, providing a musical education to the poor and the easily forgotten, asking nothing in return. Nothing except the occasional student who would not be missed.


Perhaps you pale at this, and abjure me for a monster. But you will learn that to feed this instrument, now yours, is of singular importance. Only once did I play it without paying its price: wrapping my fingers in thick bandages so as to prevent its razored strings from cutting me.


I had believed my playing would be lackluster, my performance uninspired. Yet the music that came from my instrument that day was somehow more beautiful than it had ever been before. It was lively, pulsing, carrying with it a spirit of motion, an irresistible urge to dance. I looked out upon my audience, a small gathering of minor Austrian gentry, and saw in their eyes a strange and familiar look. One I had not seen in many, many years. Not since that night in the carriage with the unfortunate Mr Bardwell.


They fell upon each other then, a dance of teeth and nails, of tearing and gouging. I watched as a gout-ridden man in emerald silk sucked the eyes from his son’s skull and crushed them in his jaws like ripe cherries. A demure young woman bedecked in gold peeled the cheeks from her betrothed as she sang to the music that I could not stop playing. It was only when a candelabra was upended and the room engulfed in flame that I was at last able to cease my recitation, and make my escape.


Perhaps you shall prove a stronger will than I, and will yet find it within yourself to destroy this hungry thing of wood and cat-gut.


But I cannot. I shall not. For my music, ah, my divine music, is truly a balm for the unhealed wounds of my existence.


In its celestial strains I have found solace, a sanctuary woven from ethereal threads.


And perhaps you shall find similar.


Feed my violin, nephew, for I have given it all that I have and more.







[Sam audibly shuddered]


[Gwen continues typing as they talk]


ALICE


Dear grandpa Augustus does always tell such lovely stories.


SAM


Why on earth would something from the 18th century show up on Freddy?


ALICE


(audible smirking) I told you Gwen was behind on her work.


GWEN


(irritated, in an “icy calm” sort of way) Someone likely digitized an old historical record and it triggered the search engine.


ALICE


And so was solved the horrifying mystery of the Quite Old Letter. Gosh, I’ve got chills.


GWEN


Maybe doing some actual work might warm you up.


[SAM chuckles.]


ALICE


(to Sam) Yeah, you might get the odd historical record by accident. I wouldn’t even bother scoring or assessing it.


GWEN


Whilst I would advise our junior colleague to remember that they are being paid to do just that. Besides, it still counts towards your numbers.


ALICE


And you really do need those numbers, don’t you, Gwen.


GWEN


We all do.


ALICE


Not me!


[Alice presses a button, and the PC powers off]


I’m done. Sam?


[Various noises as Alice collects her things]


SAM


Pretty much…


ALICE


Then I cordially invite you to bugger off home and think about how important it is to focus on your work.


SAM


Yeah. …Yeah.


[He starts collecting his things, too]


Coming, Gwen?


GWEN


Not quite yet.


ALICE


(moving off) Case and point. Ta ta, Gwendoline darling, ciao.


SAM


(following, subdued) See you tomorrow.


GWEN


(still working) Hmmmm.


[Footsteps fade as Sam and Alice exit]


[Silence, except for Gwen’s typing]


[A sudden sequence of notes, like an email notification]


GWEN


Hmmmm?


[She double-clicks on her screen]


[A recording plays. The audio quality is very poor.]


KLAUS


(video, begging) Please. Please, you don’t have to do this!


YOUNGER LENA


(video) We both know I do.


GWEN


(recognising) Lena?


KLAUS


(video) I-I could disappear again! They would never know!


GWEN


What the hell?


[Computer turns off.]





[Music]


ANNOUNCER


The Magnus Protocol is a podcast distributed by Rusty Quill and licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution Non-Commercial Share-alike 4.0 International License.


The series is created by Jonathan Sims and Alexander J Newall, and directed by Alexander J Newall.


This episode was written by Cole Weavers and edited with additional material by Jonathan Sims and Alexander J Newall, with vocal edits by Lowri Ann Davies, soundscaping by Tessa Vroom, and masting by Catherine Rinella with music by Sam Jones.


It featured Billie Hindle as Alice Dyer, Shahan Hamza as Samama Khalid, Anusia Battersby as Gwen Bouchard, Sarah Lambie as Lena Kelley, with additional voices from Tim Fearon.


The Magnus Protocol is produced by April Sumner, with executive producers Alexander J Newall, Dani McDonough, Linn Ci, and Samantha F.G. Hamilton, and Associate Producers Jordan L. Hawk, Taylor Michaels, Nicole Perlman, Cetius d’Raven, and Megan Nice.


	


MAGP005 - Personal Screening


		ANNOUNCER


This episode is dedicated to Nikolas Rabayda – who thanks their friends Dreach Noishe Mrm, Boot boot, and Kobalt Jäger. May the Ceaseless Watcher avert their gaze on us.


[Intro Theme]


ANNOUNCER


Rusty Quill Presents: The Magnus Protocol.


Episode Five – Personal Screening.


[Music]





[Tinny audio quality: we are listening through a landline recorder]


[Quiet typing]


[A tentative knock at the door]


LENA


(calling) Come in.


[Door opens]


LENA


Good evening, Sam. I don’t believe we had a meeting scheduled?


SAM


(from the doorway) Well, no, but I was wondering if you could spare a few minutes though? I think it might be important.


[Beat.]


LENA


Very well.




[Footsteps as Sam closes the door and approaches]


LENA


Do take a seat.


SAM


Oh, er, sorry –


LENA


It’s fine.


[Sam sits. Fabric rustles as he puts a bag down on another chair.]


LENA


What is it you wanted to discuss?


SAM


Well, it’s a bit awkward… I’m not really sure how to – um…


LENA


For the sake of efficiency, let us presume that since you said it is important, I will not make any assumptions.


SAM


Okay, yeah. Well in that case, it’s Colin.


[Beat]


LENA


Go on.


SAM


Er… I’m worried about him. That is, um. Well, today I found him crawling along the corridor, yanking out wires and muttering to himself.


LENA


Well, Colin’s role does include technical maintenance.


SAM


Sure, but, I mean, he’s added all those locks to his office door and he refuses to even go near a camera now…


LENA


A desire for personal privacy is not a crime.


SAM


Yes, I understand that, but…


I think that the stress is getting to him, and honestly? I think he might need some professional help.


[Pause.]


LENA


Anything else?


SAM


Um… No?


LENA


Right. Well firstly, thank you for raising this with me, Sam. It’s important we don’t keep secrets here.


SAM


Oh, that’s quite all right.


LENA


Now, while I understand your concerns, you need to understand that Colin has held the IT Manager position for some time without incident, and although he is somewhat… frustrated with his current assignment, he can request help from the central IT team at any time. I am certain that should he find his responsibilities unmanageable, he will request assistance. Or resign, of course.


Either way, the problem will resolve itself.


SAM


Right.


LENA


…Was there something else, Sam?


SAM


I–… no. No, I guess not.


LENA


Very good.


[Beat]


[Sam stands with a rustle and goes to leave]


[He opens the door]


LENA


And Sam?


SAM


(from doorway) Yeah?


LENA


Please schedule such meetings in future.


SAM


…Sure.


[SAM exits.]





[The decrepit OIAR computer begins recording]


[Stomping footsteps]


[Sam sits down at his chair heavily and dumps his bag on the table]


[He turns on the computer]


ALICE


Glad to see you’ve been learning from my exceptional example.


SAM


(brusque) What?


ALICE


You’re late.


SAM


Okay.


[As Alice continues, he angrily unzips his bag, pulls his stuff out and roughly puts it on the desk.]


ALICE


And thanks to my incredible perception skills and genius intellect, I think I can detect the subtlest hints that you might be ever so slightly miffed. But I could be wrong –


SAM


Lena – doesn’t take me seriously.


ALICE


Ah. Yeah, Lena isn’t exactly known for her diplomacy.


[Beat.]


SAM


(picking up paper) What’s all this?


ALICE


(as if to a toddler) That – now bear with me on this, Sam, because I know you’re feeling emotional right now – is paper! It’s made from trees. And –


SAM


Alice! Not today. Please?


ALICE


(normal again) I had a nosey while you were in Lena’s office. Looks like it’s for your Response department one to one.1


[More paper rustles. Sounds like there’s a lot.]


SAM


What? All of it?


ALICE


As far as I can tell.


SAM


Good grief…


ALICE


Just chuck it. I told you, I’m pretty sure the Response Department doesn’t even exist anymore. It’s just the system spitting out dead paperwork. Happens all the time.


[SAM takes a moment, then settles down]


[Pen click]


[Scribbling as he starts filling out the forms]


[Alice sighs]


ALICE


Did you not hear me?


SAM


(still writing) I heard you.


ALICE


And?


SAM


And I’m going to fill it in anyway. See what happens.


ALICE


You’re wasting your time.


SAM


It’s my time to waste.


ALICE


You say that, but your caseload is pretty heavy tonight, and I’m too busy to bail you out.


SAM


(distracted) Uh huh… Jesus, they want my last – seven addresses I’ve lived at. I don’t know if I’ve even had –


[Sam’s terminal pings.]


ALICE


Sam? Seriously, you’d better do that later. We’re swamped.


[Sam’s terminal pings again.]


SAM


(reluctant) Yeah, yeah, okay, all right…


[Paper rustles as he puts it away]


[He double-clicks the first case:]




COMPUTER VOICE (CHESTER)


https://www.tomsterrors.blogsphere.org


BLOG POST: GENERAL: WELCOME TO MY TWISTED MIND!!


Hey all you sick freaks out there, Tom here, your gruesome guide to the most twisted horror films of the world wide web!


We’re gonna be talking about the darkest, splattiest stuff here – starting next week with Rob Zombie’s Halloween 2!


Stay bloody!


BLOG POST: GENERAL: A BLAST FROM THE PAST


Wow, this is all incredibly weird. I can’t believe this blog’s still up. Was looking for somewhere slightly less confrontational than social media to post my film thoughts, and I remembered starting this back in, what, 2009? That first post… Fourteen years old and convinced I was the edgiest writer on the web. Might keep it up for posterity, god knows the kid went through enough.


I remember I was pretty lonely in those days. Ever since I was a child, making friends has always been kind of a struggle. My interests have always been seen as a little… strange. While other kids my age at the time were looking up to football players and other celebrities, I was looking up to Pinhead and Freddy Krueger… It wasn’t in a psychopath kind of way or anything, I’ve just always been fascinated by horror. I can thank my dad for that, he showed me Puppet Master when I was six. “Oh, don’t worry, buddy! It’s just like Toy Story”…


He had kind of a dark sense of humour like that. That’s when my fixation started. We must have watched thousands of weird and obscure horror films over the years… Critters, Ghoulies, Wishmaster… I couldn’t get enough. And that is what brings us here today. THIS is the first (new) post of the Horror Dumpster Dive! I am going to use this blog to talk about all things HORROR. This could include film reviews, gaming news, and just basically my general thoughts on the genre!


The plan is to focus on unknown gems. There’s a comment section as well, so if you like something or just have some general feedback… feel free to leave a comment! And remember… One man’s TRASH is another man’s TERROR!…


I’m really proud of that tagline. Bye!


BLOG POST: FILM REVIEW: FIRE IN THE SKY


[The contents of this post have been deleted.]


BLOG POST: GAME REVIEW: SWEET HOME


[The contents of this post have been deleted.]


BLOG POST: FILM REVIEW: PUPPET MASTER 4


[The contents of this post have been deleted.]


BLOG POST: GENERAL: SOME NEWS!!


Hello there, horror hounds! Hope you are all having a terrorific day today! I sure am. I know that this blog is still fairly new, but I must say it feels so good to have like-minded people to talk to. And I want to give a big THANK YOU to everyone that has been leaving recommendations in the comments!


There have actually been a few that I’ve never even heard of. I can’t seem to find the original comment anymore, but one of you mentioned a film called “Voyeur.”


I looked it up and I can’t seem to find anything about it. I mean, don’t get me wrong, there’s literally dozens of films with that title, but let’s just say that most of them aren’t horror and none released in 2009. The only thing I could find was another old blog with what must have been the shortest film review I have ever read. You can check the link, but I’ll save you some time: all it says is “Voyeur needs to be seen to be believed. The scariest movie I have ever seen.”


I am sold. I need to track down this film! If any of you have any more info on Voyeur, please leave it down below in the comments. Oh! And remember, if you like what I’m doing here, you can contribute to my Ko-Fi! Every little bit helps. Those old hidden gems can get expensive… Bye!


BLOG POST: GENERAL: HUGE UPDATE!!


Oh my God. I can’t believe one of you found it! Thank you SO MUCH Cinephobia12220 for the link! I have no idea how you even found it.


You’re right that it seems to be the official website for the film. It’s so strange though. You should all check the link out for yourselves. It looks like it hasn’t been updated in years but they appear to be currently running some kind of contest!


The winner gets a private screening of the film and then they get to be part of a Q&A with the director, and I figure why not, right? The form literally only asked me to enter my name… I never win these things, and the draw probably already happened years ago, but – what the hell. I will let you all know if anything comes of it. I still haven’t found a copy of the actual film online anywhere yet. Thank you everyone for the help and don’t forget! If you have any recommendations for some other hidden gems you would… like me to take a look at, please leave a comment down below. Thanks!


BLOG POST: GAME REVIEW: FAITH; THE UNHOLY TRILOGY


[The contents of this post have been deleted.]


BLOG POST: GENERAL: NO WAY


I won the contest! I can’t believe it! The invitation was waiting when I got home today, in a small black envelope. I don’t even remember giving them my address. The website must have logged my IP and looked it up or something… I’m really not sure how any of that works.


The letter also had all the details about the screening itself. It’s very short notice, but the screening is THIS Saturday! I’m supposed to have work that night, but I’m going to figure it out. There is not a chance in hell that I am going to miss this.


And I’ve actually been to this cinema before! I used to go all the time with my dad… they would play classic horror films midday every Saturday. That’s where I saw I Know What You Did Last Summer and The Thing for the first time. I haven’t been there in years though… I actually didn’t even know that it was still open.


It is a bit of a trek to get there, so, if you would like to contribute to the expenses, you can head over to my Ko-Fi page. I’ll leave a link in the comments. I’m not sure if I’ll have time for any other posts before this weekend, but I will try my best. Talk to you all soon!


BLOG POST: GENERAL: GETTING READY


Sorry I’ve been M.I.A. these past few days… I’ve actually been pretty nervous about this whole event. This film could never live up to my expectations… this happens to me when it comes to horror films. In fact it comes up so often that I even came up with a term for it. I call it “Getting Babadooked.” Everything that I read about The Babadook before seeing it was how phenomenal it was. I was so hyped for that film that I even ended up dressing for the occasion… and then… blerg. It was so embarrassing… I struggle to think of a more disappointing film.


But I’m sure it won’t be another Babadook. I can’t believe that tonight is finally the night! I know that I only found out about this film like a week ago, but I feel like I’ve been waiting to see something that would truly scare me for… years now. I feel like I’ve been kind of… numb to the whole genre. Obviously, I still really enjoy everything horror-related, but it takes a lot to get any sort of reaction out of me these days… I even started seeking out the borderline “should be illegal” stuff… Faces of Death, the August Underground series… even those barely get a shudder out of me… I’m hoping this might finally scratch that itch.


Sorry, I’m just rambling now. I really need to log off and start getting ready! And oh yeah! I forgot to mention, I’m sure you all are wondering when you will be able to hear all my thoughts on the experience. Well, I have good news. You won’t have to wait at all! The invitation to the screening actually explicitly mentioned that liveblogging the event is okay! I’ve been testing out some of these speech-to-text apps and I’ve found one that should work, so prepare for my impressions… live!


I’m so excited and I hope you all are too! Okay. I am going to order the Lyft now… If you would like to help pay for that, my Ko-Fi and PayPal are in the pinned comment down below… Next time you hear from me, I will be at the cinema!


Talk to you later, Horror Hounds… in real time!


BLOG POST: LIVE BLOG: “VOYEUR EVENT”


I made it! Finally! The price of the Lyft was absolutely insane, but it is definitely going to be worth it.


Wow. This place looks just how I remember it, although it’s old, obviously, and… dirtier. Yeah, time has not been kind to this place. There’s ripped trash bags on the front steps and there is some… er, pretty graphic graffiti all over the walls. You’d think that they would want to clean things up a bit before hosting an event?


Huh. There’s just the one car in the car park… “Voyeur Fan Screening – SOLD OUT” is on the marquee, so this is definitely the right place.


Is it a private screening just for me? The contest didn’t mention that. That’s, [UNINTELLIGIBLE], cool, actually. I’m going to head on in… Hang on a sec.


[Note: the voice does actually read out the word “unintelligible.”]


Oh my God. Never judge a book by its cover, I guess. It is glorious in here! The carpet and walls are absolutely pristine, and the smell of freshly buttered popcorn! Mmmm. I’m not sure where exactly I’m supposed to be right now, so I’m going to head over to the ticket counter and see if the employee there can point me in the right direction.


The guy was very helpful. Apparently, Voyeur is the only film playing tonight so I guess I have the place to myself! I also get a large popcorn and a drink. I told him I didn’t really want them, but he was kind of touchy about it. I asked about the mess outside, trying not to be rude about it, but he just said, “It’s what on the inside that matters.”


That’s kind of deep when you think about it. I’m going to go grab my snacks and then try and find my seat.


Snacks acquired! They’re obviously short-staffed, since it was the same guy working the concession stand. I feel bad. He looks super old and they’re really putting him to work. He seems in good spirits though. Okay… [UNINTELLIGIBLE] find my seat!


The poor guy, they have him ushering too! They really need to hire more staff…


Oh wow… There’s really nobody else in this whole cinema! I’m so lucky! There’s absolutely nothing like sitting alone in a cold room and watching a scary film that you know nothing about.


So I’m almost done with my popcorn and the film hasn’t even started yet. No previews or anything… Do I go talk to the old guy? I really hate [UNINTELLIGIBLE] bother him. I’m just going to wait for now.


This has to be the best popcorn I have ever had. I’ve eaten the entire bucket before the film even started, I haven’t done that since……


Oh, something is happening! The projector is officially on! Here we go…


So it’s been a minute, and the screen is still black. I can hear what sounds like… beeping. It sounds so familiar but I can’t quite place it. Medical equipment maybe? There’s something [UNINTELLIGIBLE] the screen… Looks like it might be a flashback or something, handheld… looks like it was filmed on an old camcorder…


(softly) Wait. Is that…?


I know that room…. How… How did they get [UNINTELLIGIBLE] This was after the accident. Mum wanted to film it for my brothers… Dad… I… [UNINTELLIGIBLE] Wait. Who is that? In the corner of the screen, there’s… (soft, more shocked than anything) Who the hell is that?


BLOG POST: FILM REVIEW: VOYEUR


Voyeur needs to be seen to be believed. The scariest movie I have ever seen.





[We’re hearing through the echoey CCTV audio again.]


[Alice is speaking on the phone. She sounds tired.]






ALICE


– glad to hear it. You did say this new band was pretty solid.


(sighs) No, it’s fine, if you can hold on till payday I’ll be able to cover it, no worries. (lightly) Besides, it sounds like I’ll be getting it back pretty soon, the way things are going.


I know, I know. Just make sure next time, yeah? I won’t always be there to wipe my sweet little brother’s bum-bum for him.


(amused) Oh, you always say the sweetest things.


Look after yourself.


[ALICE puts the phone down.]


[She sighs deeply.]


GWEN


(a bit intense) Are you finished?


ALICE


(jumping) Jesus! How long were you lurking there?


GWEN


I wasn’t lurking. I need to ask you something.


ALICE


(still catching her breath) Right, fine!


GWEN


Do you remember the IT manager before Colin?


ALICE


Who? Amelia? What about her?


GWEN


No, before Amelia, before I joined. German guy. Lots of tattoos.


ALICE


I mean, I think Amelia mentioned him once or twice, maybe? Mostly I remember her complaining about his work, but he’d have been here well before my time. What’s this about?


GWEN


None of your business.


ALICE


What?


[Footsteps; Gwen is already leaving]


Seriously?


GWEN


Yes.


[Pause.]


ALICE


(to herself) What the hell is wrong with everyone today?


[The OIAR computer emits an error noise]


ALICE


Oh, don’t you start.





[Music]


ANNOUNCER
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      The official transcript for this episode does say “one to one,” even though the official transcript for episode one calls it “121.” I am as mystified as you are. ↩
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		ANNOUNCER


This episode is dedicated from Eric Crabtree to LaWanda Anderson – You will always be my chipmunk and I love you always. You taught me that it’s okay to seek help and know my value as a person. I spent so much time hunting for reasons to exist and with help I learned that the reason lives inside me all along. This world shines brighter because you exist in it. I love you always.


[Intro Theme]


ANNOUNCER


Rusty Quill Presents: The Magnus Protocol.


Episode Six – Introductions.


[Music]







[The microphone of the decrepit OIAR computer once again turns on]


[Slow, unsteady typing noises]


[Sam yawns]


[From nearby, Alice starts singing a wordless lullaby]


SAM


Not helping, Alice.


[He sounds exhausted.]


ALICE


I’m sorry, I’m meant to be helping now?


SAM


I’m going to get another coffee.


ALICE


Have you considered simply bypassing your mouth altogether and injecting the beans directly into your bloodstream?


SAM


(exhaling) Great idea. Why didn’t I think of that?


ALICE


Not enough coffee beans in your blood.


SAM


Of course.


[Beat. More typing.]


ALICE


Real talk, though, if the first three coffees haven’t helped, I wouldn’t get another. More caffeine isn’t going to make you more awake, it’s just going to make you shake and puke.


SAM


(yawning again) I’ll have to risk it. I’m really struggling here.


ALICE


Oh sure. Ignore the woman who’s worked nights for almost a decade. What would she know?


SAM


So what would you suggest?


ALICE


Going back in time and buying those black-out curtains like I told you to.


SAM


I know, I know, I just – we barely see the sun as it is, it feels wrong to actively shut it out entirely.


ALICE


Oh, Sam. The sun is the enemy! It rules the world of light, but we who dwell in darkness feel only its wrath. (normal again) Get the curtains.


SAM


Yeah, maybe.


ALICE


Or get fired for falling asleep at your desk. Your call. (she stops typing) Incidentally, did you know you make this adorable little, “mlem” noise when you drop off?


SAM


(snickers; affectionately:) You really punish people for daring to be your friend, you know that, right?


ALICE


My justice is harsh but fair. Anyway, you’d best get your nap out of the way. We need you bright-eyed and bushy-tailed when you meet the new guy.


SAM


Aren’t I the new guy?


ALICE


Pffft. You wish. You’re old news, Sam, basically a dinosaur. There’s a new new hire coming in. It’s all in Lena’s email, which you would probably have read if you were conscious.


SAM


Is someone else leaving?


ALICE


Hope not, but this job has kind of a high turnover rate, so Lena likes to hire a couple of replacements when an old-timer leaves.


SAM


What, and just assumes one of them won’t stick it out?


ALICE


She’s usually right. And at this exact moment, my snoozy darling, the smart money’s not on you.


SAM


What happens if both of us thrive here?


ALICE


Then we draw lots and one of you gets eaten at the Christmas party.


SAM


(amused) Well, let’s hope the new guy isn’t too stringy.


ALICE


Ooh, fighting words!


[Footsteps: GWEN enters from the break room.]


SAM


Hey, Gwen, you hear we’ve got a new hire coming in?


GWEN


(unenthused) Whoop-de-doo.


SAM


Not you too.


GWEN


Training someone up takes a lot of time, and we’re massively behind as it is.


SAM


True, but once they’re trained up, it’s another pair of hands to help.


ALICE


If they stick around.


GWEN


Which they won’t. (she sits) Now, like I said, massively behind.


SAM


…Sure, sorry.


[Everyone resumes typing in silence]


[Sam continues to yawn]


[Suddenly, the computer starts playing a casefile]


[There is a ringing as a phone call is made, then tinny phone audio:]




OPERATOR 1


Emergency, which service?


NEEDLES


What a fantastically good question.


OPERATOR 1


Police, ambulance or fire?


NEEDLES


Well no-one’s on fire, so probably not that one. Although they also do rescue, don’t they. And this poor fellow really would benefit from a bit of rescuing right now.


OPERATOR 1


Sir, describe the situation and I can transfer you as appropriate.


NEEDLES


Hang on, I’ll ask him.


[The phone is jostled a bit as Needles moves]


[We hear a man whose breathing is ragged and pained]


NEEDLES


(slightly distant) What do we think? Police or ambulance?


VICTIM


(pained and mumbling) …help…


OPERATOR 1


Sir? Sir, are you in danger?


[The phone is brought away from the victim]


NEEDLES


(clearer again) You’ll have to forgive him, he’s full of needles at the moment, you see.


[He giggles]


OPERATOR 1


Sir, can I please have your location?


NEEDLES


Oh, I thought you got it automatically?


OPERATOR 1


Not on mobile, so –


NEEDLES


Wonderful! I have longer than I thought. In that case, we’ll have a little natter at our end, and call you back once we come to a decision about which service!


[He laughs again, more maniacally]


OPERATOR 1


Sir, don’t hang up –


[A scream of agony from the victim]


[The line goes dead.]


[Another ringing as a second call goes through to 999:]


OPERATOR 2


Emergency, which service?


NEEDLES


We’ve been discussing it, and we’re going to go with police. Final answer.


OPERATOR 2


Transferring you now.


[The call is put through.]


POLICE OPERATOR


Police, what’s your emergency?


NEEDLES


Yes, hello Police! I’ve got a man here and, well – let’s just say he’s been quite stabbed.


POLICE OPERATOR


Are you in any danger?


NEEDLES


(amused) Me? Gosh no! No. I suspect he thought I was at first, though. The way he postured and pulled out his little knife.


POLICE OPERATOR


Is the attacker still in the area?


NEEDLES


Oh yes, very much so. Although I really wouldn’t go so far as to call him an attacker. In fact, in many ways it was an act of affection by the end. An embrace. …A cuddle, even! Ha! Yes, let’s call it a cuddle.


[He starts laughing to himself]


POLICE OPERATOR


Are you sure you’re okay? Panic is normal in these situations. Have you been hurt?


NEEDLES


Of course it hurts, how couldn’t it? But I’ve come to rather enjoy the pain by now. All those teeny tiny holes, bright and sharp…


POLICE OPERATOR


I’m going to need you to stay with me. The man, the one you said was stabbed, is he still there?


NEEDLES


I doubt he’s going anywhere ever again.


POLICE OPERATOR


…Is he breathing? Does he need an ambulance?


NEEDLES


Absolutely. But that isn’t the real question, is it?


POLICE OPERATOR


I can dispatch an ambulance, but I need your location. Do you know your address? Do you know where you are?


NEEDLES


I know exactly where I am. I grew up here, you know. It was a decent place back then. Nice people lived here, you understand? Not like now, now it’s a dreadful place. Not safe to walk at night. I take some pride in that, actually.


POLICE OPERATOR


(enunciating) Sir, I need an address or a landmark. Tell me where you are.


NEEDLES


Oh the land is definitely marked now, same as me. And it feels good. It satisfies in a way I never really thought anything would. It fills that hollow, lonely hole inside quite nicely. It’s not sadism or masochism, I tried both of those already.


I think it’s the fear. The look in their eyes once they realize their mistake – (audiibly grinning) it just makes me want to hold them close, so I do.


POLICE OPERATOR


The injured man – did you stab him?


NEEDLES


Ah, well, that’s a tricky one. Sort of? In many ways he stabbed himself on me. By the time he saw the needles we were already very close. Close enough to smell his sweat and cheap aftershave. In fact, he barely had time to be afraid before we embraced. He’s terrified now, of course…


[Whimpering from the man in the background]


POLICE OPERATOR


I need to put you through to my supervisor.


NEEDLES


(suddenly sharp and fast) If you leave this call I shall embrace him again and I sincerely doubt he would survive.


(returning to jocular) You know what? I’d like to change my answer. I did stab him, yes. I certainly repositioned myself to make sure he got some in his face. In his eyes. Does that count? (laughing) He keeps touching them like he’s going to be able to pull all the metal out but I told him, it will only drive them deeper!


It won’t last too long, thankfully, he’ll finish bleeding out any minute now. But in the meantime, that fear wafting off him as he lies there, half afraid of death and half afraid of living with what has happened to him – it’s quite delightful. And it drowns out the aftershave nicely.


[Beat.]


POLICE OPERATOR


(slowly, disturbed but keeping it together) Give me your address and remain where you are.


NEEDLES


Do I frighten you? Mr. Operator.


POLICE OPERATOR


Is that why you called? To try and scare whoever picked up?


NEEDLES


Call it dessert. But you’re not afraid, are you? Unsettled, off-balance, but – nothing more. Why is that?


POLICE OPERATOR


I guess I’m just not scared of needles.


NEEDLES


(suddenly enraged) Not sca– This isn’t some poxy blood test, some little pinprick, this is hundreds, thousands of razor-sharp points pushing into your flesh. We’re talking about the embrace of an iron maiden, an excruciating agony formed from a thousand tiny hurts.


POLICE OPERATOR


(slowly, loudly) Sir, you’re clearly not… well. And I believe you’ve hurt someone who may have tried to mug you, so if you give me your location I can send someone over to help.


NEEDLES


Oh, I see. You don’t believe me.


Yes, I suppose that makes sense. It is somewhat outlandish, and that’s only exacerbated by the distancing effect of the phone.


…Yes, the more I think on it, the more obvious it is that this call was never going to give me what I was after. I wonder, though, which of the police contact centres you’re hiding in! Hendon? Lambeth?


POLICE OPERATOR


Excuse me?


NEEDLES


(low, teasing) Lambeth, then, and I am sure I could recognize your voice now.


[Beat.]


Ah, there it is. There’s the fear. Not much, just a little prick, but we found it in the end, didn’t we?


POLICE OPERATOR


(voice cracking) I’m transferring you to my supervisor now.


NEEDLES


Then I’ll be going. I have no interest in speaking to them, and besides, we agreed that if you left the call my friend here would have a last little cuddle before I go.


I do hope we speak again soon, Mr. Operator. See if we can’t find some other frightful little pinpricks we can explore together…


[The call ends with a click.]





[We return to the OIAR computer recording]


[Sam lets out a noise of bemusement at the case]




SAM


Huh? Is that it?


GWEN


(was not listening) Is what it?


SAM


The case. It just kind of ends.


ALICE


(was also not listening) What sort was it?


SAM


Didn’t you hear it?


ALICE


I barely hear my own. You tune them out after a while.


SAM


(snorts) It was a pair of emergency services calls.


ALICE


Oh, yeah, you’re not getting any closure from those. You might be assigned the follow-up coroner’s report if something weird happens to the body, but that’s pretty rare. (amused) Why, were you enjoying it?


SAM


I wouldn’t exactly go that far.


ALICE


Well who knows, maybe you’ll get lucky and they’ll kill again. What was it?


SAM


Like… A guy made of needles, I think?


ALICE


Needles? Is that scary? I’ve been working here so long I can’t tell anymore.


GWEN


Maybe if you’re scared of needles?


SAM


To be fair, he did sound kind of… sensitive about that.


ALICE


Huh.


[Footsteps as LENA enters]


LENA


Good evening, everyone.


ALICE


Lena! Little bird told me the new hire was coming in today.


LENA


Please refrain from referring to me as a “little bird,” Alice.


ALICE


Big bird, then. So where’s the fresh meat?


LENA


She’s getting a cup of coffee from the break room. Her name is Celia, and I trust you will all make her feel welcome.


GWEN


We’ll certainly try.


[Footsteps as CELIA enters]




CELIA


(through a mouthful of donut) Lena, these little donuts are amazing! Where do you get them?


LENA


Celia, these are your co-workers.


CELIA


Oh, god, of course, I’m sorry! (swallows) Hello everyone!


SAM


That’s alright, we’re a bit of a letdown after mini-donuts.


ALICE


Lena likes to put them out when someone new joins our little family.


LENA


Just ensure you eat them on site. Now I’ll leave you all to get acquainted, I have some intake paperwork to finish. Alice, I’ll have a word with you about training later tonight. Celia, come by my office once you’re done here, we have some last papers to sign.


CELIA


Will do.


[Footsteps as LENA departs.]


CELIA


So, yeah! Never worked somewhere with mini-donuts before!


ALICE


I wouldn’t get too excited. They’re probably still left over from when Sam joined us.


SAM


Well, I liked them just fine.


CELIA


You’re Sam, then?


SAM


Yup. Only just joined myself.


CELIA


Awesome! Actually, can I ask you a question? Your interview…


SAM


Oh my god, yeah, suuuuper weird, right?


CELIA


Thank you! I was sat there like “whaaaaaaat?”


ALICE


You should both be proud. Lena only tries to talk you out of it if she thinks you’re worth talking to in the first place.


CELIA


Yeah? It’s been a while since I had an interview, but that was…


[She exhales]


ALICE


Yeah, she used to have a real problem with turnover, people would take the job and bail after a couple of weeks, so she changed up her interview style to make sure she only got people who were…


SAM


Suitable!


ALICE


Desperate.


CELIA


(cheerful) And I’m both, the system works! Also, I don’t know if I caught your name.


ALICE


Alice. I’m the longest inmate down here, so let me know if you have any questions: where are the toilets? Do they have any sharper knives? How do I make the nightmares stop?


[Celia snickers]


ALICE


Anything at all. And that chatterbox over in the corner is Gwen.


GWEN


Sorry, Celia, was it? It’s lovely to meet you, I hope you have a good time here. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a lot of work to do.


[She returns to her typing.]


CELIA


(unperturbed) Sure, no worries. I’ll be honest, I thought there’d be more people working here, given the size of the building?


SAM


Yeah, no, we’re, um…


ALICE


Streamlined?


SAM


Streamlined! Sure. Oh, there is an IT guy as well, though you might want to steer clear of him… until you’ve got your bearings a bit.


[Alice chuckles slightly to herself at the memory of pranking Sam.]


SAM


But mostly it’s just us.


CELIA


Four weirdos in a basement reading scary stories. Dream job.


[Sam laughs]


ALICE


If you say so.


SAM


Fair warning, some of these cases are… They’re not fun to read.


CELIA


I appreciate the concern, but I’m sure they’ll be alright. I don’t scare so easy these days.


ALICE


Yeah, you got that hardened killer look in your eyes.


CELIA


Damn, and here I thought I’d hidden it behind a sweet and bubbly demeanor!


[Sam laughs]


CELIA


Anyway, I’d better go check in with Lena. Lovely to meet you all!


SAM


(calling) Lovely to meet you too!


[Footsteps as Celia leaves]


SAM


(excited) She seems nice!


ALICE


(thinking) Yeah…


GWEN


Don’t get attached.


ALICE


Wouldn’t dream of it.







[We are now listening through the echoey CCTV of the breakroom]


[Coffee machine whirs; Sam sighs to himself]


[Footsteps as Alice enters with Celia]


ALICE


And here we reach the highlight of our tour. The breakroom!


CELIA


Mmmm! It’s – quite a sight.


ALICE


While I understand you’re awed by its magnificence, I must warn you that flash photography can spook the local wildlife.


SAM


(snorts) The “local wildlife” is just getting another coffee, if you want in?


ALICE


(pointed) Against my warnings.


SAM


It’s fine. I’m fine. I’m still adjusting to the nights, that’s all.


CELIA


Ah. I can’t say I’m looking forward to that aspect of the job either.


SAM


Has Alice tried to sell you her secondhand curtains yet?


ALICE


Alice had not yet gotten to the advice section of the tour, but it was next on the agenda.


SAM


You sure I can’t get you anything, Celia? Tea, maybe? I think there’s some ancient hot chocolate hidden behind Alice’s “secret” biscuit stash.


ALICE


(gasp) I knew it was you, you little thief!


CELIA


Thanks, but I’m alright for now, Sam, honestly. I might take you up on it later?


SAM


Sure thing.


CELIA


Am I good to head back, Alice? Colin said he’d have my workstation set up by now.


ALICE


Go for it. I’ll be over in a bit to take you through your first cases.


CELIA


Perfect. (calling) See ya, Sam!


[Footsteps as Celia leaves]


[Beat]


[Alice exhales:]


ALICE


Wow.


SAM


What?


ALICE


Wow.


SAM


What are you going on about now?


ALICE


(grinning) You have got it bad, son!


SAM


Oh for god’s sake, Alice.


ALICE


“I think there’s some old hot chocolate”? Why don’t you just get her name tattooed on your arse while you’re at it?


SAM


You’re being ridiculous –


ALICE


“Would you like tea, Celia? Coffee, perchance? My heart carved from my chest and arranged on a little doily?”


SAM


(quietly) What?


ALICE


“Please, Celia, cut out my tongue so I can always be there to lick your stamps for you!”


SAM


(amused) Okay, firstly, this place is making you really morbid. Secondly, if you knew anything about stamps you’d know that modern prints are self-adhesive so actually –


ALICE


Also, how do you know where I hide my biscuits.


SAM


It’s literally the same place you did when we were students – back of the top shelf in the upper leftmost cabinet. Where you think people won’t be tall enough to see them.


ALICE


…Touché. But you should be very careful about sharing such knowledge. Choco Leibniz are simply too powerful for the common palate.


SAM


If you say so. Anyway, I need to get back to –


ALICE


Staring into the eyes of your beloved?


[Beat]


SAM


I’d have an incredibly witty retort for that if I wasn’t so completely shattered.


ALICE


Awwww! I know, sweetums. I know.





[Music]
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Episode Seven – Give and Take.


[Music]







ALICE is sat at the computer giving CELIA an introduction to the Freddy system.  -->

[The decrepit OIAR computer once again whirs on]


[Alice is in the middle of giving an introduction:]


ALICE


– So then you just hit the submit button over here and…


[There is the same tinny fanfare as always.]


ALICE


…that’s your first case.


CELIA


Cool.


ALICE


Questions?


CELIA


Seems straightforward enough.


ALICE


(thrown) It does?


CELIA


Yeah. I mean, it’s an old system, but it could have been worse. It’s not like we’re wrestling with tape recorders and manila folders.


ALICE


And we’re not bothered by the whole, “my skin turned into butterflies” case?


CELIA


Nahhh. Can’t say butterflies really scare me. Besides, I’m guessing all the cases are a bit “off” and that’s why we’re assessing them.


ALICE


…Pretty much.


[Swivel chair moves a bit]


CELIA


You mentioned some might get read out by the computer. Is there anything different about those ones?


ALICE


Not really. Colin, he’s the weird IT guy, he reckons some of the system runs through the sound card so it just spits them out randomly.


CELIA


You’re sure?


ALICE


Well… no. But it kinda makes sense.


CELIA


Have you ever checked to see if the spoken cases have anything in common?


ALICE


Never noticed anything obvious. Besides, we can’t stop it either way so mostly we just go for a coffee if we get a chatter. Just remember though, you’ve got to get through your whole caseload, so you can’t waste too much time on this stuff.


CELIA


Understood.


ALICE


Anything else?


CELIA


Is there any way to look up specific files?


ALICE


Like what?


CELIA


Oh, I don’t know. Every case about… being buried alive, or meat, or… whatever.


ALICE


Well, there’s a search bar, but it doesn’t actually do anything. You’d have to dig through them all manually.


(suspicious) – Why do you ask?


CELIA


Just figuring it all out. Ah well, I guess I’ll need to find Bigfoot on my own time.


ALICE


(won over) Ha! You joke, but there was this one case a couple of years ago –


CELIA


Don’t tell me. Somebody got killed by a big shoe?


[Alice snorts.]


ALICE


You’ll fit right in here.





[The computer begins to play a case file.]


CHESTER


From: DMargolis@oxfordpeoplestrust.org

To: HR@oxfordpeoplestrust.org

RE: Tendering resignation.

3rd February


To whom it may concern,


I am writing to inform you that I am tendering my resignation as manager of the Hilltop Centre branch of the Oxford People’s Trust, effective immediately. I will not be working my notice period and unless you wish for this to become a legal matter, I advise you to pay me properly for that time.


I am aware that you may not have been directly responsible for the events that have taken place at the Hilltop Centre branch over the last six months, but you have nonetheless failed to provide adequate support despite my repeated messages, requesting your intervention. I am thus left with no other choice than to sever all ties with this company, which appears to care so little for my health, goodwill or years of service.


You will find a complete account of all that has happened attached, and this should be more than sufficient for your records. I shall expect my final paycheck paid promptly and in full.


Regards,

Dianne Margolis BA (hons), JP


Attachment reads:


I, Dianne Margolis BA (Hons), JP, am a victim of neglect from the management of Oxford People’s Trust, and I believe that the facts stated herein are true to the best of my knowledge.


I was appointed to the manager role at the Hilltop Centre branch on the 17th August 2015, after the death of Derek Chambers, the former manager. I had worked as a volunteer under Mr. Chambers for three years, two of which he was frequently absent due to his illness. Upon his death I was offered a full managerial probation from Mr. C Clayton of OPT. I completed this probation and began managing the site proper, from the 8th November, 2015.


It soon became apparent that though Mr. C Clayton was my line manager, neither he nor the Human Resources Department would provide any managerial oversight or support, and any requests for assistance sourcing a replacement volunteer for my former role would go unanswered.


I finally resorted to personally preparing, printing and posting A4 flyers around the Hilltop Centre in the hopes of attracting local volunteers already familiar with the site. (I secured permission from the custodians prior.)


It was on 13th November 2015 that I received a walk-in application from an individual seeking the position. I understand my inability to recall his name or find it in the relevant paperwork or emails may affect the credibility of my account, but the fact remains he applied. The young man’s interview was not exceptional as he had no experience in charity work, no driving license nor any demonstrable experience in retail. He claimed, however, to know the Hilltop Centre better than anyone, and as he was the only applicant in the role, I elected to give him a try.


He began his two-week probation on 14th November 2015. I notified Mr. C Clayton and HR of the appointment, and Mr. C Clayton replied that I should, “chill,” and it was “all good.”


The new volunteer had a number of issues with his probation and struggled with basic inventory, stocking, till management, and cleaning duties. However, he was punctual, hardworking, and had an extremely positive disposition. He even personally donated a rather large false plant in a somewhat disconcerting ceramic pot modelled on a shouting human face.


Towards the end of his probation he told me that he was having a good time, since it was “all for a good cause,” and that he had a friend who also wished to volunteer. I was somewhat dubious as to how helpful an associate of this young man would be, but given that the site still needed at least 5 more staff members and Mr. C Clayton was no longer replying to my messages, I had little choice but to interview them.


[The faint strains of music in the background begin to swell]


The young woman (whose name also escapes me at this time) began on 26th November 2015 and had a similar level of experience, offset by an equally enthusiastic work ethic and demeanor. I did have to give them an informal warning to stop laughing so much whilst on the main floor, but they insisted “it’s all for a good cause,” and there were no customers at the time.


The second volunteer also made a donation in the form of a large bearskin rug. I attempted to contact Mr. C Clayton to enquire about our policy regarding real fur items, especially ones of such size, but was informed that he was on a “personal development sabbatical” and thus unreachable. I elected to store this in the back room, especially given the sharpness of its teeth.


Three days after this second probation began, she told me she also had some friends who also wished to volunteer. As I was still technically understaffed, I agreed to meet with them. I normally would not have accepted so many new starters at once, but with the Christmas period approaching and still no reply from Mr. C Clayton, I feel I made a managerial decision that was clearly within my jurisdiction.


The next two volunteers started on the 28th November 2015. They also made donations of a large chandelier of dark glass and an oversized gramophone with a collection of records of what I believe to be religious plainsong. I was surprised that young adults would donate such exotic items and explained it was not necessary, but they insisted, claiming it was “all for a good cause.”


The previous volunteers began to onboard the new starters whilst I updated the branch’s ledgers, documentation, and the other paperwork that has since been lost. I attempted to submit standard monthly reports during this time but Mr. C Clayton had not yet returned from his sabbatical, which I had by then learned was with full pay in the Seychelles. I’m sure he had a lovely time.


On the 30th November, I was introduced to four more “volunteers.” It seemed that my instructions had been misconstrued and all of them had already been offered a position. I explained that this was contrary to the Oxford People’s Trust’s normal hiring policies, but I elected to nonetheless offer them a probation in order to fully fill the volunteer roster for the Christmas period.


I expressly notified the young man I had hired first, however, that he should not imply any further volunteer roles were available. All four of them started the same day and despite me being very clear that it was not necessary, they had also brought personal donations in the form of a crudely-carved rocking horse, a grandfather clock that leaked some sort of dark oil, a heavily vandalized set of the Encyclopedia Britannica, and an extensive collection of abstract canvas artworks, respectively. I told them these were not fit for sale, but my instructions to remove them were disregarded. It was at this point I began to sense that I was starting to lose control of the situation.


On the 1st of December I arrived to find that the new hires had already opened the shop. To be clear, I had not provided any keys and remain unsure how they obtained a set. I intended to pursue the matter immediately but was initially unable to locate them behind all the additional donations they appeared to have accepted.


None of the items were fit for sale. I specifically recall two large, soiled crinoline dresses, a chaise longue with cushions filled with some sort of coarse sand, a taxidermied vulture, a rusty antique printing press, and a collection of old medical equipment that had seemingly been recently used. There were many, many additional items, but I was unable to take a full inventory as the shopfloor was overfull.


With great difficulty I found the young man I had originally hired towards the back of the shop, laughing with a large group of young adults, including the previous volunteers and multiple others I did not recognize. I told them that social gatherings were not permitted during work hours, but he insisted they were all volunteers, and when I attempted to tell them all to leave the premises, they laughed and continued bringing in additional items.


It was clear by this time that the situation required intervention from head office and so I began to push my way through to the landline. But as I did so, I saw yet more people entering the shop with donations: some sort of leather kite, an oddly curved brass telescope, a wheelbarrow full of shifting fossils, an armload of swords, lengths of rope… and they were all laughing and calling out to one another, “It’s all for a good cause!”


[Music grows faster, more frantic]


As more and more people arrived, pressing into the shop, the central shelving was toppled and items were being damaged underfoot. A tin bathtub filled with moldy food, a stack of old dental retainers, a brace of half-butchered pheasants, jars of what appeared to be pickled hands; I could no longer see the exits and still more volunteers pushed themselves inwards.


The pressure grew unbearable and I was pinned on all sides, my shoulders crushed against an ancient diving suit filled with sawdust, with my neck wrenched under a broken picnic hamper whilst bloodstained china was ground beneath my feet. There wasn’t even enough space to fall now.


I tried to scream, but could only manage a wheeze as I began to black out. My limbs were contorted and gouged by unseen edges, my mouth filled with the copper taste of imperial coins pouring down on me from a jar above.


That’s when the gunshots started.


The volunteers didn’t stop laughing, but I could feel the deadened thud of impacts, and I could see spatters of gore through what gaps there were in the items all around me. Again and again, there was a rapid thud-thud-thud, and the laughing voices began to be drowned out by the growing crackle of flames.


Without warning, the pressure lessened and I dropped into a small hollow beneath an upturned bookcase. There was a path ahead of me, jagged with shards of wood and glass were constantly shifting with the press of the crowd. I dragged myself forward over the broken detritus, occasionally getting caught, but pressing onwards until I tumbled out of the emergency exit – and onto the tarmac outside.


Dazed, I tried to get to my feet, only to be shoved to the ground by a heavyset man in black clothing, who demanded I identify myself, while pressing a gun against the back of my head.


I screamed. Then I wept, great heaving sobs of terror with broken ribs. This somehow seemed to satisfy him, and he threw me roughly over his shoulder and walked away from the Hilltop Centre, as the charity shop blazed behind us. I swear I could still hear them laughing, over the thudding of machine guns and the roar of unchecked fire…


It has been made very clear to me that I am not to identify the security firm that took this action, so I shall not do so here. Nor am I aware of which individual or organisation hired them, except in as far as I know for a fact they were not working for the Oxford People’s Trust.


They have also expressed in no uncertain terms that the fire is to be treated as an accident, with no further investigation by OPT. If you wish to discuss this further with them, I can provide you contact information, but I heavily advise against it.


Unless you send Mr. C Clayton, of course. I rather think he deserves to be “fully debriefed” by them.


Do not contact me again, unless it is to discuss additional compensation.





[The recording cuts off with a click]


[We return back to the OIAR office]


[Celia lets out a breath, then chuckles to herself]


[Alice notices:]


ALICE


Everything all right?


CELIA


No, yeah, I’m fine, just… the voice threw me.


ALICE


Who, Chester? He’s not so bad. Better than Norris, whiny little toad.


CELIA


(amused) I’m sorry?


ALICE


There’s three voices.


CELIA


And those are their names?


ALICE


Wellllll… that’s what I call them, at least.


CELIA


Chester, Norris and…


ALICE


Augustus.


CELIA


(slowly) Right.


[Beat.]


ALICE


Listen, if you need to step out for some air –


CELIA


No, I’m fine, really. Do you know who voices “Chester”?


ALICE


Uh, no. Why? Looking for an autograph?


[Celia laughs slightly]


CELIA


Just thought I recognised it for a moment.


ALICE


I mean, the system was built in the 90s – maybe they got, like, a radio guy to do it and you heard him as a kid?


CELIA


…Maybe.


Doesn’t matter. I’m sure it wasn’t anyone important.







[Several beeps. The sound quality shifts to tinnier: we are in a phone recording]


[Sam knocks on a metal door]


[Muffled sounds of furious typing behind the door]


SAM


(hesitant) Hello?


[A muffled swear from behind the door]


[The door is yanked open]


COLIN


What?


(groaning) Oh, it’s you.


SAM


Yeah, hi.


COLIN


(flat) What do you want?


SAM


Sorry, I don’t want to interrupt you or –


(seeing the look on Colin’s face) A-anyway, yeah, I was wondering if you knew who “John” was?


COLIN


John who?


SAM


(snorts) Great question.


COLIN


(tired) What?


SAM


Erm, I got a weird email from “John” with a random name and an address, and it looks like it’s from an internal email, sooo…


COLIN


There’s no one here called John.


SAM


Oh. Right.


(inhales) You’re sure?


COLIN


Yes.


[Beat.]


SAM


Well, is there someone else I could ask, or…


COLIN


Listen, mate. If you’re going to get this worked up over a weird email, you’re going to freak when you see the real stuff.


SAM


What… real stuff?


COLIN


Oh, you’ll see.


SAM


Is that why you’ve taped over your webcam–?


COLIN


You finished?


SAM


(fabric rustles; pulling out his phone) Well listen, if you see anything from this email address –


COLIN


Hey! Put that away! Didn’t you see the sign?


SAM


Yeah, “No external electronics,” but –


COLIN


(growing furious) But you thought that didn’t apply to you.


SAM


It’s just a phone, I didn’t think –


COLIN


No, you didn’t think! Of all the brainless, idiotic, stupid –


SAM


Al-alright, look, I’m… I’m going to go.


COLIN


Give me that!


[A scuffle]


SAM


Get off!


COLIN


It’s already recorded too –


[Phone crashes to the ground]


[The recording is cut off]









[Another recording: we are listening through the landline in an office]


[Lena is speaking into the landline]


LENA


– Of course, but I can assure you that there really is no need to…


[Door opens; Lena notices]


LENA


…Worry. Now I do apologize, but something has just come up, so I have to go. I will get everything over to you as soon as I can. Please excuse me.


[LENA puts the phone down]


[The line disconnects with a click.]


[We can still hear:]


LENA


You’re supposed to knock before entering.


GWEN


(unbothered) I know.


LENA


Then I trust there is some emergency which justifies this interruption?


GWEN


I thought you’d want to see this.


LENA


What is it?


GWEN


It’s really quite amusing, actually.


[Something is placed lightly on the desk]


LENA


(readying for a fight) Gwen, what exactly are you –


GWEN


(threatening) Trust me.


[Beat.]


[Lena takes GWEN’s phone and starts a video:]


KLAUS


(video, begging) Please. Please, you don’t have to do this.


YOUNGER LENA


(video, sharp) We both know I do.


KLAUS


I… I could disappear again! They would never know!


YOUNGER LENA


I’m sorry, Klaus.


[Beat.]


KLAUS


(darker) Well, so am I.


[Sounds of a struggle; Lena cries out in surprise]


YOUNGER LENA


Klaus!


[A thud. Footsteps, running]


[Gunshot]


[Klaus keeps stumbling away]


YOUNGER LENA


Klaus! Shit…


[LENA stops the video with a beep.]


LENA


You are aware that most people would consider directly confronting me like this a rather foolish idea?


GWEN


But that’s why it’s so funny, you see? Because not only do I have a video of you trying to murder someone – (barely stifling laughter) even better, I have multiple copies of you failing to do so.


LENA


And that is better because…


GWEN


Because I suspect the only thing worse than being convicted for attempted murder is being punished by the people who paid for it.


LENA


…And you believe they don’t already know?


GWEN


According to my source, they believe this man to be quite dead.


LENA


Source. Singular. Interesting.


And who do you imagine my “masters” to be in this scenario?


GWEN


Whoever they are, I suspect they have the power to reward me for alerting them to your… incompetence. Maybe with your job.


[A beat.]


[Lena takes a deep breath.]


LENA


You have ambition, Gwen, I will grant you that, but not a lot of imagination. You are blackmailing me personally, correct? For what? I am not a wealthy woman, certainly not compared to your own family. What is it that you want?


GWEN


I want “in.”


LENA


…Really?


…


I would want to know how you obtained this information –


GWEN


Too bad.


[LENA chuckles slightly]


GWEN


(thrown) What?


LENA


It’s simply a bit unexpected! Perhaps you have more stomach for this work than I gave you credit for. And I have been needing someone to step up to the real work for quite some time now.


GWEN


Meaning what, exactly?


LENA


If you want answers and authority, you’ll have your chance to earn them. I am appointing you as the new “Externals Liaison.”


GWEN


A… promotion?


LENA


Of a sort. I hope you’re as ready for it as you think you are. Consider yourself “in.”





[Music]


ANNOUNCER


The Magnus Protocol is a podcast distributed by Rusty Quill and licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution Non-Commercial Sharealike 4.0 International License.


The series is created by Jonathan Sims and Alexander J Newall, and directed by Alexander J Newall.


This episode was written by Alexander J Newall and edited with additional materials by Jonathan Sims, with vocal edits by Nico Vettese, soundscaping by Meg McKellar, and masting by Catherine Rinella with music by Sam Jones.


It featured Billie Hindle as Alice Dyer, Shahan Hamza as Samama Khalid, Anusia Battersby as Gwen Bouchard, Lowri Ann Davies as Celia Ripley, Ryan Hopevere-Anderson as Colin Becher, Sarah Lambie as Lena Kelley, with additional voices from Jonathan Sims.


The Magnus Protocol is produced by April Sumner, with executive producers Alexander J Newall, Dani McDonough, Linn Ci, and Samantha F.G. Hamilton, and Associate Producers Jordan L. Hawk, Taylor Michaels, Nicole Perlman, Cetius d’Raven, and Megan Nice.


To subscribe, view associated materials, or join our Patreon, visit rustyquill.com. Rate and review us online, tweet us @therustyquill, visit us on Facebook, or email us at mail@rustyquill.com. Thanks for listening.
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		ANNOUNCER


This episode is dedicated to Gabriel Spencer – Thank you to the Magnus Institute for bringing me on an adventure through some of my biggest fears, with Jonathan and friends at my side.


[Intro Theme]


ANNOUNCER


Rusty Quill Presents: The Magnus Protocol.


Episode Eight – Running on Empty.


[Music]





[The OIAR computer whirs on.]


NORRIS
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ATTACHMENT:


Title: Forton’s Brutal Liminality – a case study of architecturally induced psychological stressors as a result of prolonged exposure to liminal spaces in the brutalist mode, as exhibited by Forton Service Station.


Introduction:


This paper will present a comprehensive analysis of Forton Services as a key site of study for the intersection between brutalism and liminal space design, with a secondary focus on the psychological stresses such sites can cause.


First, I will combine theoretical frameworks for brutalism and liminality. I will then examine service stations as psychologically stressful liminal spaces, before moving onto an architectural analysis of Forton Services and its history as a brutalist site. This will culminate in a case study into the effects of extended exposure to liminal spaces with brutalist architecture, via my employment at Forton Services.


To start with, let us establish a theoretical underpinning for this paper by linking the architectural style of brutalism to the anthropological theory of liminality. I will do this by providing compatible interpretations of both and suggesting the new concept of “brutal liminality.”


Brutalism – originating from the French ‘béton brut,’ raw concrete – is an architectural movement that focuses on utilitarian purpose. This often results in exposed raw materials, stark forms, repetitive geometric shapes, and monolithic structures. This can often lead endusers to feel overwhelmed or oppressed (Zumthor, P. 2006).


‘Liminal’ spaces, derived from the Latin ‘limen,’ meaning ‘threshold,’ are transitional spaces normally inhabited for short periods. They have been shown to have marked effects upon the psychology of those exposed to them, and long-term exposure has been found to elicit anxiety responses (Augé, M. 1995), (Bachelard, G. 1994) and feelings of the uncanny (Trigg, D. 2012).


My hypothesis is that that Forton Services, as a site of intersection between these two psychologically significant elements, can be considered a site of what I have termed brutal liminalism, and this is why it has a profound effect upon those exposed to it in the long term, as testified by my own experiences. Specifically, it creates an effect of absence despite presence, an “architectural hunger” of a sort.


Service stations such as Forton were originally conceived of as a location in and of themselves, rather than merely a pause in a journey. However, with the widespread adoption of personal automobiles and the subsequent overdevelopment of UK road infrastructure, these spaces transitioned into liminal spaces.


This increase in travelers, far beyond older design parameters, has led to an ephemeral flux of people transitioning through service stations at all hours, leaving only trash in their wake.


Not only this, there are perceived time distortions associated with such spaces, exacerbated by the deliberate absence of clocks (to encourage longer stays) and 24-hour opening times with rolling opening, closing, cleaning and restocking routines.


I propose that because these spaces are devoid of persistent humanity and consistent time perception, they have thus become dislocated from humanity’s shared mindscape, and there are unique health risks to people who are over-exposed to this phenomenon. In essence, I believe the “architectural hunger” of a space that resents its own transitional nature can be dangerous, and I have a unique personal insight into this phenomenon.


I originally took my role as a night janitor at Forton following a protracted divorce which cost me the majority of my friendships. The ensuing stress episode led me to quit my job as a deputy fiduciary services administrator. I thus applied and successfully interviewed for a low-stress janitor role, despite my overqualifications. At the same time, I successfully applied for the Architecture Program at Lancashire University as a mature, 51-year-old student.


I soon came to realize that Forton Services is an ideal example of brutal liminalism, given its status as both a popular motorway service station and a landmark of brutalist architecture. And I believe this is primarily thanks to the 20-meter Pennine Tower, which was listed in 2012, despite being closed to the public.


The site is seventeen point seven acres, featuring an eastern picnic site and facilities on both sides of the M6 motorway, with seating for 700 people, 101 toilets and 403 parking spaces.


The top of the tower once held a fine-dining restaurant with a roof-level sun terrace, both of which featured unmatched panoramic views of the surrounding rural countryside on all sides.


Unfortunately, the effects of brutal liminality soon took effect, with a 1978 government review describing the site as “a soulless fairground,” and the restaurant became a trucking lounge before being closed to the public in 1989. No-one has eaten there in decades.


There were later failed attempts to repurpose the space, but in 2017, the two pentagonal lifts in the center of the tower shaft were replaced, leaving the higher floors derelict and inaccessible.


The tower still stands overlooking the surrounding countryside, the only access via the brutally liminal Forton Services below. But the entrance is sealed, and this is perhaps for the best.


Despite being unable to enter the tower itself, I myself still came to find that over the months of my work there I was undergoing a psychological shift.


It was initially subtle enough that I failed to notice it, and when I did, I assumed there was a rational explanation. Put simply, there were less and less people every night. At first I assumed it was some seasonal change I hadn’t accounted for, but every day it grew more pronounced until finally, one night, I realized that I had not seen a single person.


This was obviously impossible, but it was verified by my log (see fig 1). I racked my brains, trying to remember if I had caught even a glimpse, but no, no one. Intrigued, I stepped outside to check the car park. There wasn’t a single car. But there was… something else.


As my eyes adjusted to the amber-lit expanse, I started to notice streaks of light lingering in the air. There was a nebulous haze across the entire car park, a mélange of muted colors punctuated with more vivid reds, whites and yellows, but even more curiously, I realized it primarily hovered above the asphalt. The greenery and walkways were mostly clear. The effect was curiously familiar, but I couldn’t quite place it. I have since been unable to determine if this effect was psychological, physiological, or atmospheric in nature, but I maintain that the phenomena was accompanied by a disquieting sense of absence. Of hunger.


I squinted again, trying to make out details in those long, waving, iridescent strips. I could trace denser routes through the chaos leading through the main doors to the facilities. And as I watched, a memory of my ex-wife’s photography leapt unbidden to my mind, my favorite shot that she’d given me on our seventh anniversary: “A study of traffic.”


That’s when I realized why this all felt so familiar. Timelapse. If I could have walked into that photo, this must be what it would have felt like. It would have been beautiful, if it weren’t so unsettling.


In retrospect I was clearly having some kind of severe hallucinatory episode brought on by long-term exposure to the space. I knew I should probably just sit quietly and wait it out, but the glowing mist had already crept into the building itself, and my only instinct was to hide, to find somewhere, anywhere, that I might be free of that overwhelming miasma sloshing back and forth within the foyer, threatening to wash me away with it.


I retreated, away from the main entrance, away from the densest areas of the kaleidoscope, in the hopes of finding somewhere less overwhelmingly saturated.


And that was when I saw the woman.


She was tall, young, and thin, almost to the point of malnourishment, dressed similarly to a stewardess with a tightly fitting blue waistcoat, buttoned over a sensible-looking grey skirt. She was beaming, holding open the door to the lift and inviting me inside. There was a small brass badge on her waistcoat, but instead of a name it simply read, “You are here.”


I hesitated a moment, but before I could consider her strangeness, a particularly high tide of color swept down the corridor toward me. I panicked, and before I realized what I was doing I had darted inside the lift and slammed the close-door button.


“Thank you,” I croaked, my voice catching from disuse. She didn’t seem to notice and instead continued to smile warmly at me as she reached across and pushed the button for the penultimate floor marked “Restaurant.” A button I knew was disabled. The lift started to climb.


I stood, leaning against the doors, and tried to catch my breath as she began to speak:


“Good evening!” She exclaimed. “It’s my pleasure to welcome you! You are here! Stay awhile!”


I gabbled some indeterminate question, and her rictus grin stayed as wide as ever, but she said nothing. Then the doors to the lift opened with a ping and I tumbled backwards onto the floor.


“Stay awhile!” she called again, before the lift doors closed, depositing me in the tower.


I’d been shown the locked tower stairway on my first day by my predecessor Molly, and I knew there was nothing up there anymore apart from damp and broken furniture. At least, there shouldn’t have been.


Before me, though, was a restaurant, spotless and bright with retro 60s décor and the sweet smell of frying pork drifting towards me from the central kitchen. Chairs and tables lined the outside wall, each of which sported a large window which would have granted an impressive view of the landscape below, if they weren’t all blacked out. This didn’t seem to concern the diners, however, who were perfectly content eating whilst chatting amiably with one another.


There was a moment of relief then, for as strange as the situation was, at least there were people. I was no longer trapped in that bizarre, solitary, aurora limbo downstairs.


The feeling faded, though, when I heard what they were saying. Or rather, what they weren’t saying.


Looking around, the restaurant was near capacity with only one free table, but when I tried to listen to any one conversation it was just… noise. A muffled murmur that sounded like speech but held no information. Their mouths were moving but all I could make out was a meaningless garble, just the impression of speech, nothing more.


Similarly, as I looked closer at the diners themselves, I noticed oddly repeating elements to them. Three women were wearing the same blood-red heels. Two men, the same blue coats. And worse, there were even recurring features iterating on different faces: the same green eyes on two women, identical moustaches on three men. These were as much an impression of people as the sound was an impression of speech. And they were all so horribly thin.


A chef turned to me, the same smile on his face below a fourth version of a bushy moustache, and an identical “You are here” name tag on his chest. He gestured from his place behind the counter to the only open table:


“Good evening!” He cried. “You are here! We hope you stay awhile!”


I automatically stepped towards the table before I caught myself. At the same time everybody in the room seemed to lean ever so slightly forward in anticipation.


And that was when I noticed the breeze blowing in through the blacked-out windows, only they weren’t blacked out. They weren’t even windows. They were gaping square holes and beyond them was nothing at all. Any one of the diners could reach out if they had a mind to and plunge their hand outwards into the dark, foreboding and utterly featureless void. There was nothing. Nothing above, nothing below, nothing at all. Nothing, save the tower and the restaurant.


My whole body recoiled from that awful absence, and I retreated backwards towards the lift. That was when the gentle murmur of non-speech abruptly ceased, to be replaced with a complete and utter silence.


Everyone was still smiling, but their repeating faces had frozen, staring straight at me.


The chef spoke again, and though his tone hadn’t changed, it was clear this was no longer a request:


“Stay awhile.”


The diners echoed his words, a gradual chorus disseminating about the room, overlapping and entwining, wrapping me up and dragging me back towards the table.


“Stay awhile.”


Their grip on me tightened, a dozen hands pushing and pulling me as one. Then a man with that same moustache leant down towards my leg, opened his mouth, and bit into me.


Pain shot through my body, but my thrashing was in vain as one of the women buried her teeth in my shoulder, and I could feel hot blood flowing down my back, whilst at the same time the chef took off one of my fingers, the bone barely slowing his chiseled jaw.


I screamed, but the sound withered, draining out the windows into nothing.


With a sudden surge of adrenaline, I shoved and kicked and fought my way free of the emaciated crowd, their thin and brittle bodies offering little resistance despite their number. But I had nowhere to go. The lift had disappeared as if it had never been and beyond the windows there was, of course, nothing. “You are here,” I thought bitterly.


And so when faced with the prospect of being eaten alive, or leaping out one of those windows into pure oblivion… it was no choice at all. I jumped.


[Beat.]


NORRIS


The paramedics listed my missing finger and other injuries as having been received when I fell from the tower, and barring further evidence to the contrary (which I shall not be returning to Forton to collect), I am forced to accept their diagnosis of falling damage and associated trauma as a result of a stress-induced psychotic episode.


In conclusion, there is no question that my time working at Forton Services has affected me profoundly. This experience is proof of the intense mental pressure that such brutal liminalism can have upon a person who is overexposed to such “hungry architecture.”


I can only apologise for my unintentional extended absence. I hope this may provide some context, though I am painfully aware that no missing person report was filed with the police, since apparently none of my colleagues, tutors or fellow students noticed my absence.


Nonetheless, I hope that this can still be considered an extenuating circumstance and that my findings do merit further study. Though I would request that any further work be passed to another student.







2. INT. O.I.A.R. BREAKROOM- NIGHT, CLEAR (CCTV) ALICE is sat watching something on her phone. GWEN enters clearly irritated. She attempts to flick on the kettle only to find it empty. She puts it down roughly.  -->

[Audio shifts to the echoey quality of the breakroom CCTV]


[Footsteps enter]


[Something is flicked, unsuccessfully]


[Something is put down roughly]


GWEN


Alice.


[Beat.]


GWEN


Alice.


ALICE


(pulling out an ear bud) Hm?


GWEN


You did it again.


ALICE


Hmmm.


GWEN


Don’t “hmmm” me. We agreed that when you empty the kettle you fill it back up after.


ALICE


(still distracted) It’s not empty.


GWEN


There’s not even a third of a cup in there.


ALICE


(louder, finally engaging) So it’s not empty, then, is it?


GWEN


It’s bad enough that you deliberately try to find talkers and leave them running just to mess with me –


ALICE


Allegedly.


GWEN


– but the least you could do is keep the kettle filled!


[Beat]


[GWEN starts refilling the kettle]


ALICE


You sound stressed. Problems up the corporate ladder? Already feeling the strain of Deputy President of Executive Synergy?


GWEN


“External Liaison.”


ALICE


And of course, we both know what that means. Right?


GWEN


I assume I’m going to be managing a bunch of contractors.


ALICE


(interested despite herself) Contractors for what?


GWEN


I’ll be receiving a more comprehensive overview “shortly.”


ALICE


Gosh. How exciting! I do hope you decide to tell us lowly grunts when Lena finally figures out what your job is. Assuming any of us are still here by then.


GWEN


And what’s that supposed to mean?


ALICE


Just been a lot of changes round here recently. I don’t love it. Teddy, Sam, Celia – and did you hear Lena put Colin on “mental health leave”?


GWEN


(surprised) What?


ALICE


Oh yeah, it was a whole thing. He flipped out and smashed up Sam’s phone.


GWEN


I always said he was unbalanced.


ALICE


You say a lot of things, mostly crap. I dunno… Feels like something’s going on here.


GWEN


What’s “going on” is a massive backlog that you aren’t helping with. Speaking of, where’re Sam and Celia?


ALICE


They finished their caseloads early, so they headed off together.


GWEN


They can’t just leave like that without even signing out!


ALICE


Maybe they were too busy gettin’ hot and heavy to Norris’s sexy drone and didn’t notice.


GWEN


(firmly) Don’t be gross.


ALICE


You got it, “boss.”


[CCTV winds down]





[Dial-up tone]


[Audio shifts to tinny phone quality]


[We are indoors, with footsteps approaching:]


GERRY


(bustling in) Sorry for the mess, I wasn’t expecting anyone.


CELIA


One empty mug hardly counts as “mess.”


GERRY


Oh, you’re too kind!


(now further away, calling) There’s some fresh sourdough rolls, if you want a bite?


SAM


No thank you!


GERRY


(calling) You sure? Homemade lemon curd to go with it…


SAM


(calling) We’re fine, honestly!


GERRY


(calling) Tea? Coffee? Orange juice?


CELIA


(calling) You’re very kind, but nothing for us, thank you!


GERRY


Well, if you’re sure…


[GERRY sits.]


GERRY


So. Where were we, I don’t think I caught your names!


SAM


Sam.


CELIA


Celia.


GERRY


Pleasure to meet you both. I’m Gerry!


SAM


(smiling) We know.


GERRY


(laughing) Oh right, course you do! You asked for me, duh! So, what can I do you for?


SAM


Right, well –


CELIA


Is this place all yours?


GERRY


(laughing) With London rent? Hardly! Don’t get me wrong, the landlord’s lovely and all, but no. I still share it with Gee Gee.


CELIA


Gee Gee?


[Approaching footsteps]


GERTRUDE


That would be me.


GERRY


(calling) Visitors, Gee Gee!


GERTRUDE


Yes, I can see that, Gerry.


(coldly) To what do we owe this early morning… pleasure.


SAM


Oh yeah, sorry, we work nights, so…


GERTRUDE


So?


[Beat.]


[Sam clears his throat.]


SAM


Well… uh… we were wondering –


CELIA


Did you paint this?


GERTRUDE


Excuse me?


GERRY


Oh yes! I call it “Camden Epiphany.” Do you like it?


CELIA


It’s lovely!


GERRY


You can have it if you want.


CELIA


Oh no, I couldn’t…


GERRY


It’s fine, honestly, I’ve got plenty more out back. You’d be doing us a favor, to be honest.


[Celia lets out a laugh]


GERRY


Gee Gee’s always saying they take up too much space, aren’t you, Gee Gee?


GERTRUDE


What exactly did you say was your business with my grandson?


CELIA


Uh… Sam?


SAM


Right. Of course. I was wondering if you knew anything about the Magnus Institute?


[Beat. No-one moves.]


[He clears his throat again:]


SAM


I was on one of their gifted kids programs and – um – I got hold of a list of a few of the other kids, and thought it might be nice if we could get in contact, swap stories and that…


GERTRUDE


I see. Well, I’m sorry, but I don’t think Gerry can help you –


GERRY


(casually) Yeah, I barely remember any of it.


[Gertrude sighs briefly.]


SAM


Oh, so you were a candidate?


GERRY


Oh yeah, but I was pretty young. I remember filling in a bunch of forms and questionnaires, then some old men asking me questions about what books I liked to read, who did I look up to, that kind of thing. And then I left.


SAM


(disappointed) That’s all?


GERRY


Yeah, afraid so. Other than just sitting around with a bunch of other kids in a room that smelled like old books.


[Pause]


GERTRUDE


(standing) Well if that’s all, we really have to get on with our day…


SAM


(dejected) Of course, we’ll just be going then. Ah, well.


GERRY


Oh, don’t take it too much to heart. It’s such a lovely morning.


[Gerry sounds so deeply, plainly happy.]


SAM


(smiling) You’re not wrong.


GERTRUDE


(opening the door) Off you go then. Nice to meet you both.


GERRY


(bustling) Don’t forget Camden Epiphany!


CELIA


Wouldn’t dream of it.


[The painting is handed over.]


GERRY


(still bustling) And come back soon! Always a pleasure to chat with old friends!


GERTRUDE


I don’t know they’ll have much reason to, Gerry.


(to Sam) Good luck hunting elsewhere.


SAM


Thanks again for your time.


[Footsteps leaving]


CELIA


Bye, Gerry!


GERRY


Bye, Celia!


[The door closes.]


GERRY


(muffled from inside) I liked them.


GERTRUDE


(muffled) Of course you do.





[Dial-down tone, dial-up tone]


[The tinny audio quality continues as Sam and Celia step outside. Footsteps against pavement.]


SAM


Well that was –


CELIA


Nice!


SAM


(amused at her enthusiasm) – a dead end.


CELIA


Yeah. Free painting though!


SAM


(starting to walk) How do you intend to get that on the Tube?


CELIA


I’ll figure it out.


SAM


…Thanks for coming with me, Celia. I know we’ve only been working together a few weeks.


CELIA


Hey, it was my idea, remember?


SAM


I know Alice just wants me to drop this whole Magnus thing, but, well, I had to try.


Not that it matters. Dead ends all the way down.


CELIA


Well… maybe you can help me with my mystery?


SAM


And what mystery is that?


CELIA


I’m trying to look into… Weird physics stuff: time travel, other dimensions, teleportation, all that good stuff. Freddy doesn’t really do searches, so you could keep an eye out and let me know if any come up in your cases?


SAM


Uh, sounds a bit sci-fi compared to our usuals. What’s this for? (amused breath) You’re not doing research for that podcast you were on, are you?


CELIA


(surprised) You know about that?


SAM


I might have given you a quick Google.


CELIA


Then… yeah. I’m doing a favor for Georgie.


SAM


Fair enough.


[Beat.]


CELIA


Sooo… do we have a deal? Help with each other’s mysteries?


SAM


Yeah, all right. Deal.


CELIA


Great.


Also, as part of the deal, you have to carry this painting on the Tube.


SAM


Now hang on –


[The phone dials down.]





[Music]


ANNOUNCER


The Magnus Protocol is a podcast distributed by Rusty Quill and licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution Non-Commercial Sharealike 4.0 International License. The series is created by Jonathan Sims and Alexander J Newall, and directed by Alexander J Newall.


This episode was written by Alexander J Newall and edited with additional materials by Jonathan Sims, with vocal edits by Lowri Ann Davies, soundscaping by Tessa Vroom, and masting by Catherine Rinella with music by Sam Jones.


It featured Billie Hindle as Alice Dyer, Shahan Hamza as Samama Khalid, Anusia Battersby as Gwen Bouchard, Lowri Ann Davies as Celia Ripley, with additional voices from Alexander J Newall.


The Magnus Protocol is produced by April Sumner, with executive producers Alexander J Newall, Dani McDonough, Linn Ci, and Samantha F.G. Hamilton, and Associate Producers Jordan L. Hawk, Taylor Michaels, Nicole Perlman, Cetius d’Raven, and Megan Nice.


To subscribe, view associated materials, or join our Patreon, visit rustyquill.com. Rate and review us online, tweet us @therustyquill, visit us on facebook or email us at mail@rustyquill.com. Thanks for listening.


	


MAGP009 - Rolling With It


		ANNOUNCER


This episode is dedicated to Sofia Eickstedt, statement regarding their entrapment in The Podcast. Oh please god if anyone can hear this please send help. I haven’t been a physical being in so long. I’m losing myself to this podcast. Wait what’s that over there? An episode of a sequel? It’s so intriguing. I can’t help but reach out my non-existent hands to it. O-oh no not again! Oh the horrors! Nooooo –


[Intro Theme]


ANNOUNCER


Rusty Quill Presents: The Magnus Protocol.


Episode Nine – Rolling With It.


[Music]







[The decrepit OIAR computer boots up]


[Sam is sat at his desk, singing tunelessly under his breath]


[Scribbling as he fills out paperwork]


[Footsteps approach]


CELIA


Evening.


SAM


(distracted) Hey.


[Celia puts her bags down, sits and turns on her PC]


[Sam keeps scribbling away with his paperwork]


CELIA


…So. How’s the novel coming along?


SAM


Hm, what? Oh – right, yeah.


[He chuckles awkwardly]


[Page flips, more scribbling noises]


SAM


Just filling in some more onboarding paperwork. You know what it’s like.


CELIA


Do I? No-one’s given me anything since day one.


SAM


It’s my own fault. I checked a box for a Response department one-to-one.


CELIA


Yeah… Alice mentioned something about that. Also that there hasn’t been a Response department for years now?


SAM


(still writing) That’s what I was told.


[Beat.]


CELIA


Sorry, am I missing something? Because otherwise this seems pretty…


SAM


Pointless? Yeah. Completely.


CELIA


You lost me.


SAM


Well, I refuse to give it the satisfaction of giving up.


CELIA


You don’t want to give the automated bureaucratic system any satisfaction?


SAM


Exactly. And honestly, it’s kind of compelling by this point. Like it’s deliberately weird and pointless, y’know?


CELIA


How so?


SAM


Look.


[Swivel chair wheels over]


CELIA


(reading) “Please list your earliest four negative memories associated with school or an equivalent childhood educational institution, then rate each from zero to seven, with zero being neutral and seven being traumatic –” (laughing) I’m sorry, what?


SAM


It gets better.


CELIA


(flipping pages) “Please list every dead creature you have seen in the last three months”… “How many blood transfusions have you had within the last ten years”… “Why?” Why what?


SAM


(smiling) Just “Why”?


[He snickers]


CELIA


Well, that’s… something.


SAM


Isn’t it? And even better, I know no-one will ever read it.


CELIA


(smiling) I’m glad you’re having fun.


SAM


Sometimes it’s nice to just have an excuse to sit quietly for a while and think about things.


CELIA


Things like, “why”?


SAM


Whyyyy. See? You do get it.


[The swivel chair moves back]


CELIA


Well, I’m glad you’re in a good mood, ‘cause I’ve got some bad news. I can’t find anything more on the Magnus Institute and honestly, at this point… I’m out of ideas.


SAM


That’s all right. I really appreciate you humoring my little crusade, but maybe Alice is right. Maybe I should pack it in.


CELIA


I’m sorry.


SAM


Life’s too short, right?


CELIA


(standing) Isn’t it just. Fancy horrible coffee?


SAM


Nah, I’m good. Besides, these bad boys won’t fill themselves in.


CELIA


(smirking) Don’t have too much fun while I’m gone.


[Celia exits as Sam chuckles to himself]


[Extended pause with only paperwork scribbling]


[The computer gives a slight ping]


CHESTER


Statement and Research assessment for artefact CD137 –


SAM


(softly) What the hell?


CHESTER


Magnus Institute – Manchester. Private and confidential.


Viability as subject – none

Viability as agent – low

Viability as catalyst – medium.


Recommend referral to Catalytics for Enrichment Applicability Assessment.


Statement follows:


Yeah, I see you not touching them. Smart. But gloves aren’t going to be any protection if your hand slips and they go clattering across the table. I’d put them in that box real careful, because let me tell you, those babies are due for some serious bad luck.


So yeah, I tell you all about them, how I got them, all that crap and you just… You take them away, right? You accept them.


Good. I think. I’m pretty sure that’s how it works. It’s how it worked for me, at least. Put them in whatever vault you like, bury them, drop them in the ocean for all I care. All that matters is that they’re yours now.


It was Gary who roped me into all this. He was one of those hardcore nerd types, and right from when we were at school together he’d try to get me to play in his stupid games. I mean, Advanced Dungeons and Dragons was the big new thing, but I never saw the appeal. I tried it once to shut him up, but you just sat around saying stuff that’s not real. Where’s the game in that? And after school me and Gary drifted apart. No surprise, it happens, right?


But then last year, Carl leaves me. It wasn’t a huge deal. It’s not like we were engaged or anything and we’d barely seen each other since he moved to Doncaster, but it still hurt, y’know? So when Gary contacts me out of the blue, begging me to join his group, I think screw it, why not? Gary wasn’t that bad – at least, I thought so – and god knows I needed a pick-me-up. A bit of harmless fun.


So I turn up at his apartment and I realize Gary has been doing seriously well since school. He’s got this sweet place over in West Didsbury. That said, when he invites me in, I notice he’s looking kind of haggard. He’s wearing this obviously expensive long-sleeved turtleneck but he’s got bags under his eyes, his trousers are torn and he’s walking with a limp.


I ask if he’s okay and he mumbles something about a mugging so I leave it alone, but I do notice that a bunch of the bulbs have blown, and there’s a huge leak over his massive sound system. I don’t say anything though. I mean, it’s not like my tiny rented studio was any better. That said, I do notice a slight stain on his wall that I think might be blood.


There’s no-one else there yet, just me and him, and I’m feeling pretty awkward. Then he starts talking about this game we’re apparently going to be playing and I feel an entirely different kind of awkward, ‘cause I have no idea what he’s on about. Then he says to me that he assumes I don’t have any dice of my own, and I tell him no – I’ll have to use his.


That puts a smile on his face. I know why now, of course.


I was expecting him to give me a bunch of those cheap little plastic dice with all the different points, but instead he reaches into his pocket and pulls out a pair of normal ones. Six sides, off white, little black dots, you know what dice look like. I mean, you’re looking at them right now. I ask him if we need, you know, weird dice, and he shakes his head, saying this game just uses “two dee six.” He holds them out for me to take them, so I do. God, they felt heavy.


It’s been a while since I played the tables, but I’ve used enough dice to know they were too heavy… And there was something else too. From that point on, I own those dice. And I know it.


Gary doesn’t bother waiting after that. He immediately claims he got a call from someone else in the group. They can’t make it, game’s cancelled, sorry you came all this way, blah, blah, blah. And just like that I’m back outside, waiting on a taxi to get me home.


Do I really need to give you the whole lowdown on the next bit? I mean, you said you’re specifically looking for, what was it, “supernaturally active items,” right? I feel like when I tell you I’m giving you a pair of cursed dice you can probably put the pieces together.


Look, long story short, I start rolling them, and notice that they make stuff happen. I roll high, good things happen: job offers, free coffees from hot baristas, tax refund. I roll low, bad things happen: broken tech, lost money, bad moods all around. And when I roll really low… Well, you’ve seen the scars.


The thing is, though, I still don’t really know if they ever made me roll them. I mean, I did. A lot. And I knew that the risks probably outweighed the rewards, but I don’t think I ever felt them like, “calling” to me or anything, y’know? It always felt like my choice. Even if it was a shitty choice. Besides, I’ve never gotten anything good in my life except by blind chance, so why should this be any different?


After a while, though, I did notice that… it’s not actually random. You get a few high rolls, your next one is probably going to be low. And if you’ve gotten all the bad luck out, you’ve got good things coming. I know, I know, that’s meant to be superstition but I’m telling you, I kept track, and I’ve got enough maths in me to be sure of the odds. They’re not random, it all balances out eventually. So that’s when I get to thinking. What if the person rolling doesn’t matter, just as long as the rolls balance out overall?


Well, you see where I’m going with this.


The weirdest thing: nobody ever said no. Some stranger approaches you, slides a pair of dice over to you, and tells you to roll them, you say no, right? But they always did. Sure, they’d give me weird looks, tell me to get lost, treat me like the creep I absolutely was, but they still rolled them. And sure, I know better than most everyone loves rolling dice, but it does make me wonder how much control I ever really had…


I did spread good luck as well as bad. After all, even when you stacked the odds, plenty of people got high numbers and then a letter arrives right there and then with welcome news. I hated them for it though. Those stupid damn grins as they robbed me of my good luck.


But when they rolled low, when you could see the misfortune dropping over them like a shadow, or better yet – when they rolled real low and you could be certain that the next throw would be a good one. There was a dark joy to that, I’ll admit.


And my system worked. It wasn’t perfect, I’d still get a few dud rolls here and there: a broken down car, a missed payment, once I even went through a plate glass window. But for the most part I’d really turned stuff around for myself, offloading all the crap to someone else for a change. Clearly something that idiot Gary had never even thought to try.


And then it started to change and the luck was… different. Not in whether it was good or bad, but in how it was good or bad. At first, it had all been pretty normal stuff, sometimes even predictable, but gradually it started becoming more… I don’t know, abstract. Like it used to be getting an extra hash brown or whatever, and then it became just being in a good mood, and then finally you couldn’t even pin down what had happened, you just knew something had.


And as my luck kept getting better and better, I started to feel less and less… connected to the world. Like I was a lucky ghost or something, walking with normal people but not really one of them anymore. I was just this figure stepping into their lives long enough to gift them fortune or, more often, misery before moving on.


I started to enjoy that more than the luck. I was rolling for myself less and less, focusing more on being some… mysterious stranger. I even began dressing for the part: I got hold of this long dark coat, a wide-brimmed hat, grew a proper goatee, the works.


This was up until about a week ago. That’s when I see Gary, sat at a coffee shop just down the road from the fancy uptown flat I’m living in (thank you double-six). And he looks normal. Not happy, exactly, but certainly not the miserable shell he’d been when I saw him last.


And a vicious little idea comes to me. So I walk up to him, and I say hello.


You should have seen his face. Guilt at first, sure, but then it slides into confusion when he sees the outfit. He starts to stammer out some half-baked apology when I hold up my hand to stop him. I put on “the voice” and tell my old friend thank you so much for the gift, and that I want to pay him back. He knows what’s coming then, even before I take them out and place them on the table between us.


He doesn’t want to roll them. He wants to be anywhere that isn’t sat across from me in that grotty little cafe. But he picks them up anyway, and grimly throws them.


I’d never seen snake eyes come up before. Never in all the thousands of times I’d seen them rolled, clattering across someone’s future. Maybe they’d been saving themselves for a special occasion, an honor for an unworthy keeper. Or maybe Gary was just really, really unlucky. Either way, there’s this moment of silence as we both stare at the table, and the dice stare back.


When the truck barrels through the wall, it isn’t the grill that hits Gary first. It’s the bricks that are crushed in front of it. Half of one slams into his jaw, ripping it from the top of his face and spraying me with a clatter of dislodged teeth. Another hits the side of his head, collapsing his eye socket and opening his skull, like an overripe grape. Maybe that’s what kills him. I hope so. Because I don’t want to think about what it must have felt like as the wheels of the massive vehicle roll over him and ground his body into the lino.


Apparently the driver was asleep at the wheel. The building is wrecked, but – somehow nobody else was hurt except for Gary. Just unlucky, I guess.


I stagger out of there before the police and ambulance arrive, and I throw up. I don’t know what I expected to happen, what – satisfaction I thought I might get from seeing Gary get screwed over by the dice, but that… it’s too much, and I know I can’t keep them.


And that brings us about up to date. They’re yours now, and I never want to see them again. Don’t get me wrong, it’s a blow, but… I’m just not the right guy to carry them. Besides, I’ve seen how they treat people who give them away.


It’s a damn shame, though.


Well… maybe just once more. For old time’s sake.


[Transcription ends due to interruption. Statement giver declared dead by paramedics at-scene.]







[Audio shifts to over the landline phone]


[A knock at the door]


LENA


Come in, Gwen.


[Footsteps enter]


LENA


Sit.


[Beat.]


[Gwen sits.]


LENA


I have your first assignment for you.


You are to visit a man by the name of “Nigel Dickerson” and hand him this envelope – (paper rustles) which contains a name and address. Take note of anything he says or does in response, especially his stress levels and emotional state, as well of those of any companions.


[Beat.]


GWEN


I’m sorry, I’m confused.


LENA


Was there something unclear about my instructions?


GWEN


Nigel Dickerson. As in the Nigel Dickerson. From TV?


LENA


Possibly. I don’t watch television.


GWEN


You must know him! He was huge in the 90s. Saturdays on Six? Mr Bonzo? The Prank Tank?


LENA


That seems feasible, given what I know of the man.


GWEN


And why not just email him?


LENA


Because I have found over the years that anything less than the personal touch in these situations often leads to… misunderstandings. Besides, I thought it might be informative for our new Externals Liaison.


[Gwen exhales, almost a laugh]


GWEN


Is all this… theatricality really necessary?


LENA


I can assure you it is. Consider it an audition, if you like! And try to keep calm while you’re there.


[Gwen sighs heavily.]


GWEN


(sarcastic) I’ll try not to get too starstruck.


LENA


(briskly) Very good.







[Phone dial-up notes]


[Teddy sits and hands a drink over]


ALICE


Cheers, me dears.


TEDDY


Cheers.


[They both drink.]


ALICE


So, what are you doing here, Teddybear?


TEDDY


I mean, I can go if you like.


ALICE


Sure. Just leave your wallet, yeah?


TEDDY


Ah, in the market for an unpaid overdraft, are we?


[Alice chuckles]


ALICE


Seriously, though, I’m surprised you can make it on a weekday morning.


TEDDY


Yeah, well, let’s just say I’m currently free as a bird from nine to five.


ALICE


Ah, shit, Teddy. What happened?


TEDDY


(sighs) Redundant. They actually started plans to downsize the day before my interview, and it turned out their hiring department didn’t get the memo.


[Alice makes a shocked noise]


Last in, first out. You know how it goes.


ALICE


Bastards! You deserve better than that.


TEDDY


(shrugging) Yeah, well, since when does anyone get what they deserve, eh?


ALICE


French Revolution? There were some pretty just deserts there?


TEDDY


(amused) Yeah, yeah.


[He takes a sip]


So! How’s things back in the crypt?


ALICE


(hesitant) I mean, uh… Lena’s just hired a couple of, erm…


TEDDY


(laughing) You hear me asking for a job? I only just got out, I’m staying well-shot of that creepshow.


ALICE


(relieved) Fair enough!


[She also takes a sip]


It’s all right. You met Sam, obviously, and then we had Celia join on top of that, so we’re all staffed up for a change! Which is… nice.


TEDDY


Nice?


ALICE


…Yeah?


TEDDY


Alice, I’ve known you for what? Four years? I don’t think I’ve ever heard you describe something as “nice.” “Wicked” maybe, “sick nasty” sure! You even unironically used “tubular” a few times. But “nice”? Never.


ALICE


(unconvincingly) Okay, first, I was being suuuper ironic –


TEDDY


Yeahhh, sure.


ALICE


And second, it is “nice”. We’re more or less on top of the caseload and Sam and Celia get along great –


TEDDY


Ahhh. There it is.


ALICE


What?


TEDDY


What?


[ALICE is audibly unimpressed.]


TEDDY


I’m just saying, I could understand it if the office felt – crowded.


ALICE


(sarcastic) Oh you know me, I just love to turn work into a minefield of interpersonal tension.


TEDDY


(chuckles) You guys were together for years. It’s understandable.


ALICE


You know, people drown in the Thames all the time, Teddy. (as Teddy snickers) I’ve seen the statistics. It would look so much like an accident.


[A ping from Teddy’s phone]


TEDDY


Oh, hold that death threat. Looks like I’ve actually got an interview nearby, so…


[Footsteps approach from a distance]


ALICE


Say no more, you head off and I’ll sit here working on my weepy alibi. (putting on wobbly voice) “I’m sorry officer, it all happened so quickly. One moment Teddy was stood over the water, talking nonsense about –”


TEDDY


Sam! Hey!


[SAM arrives just as Alice chokes a little]


SAM


(to Alice) Hey! You okay?


ALICE


(fast) Fine. Thanks.


SAM


Teddy, right? Mind if I join you?


TEDDY


Afraid I’m actually just heading off, so –


SAM


Hey, no worries –


TEDDY


I’ll have to leave you in Alice’s tender care.


[He gets up]


Help yourself to my pint, if you like – I barely touched it!


SAM


Oh, uh… Cheers!


[Teddy exits. SAM picks up the pint.]


ALICE


I wouldn’t. Teddy’s rife with diseases of the mind.


SAM


I think I’ll risk it.


[SAM sips happily]


[Beat]


SAM


So. You and Teddy.


ALICE


Me and Teddy what?


SAM


How long have you two…


ALICE


What?


[Beat]


ALICE


(realising) Oh my god! What is it with people today? Teddy!? No! Nooooo.


SAM


Harsh.


ALICE


Don’t get me wrong, Teddy’s a good lad, but – he’s not…


SAM


(joking, oblivious) Lurking in the woods, eluding hunters and appearing only in occasional blurry photos?


ALICE


Look, mate, Bigfoot’s a good lay, but he’s got some real abandonment issues.


[Sam giggles]


But yeah, Teddy was in the area for a work thing, that’s all. Anyway, why are you here? You only usually swing by at the end of the week.


SAM


Well, I-I was actually hoping to talk to you.


ALICE


You talk to me all night at work.


SAM


(closer) Well… I wanted to ask you something.


ALICE


Oh yeah?


SAM


(quietly) Something private?


ALICE


(leaning in despite herself) Yeah?


[Beat.]


SAM


I want you to come to some ruins with me.


ALICE


…Come again?


SAM


(leaning back) Listen, I know that you said I shouldn’t pay too much attention to the cases and that, but I genuinely think there might have been something – really weird going on at the Magnus Institute – (inhales) and then there was this new case that came up and –


ALICE


Hang on, hang on. You already managed to talk Celia into all this guff. Why not take her on your little Scooby-Doo adventure?


SAM


I mean, I do like Celia…


ALICE


But?


SAM


But… I’m not sure we’re quite at the “going-to-Manchester-to-dig-through-a-burned-down-building” stage.


ALICE


…Right. And we are.


SAM


(sheepish) Well, we used to be.


[A long beat.]


[Alice sighs, then takes a deep gulp from her pint.]


ALICE


When do we leave?





[Music]


ANNOUNCER
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Episode Ten – Saturday Night.


[Music]







FILE -- TV INTERVIEW) The strains of "Mr Bonzo's on his Way" fade away as the host GERALDINE HARDY can be heard laughing.  -->

[The usual beeps and boops as the OIAR computer boots up…]


[Cheerful music is playing, and slowly fades out as TV host Geraldine starts laughing.]


GERALDINE


Now, I’m sure I don’t need to tell anyone what that little blast of 90s nostalgia was. “Mr Bonzo’s On His Way,” which topped charts for over eleven weeks –


NIGEL


(jokingly) Twelve.


GERALDINE


Twelve weeks, smashing the record for TV tie-in music and launching a merchandise empire. Well, today I’m here with the creator of Mr Bonzo and former host of “Saturdays on Six,” Nigel Dickerson.


NIGEL


It’s an absolute pleasure to be here, Geraldine. Nice to be on TV again.


GERALDINE


It has been a while, hasn’t it?


NIGEL


I’ve kept busy.


GERALDINE


So, twenty-five years since Mr Bonzo’s debut. Why don’t you tell us a little bit about how it all started?


NIGEL


(with odd energy) I mean, it started as a joke. Channel Six approached me in ninety-four to be the host and frontman of their Saturday night variety show. It was a risky move back then, of course – Channel Six had only existed for a year and I wasn’t exactly a household name. I mean, I was part of the BBC’s family programming, but I was hardly top of anyone’s list.


Still, “Nigel Dickerson presents Saturdays on Six,” or “Nigel’s SOS,” as they started calling it, really took off. I mean, at the end of the day it was still the same sort of variety show that BBC and ITV were running on Saturday primetime: skits, music, interviews, some on-location features. What marked us out, though, was that we didn’t take ourselves nearly as seriously as them. The whole conceit was that the set was built like an enormous comedy dungeon, and I’d been imprisoned by “Mr Six.”


GERALDINE


Mr Six?


NIGEL


Oh, he was our fictional head of Channel Six, and I had to do a good show so I’d be released.


[Canned laughter, which crops up again throughout the interview]


GERALDINE


(laughing, playing along) Oh, of course.


NIGEL


We had a lot of fun with it. At the top of each show I’d get a phone call from Mr Six, who was always very angry, and he’s say he’d gotten a complaint from some busybody writing in with a name like Mrs. Sourpucker or Mr Smallprick, and then I’d be told I had to do the whole show without… I don’t know, using the words “up next” or standing on one leg or something. And people loved it. They really loved it.


GERALDINE


And where did Mr Bonzo come into it?


NIGEL


(slight energy change) …Yes. Mr Bonzo. Of course.


Well, one of our big things was pranks. We had a whole section called “You Got Berried!” where we’d invite on some serious public figure and make them look a bit silly, like, uh, get a famous footballer to do a bunch of kick-ups but we’d weighted the ball, and at the end I’d come out, say “You Got Berried!” and give them this big golden raspberry trophy. It was all in fun, of course. No guests were hurt.


So, one day, my producer, Rich, had this fantastic idea. We do the whole schtick of inviting a famous person on, someone really serious, and we tell them we’re going to have them do a segment with a popular children’s entertainer. Now, obviously these folks won’t have any idea about what kids are actually watching, so we could come up with the most horrendous thing, claim kids loved it, and see how long it took for the guest to realize that they were the joke. That they’d been “berried.”


So I came up with this awful clown character – this big, bulbous, splotchy suit, running around, screaming his own name and generally being a nightmare.


GERALDINE


Who came up with the name “Mr Bonzo”?


NIGEL


You know, I honestly don’t remember. I know it wasn’t me or Rich, but at some point someone said it and the name just stuck. I don’t really know what else to say about it. His name is Mr Bonzo.


I remember the first show we used him. We’d invited Gotard Rimbaeu – the chef. He was very big at the time. Lots of TV appearances, a cooking column in The Times. But I think he was looking to soften his public image after the Mirror ran a story on him, I don’t quite remember…


GERALDINE


“BRITAIN’S SNOOTIEST CHEF.”


NIGEL


That was it. Yeah, after that he agreed to do a segment on our show teaching children how to cook. He’s obviously never seen the show and was completely oblivious to kids’ culture. He was absolutely perfect.


When Mr Bonzo emerged out of the pantry, the effect was… incredible. Rimbeau’s face went white and he looked like he was about to scream. I’ll be honest, I’d seen the suit already, but I hadn’t seen it moving, and it was even freaking me out a bit.


Rimbeau tried to keep it together, as far as he knew all the kids did love Mr Bonzo, but when that big rubbery clown started knocking over pans and smashing eggs all over the studio kitchen, the “snooty chef” actually tried to hide behind a shelving unit. And finally, when Mr Bonzo went in for a cuddle, Rimbeau genuinely attacked him with a frying pan. He actually broke the arm of the guy wearing him, which I took as my cue to enter with the Golden Berry. This was on live TV, don’t forget.


GERALDINE


Sounds like a disaster!


NIGEL


I thought so too. But according to our audience it was the best thing we’d ever done. Over the next week we got literally hundreds of letters demanding more Mr Bonzo.


GERALDINE


Even with a broken arm?


NIGEL


Well, there was a different man in the suit, of course. There were a few of them over the years. It was very physically demanding and that wasn’t the only injury we had with it. It actually became a sort of ritual: the newest member of the production crew wore Mr Bonzo until someone else joined.


GERALDINE


Or until they got hit by a pan!


[She laughs. Nigel doesn’t.]


NIGEL


Ha. Yes. Of course, the joke couldn’t last. The problem with a surprise prank is that doing it on Saturday night primetime means pretty soon everyone knows about it, and the guests knew it was coming. A couple even requested it. So the prank part of it sort of died, and he just became an SOS mascot. One of my many tormentors in the dungeon. By the end we’d even retired Mr Six, and it was all Bonzo.


GERALDINE


Clearly it was the right decision.


NIGEL


The kids certainly liked him. It turned out they really did think he was hilarious. Well, the ones who didn’t wet themselves, anyway.


[Geraldine chuckles.]


NIGEL


There was a pretty stark dividing line between the two. Soon it was Bonzomania: merch sales were through the roof; “underserving number one hit single” actually did become a number one hit single, and we even started construction on a small Bonzoland theme park at one point.


It was… It was a good time.


GERALDINE


(tonal shift) And then –


NIGEL


And then we all know what happened. People… stopped liking Mr Bonzo.


GERALDINE


If you don’t feel comfortable discussing Terrance Menki, we could move on to –


NIGEL


No, it’s fine.


You know it was only the last one, right? The one where he was caught? The police said there were eleven bodies in total and his wardrobe was full of all sorts of homemade costumes – who knows what he wore for the rest? But no. Because he was caught dressed as Mr Bonzo, that’s all people remember, the, uh, the…


GERALDINE


The “Bonzo Butcher.”


NIGEL


The Bonzo Butcher! (getting worked up) Ridiculous tabloid garbage. It didn’t even look like him! He got the colors backwards! But they still splashed the image all over the front page. Complete overreaction.


GERALDINE


An “overreaction”?


NIGEL


(calming himself down) No, I mean, uh, it was inappropriate. To show to the public, I mean.


GERALDINE


It certainly had a profound effect on the Mr Bonzo brand.


NIGEL


Bonzoland halted construction shortly afterwards, and the suits decided it was best to “temporarily” halt production on SOS.


GERALDINE


And how about you personally?


NIGEL


Well, of course I got death threats. We had nothing to do with it, obviously, but people can be very stupid about this sort of thing. Anyway, that was that – in the minds of the public, Mr Bonzo had been completely changed.


…I’m given to understand he’s still got some fans. In the, uh, edgier parts of the internet. As a “meme.”


GERALDINE


Yes, I was going to ask – Mr Bonzo merchandise is still on sale via your own website. Do you feel at all uneasy about that?


NIGEL


About what? The fact that a few sales might be from people trying to be edgy? A man’s got to make a living, Geraldine, and it’s not like I can tell if someone’s buying a t-shirt ironically. Besides, people think of Nigel Dickerson and Mr Bonzo is never far behind, so it’s not like its changing my reputation. In a lot of ways I’m more his prisoner now than I ever was on my show.


GERALDINE


And how do you respond to the more recent rumours?


NIGEL


(on guard) Excuse me?


GERALDINE


The witness statements from three murders over the last five years –


NIGEL


(louder, speaking over her) I told your producer this wasn’t going to be discussed.


GERALDINE


– that claim a person in a Mr Bonzo costume was at the scene? Do you think there could be a copycat?


NIGEL


(simultaneous, getting up) This interview is over. Don’t contact us again.


GERALDINE


Us?


NIGEL


(shouting) It was a joke, alright!? Mr Bonzo was meant to be funny, make people laugh! Is that so wrong? Why am I still trapped dealing with all this, this – Why won’t he let me go?! Why –


[The recording abruptly cuts out.]







[We’re back in the OIAR office, listening to typing noises]


[Double click, 8-bit fanfare]


[Silence from the rest of the office]


[A long sigh – Celia’s]


[Swivel chair wheels around for a bit before she gets up and walks over to the breakroom]


[Finally, footsteps:]


COLIN


Hello?


CELIA


(from the breakroom) Colin?


[She comes back into the room.]


COLIN


Sorry, don’t let me interrupt.


CELIA


It’s fine, just stuck the kettle on. You want a cup?


COLIN


No thanks. I’m cutting back on caffeine… (struggles)


CELIA


Celia.


COLIN


Celia. Right. Sorry.


CELIA


No problem – I’m still new.


COLIN


Where is everyone?


CELIA


Gwen’s on “assignment,” whatever that means. Alice and Sam are, uh, following up something from a case.


COLIN


(distracted) Right. Shame. Wanted Alice’s thoughts on something. You know anything about computers?


CELIA


Not really. Weren’t you on leave?


COLIN


For my brain, yeah. Didn’t work. Talked to three therapists. None of them even knew what a logic gate is. What the hell use is that going to be?


[He’s not angry – just flat, tired]


CELIA


I don’t know –


COLIN


None. I was just sat there twiddling my thumbs. Best thing for me is figuring this out.


CELIA


(unconvinced) Riiight.


COLIN


So the others are all gone out, right?


CELIA


Yeah, but –


COLIN


Great. That’ll make things easier.


[He sits at a desk; computer starts booting up]


COLIN


Maybe don’t tell them I’ve been on their terminals. They’ll only get the wrong idea.


CELIA


Uh… sure.


[Colin starts typing, a little breathless]


[A distant shriek from the kettle]


CELIA


Cool. Well, I think that was the kettle, so I’ll probably leave you to it.


COLIN


Yeah. Oh, and, uh, Celia?


CELIA


Mm?


COLIN


If Lena asks, I wasn’t here.


[He starts to pull open the active computer, muttering to himself]


CELIA


…Sure.


[She walks away]









[Phone dial-up noises]


[Cautious, ginger footsteps through the rain]


[A yelp from Alice – Sam catches her]


SAM


Careful.


ALICE


Yeah, well, that’d be easier if I wasn’t digging through a crumbling, rotten ruin in the rain.


SAM


And it’d be even easier if you stopped moaning and got on with actually looking around you.


ALICE


Touché. Although I’ll point out I still don’t haven’t any idea what we’re even looking for. Is it bad vibes? Because I think I have found them.


[Wood groans as she lifts up something – a plank?]


ALICE


Oh, no. False alarm. Just a dead rat. Lovely.


[The plank is dropped]


SAM


I’ll know it when I see it.


ALICE


Will you? Because that sounds very suspiciously like the kind of line someone says when they don’t know what they’re looking for. I honestly don’t know what you expect. It’s a ruin. Burned wood, collapsed rooms, rubble. It’s not exactly a treasure trove.


SAM


If you’re that bothered, you can head home. Don’t let me keep you.


ALICE


Sam, there is honestly nowhere I’d rather be than here with you.


And to be clear, I mean that in a profoundly depressing way. Like, it’s Saturday night and I’m choosing to hang out in a hole with you. A wet hole. And not the good kind, either.


SAM


(hesitant) Well, thanks, then, I guess.


ALICE


(mirroring his tone jokingly) Well, you’re welcome, then, I guess –


SAM


Hang on, what was that?


ALICE


(suddenly interested despite herself) What?


SAM


Turn back, shine your light over… Yes!


[He clambers over and starts wrestling with something]


ALICE


Wait, are you serious? We’re getting excited over that. It’ll be empty. And even if it isn’t, it’s rusted shut.


SAM


(straining pathetically) Which means I should be able to break the lock…


ALICE


And find a peer-reviewed paper on all the tetanus you’re going to get. You’re gonna cut yourself up for mulch.


[Whatever-it-is opens slightly with a grinding sound.]


SAM


Got it!


ALICE


So? Any life-changing revelations? Or…


SAM


(disappointed) Mulch.


ALICE


(enjoying herself) Mulch, that’s right.


SAM


Dammit!


[He kicks the thing. It clearly hurts.]


ALICE


You all right?


SAM


I’m fine!


…Ow.


ALICE


Look, Sam, you asked me to come and I came. I’m sorry that this isn’t the closure or whatever it was you were searching for, but I think you’re wasting your time. We’re just lucky this place hasn’t already collapsed on us.


SAM


I don’t feel lucky.


ALICE


That makes two of us.


Look, I get it, okay? It has some weird bits, I’ll grant you. That carved floor in the big atrium – I don’t know what’s going on with that. But whatever ghosts you’re hoping to bust? I don’t think they’re here.


…Sam.


SAM


Fine! Fine, let’s…


[He starts rummaging around]


ALICE


Seriously? I literally just talked you into leaving, please don’t now tell me you’ve actually found something that –


SAM


(yanking his hand out) Aha!


ALICE


(wearily) It’s a key.


SAM


Oh yeah. And you know what that means?


ALICE


Someone’s gym bag is getting really grim trapped in a locker somewhere?


SAM


(beseechingly) Aliiice.


ALICE


(wearily good-natured) Eurgh. Fine. 10 more minutes. And I’m keeping the umbrella.





[The TV flicks on]


[Outside, the doorbell rings]


[Shuffling noises as someone goes down the stairs]


[Another doorbell ring]




NIGEL


(to himself) Alright, I’m coming…


[He unbolts several locks]


[The door opens]


NIGEL


What?


GWEN


(checking papers) Uh – Nigel Dickerson?


NIGEL


Do you know what time it is?


GWEN


(primly) I’m here on behalf of the Office of Incident Assessment and Response.


NIGEL


(sharper) Oh?


GWEN


I have a message for you. I was told to deliver it personally. Here.


NIGEL


…I can’t.


GWEN


My instructions were very clear. Go to the home of Nigel Dickerson and hand over this envelope.


NIGEL


It’s not for me.


[Beat. He sighs.]


Come in. And wipe your feet.


[GWEN does so, closing the door behind her]


[NIGEL sighs again, then walks over and turns on an old hi-fi]


[“Mr Bonzo’s on His Way” starts playing]


NIGEL


I’m sorry about this.


GWEN


Uh… what?


[Nigel turns the music up]


[A wet, lumbering step on the staircase. Something is dragging itself down the stairs to meet them.]


GWEN


What is – Who…?


NIGEL


Try not to stare. He doesn’t like it when people stare.


[A final footstep.]


GWEN


(horrified) Oh my god!


MR BONZO


B-B-B-Bonzo Bonzo Bonzo!


[Mr Bonzo’s voice is so deep and grinding, it barely registers as a voice.]


NIGEL


Mr Bonzo, meet… I didn’t actually get your name. Probably for the best.


MR BONZO


BONZO BONZO BONZO!


NIGEL


(urgently) I said don’t stare!


[Gwen does not reply. It is clear she is trying not to hyperventilate.]


NIGEL


(to Bonzo, wearily) Looks like they’ve got another one for you. (to Gwen) Give it to him.


MR BONZO


BONZO!


GWEN


I… what?


MR BONZO


(more agitated) BONZO! BONZO!


NIGEL


The name, the address – tell him where to go.


GWEN


What? I don’t – (a different sort of horror) No one told me anything. Who’s in there?


MR BONZO


(growing angry) BOOONZOOO!


NIGEL


(starting to panic) What are you talking about? The envelope, just give him the envelope!


GWEN


C-can he read?!


NIGEL


Just do it!


[Gwen holds out the envelope and Mr Bonzo snatches it into his mouth, audibly chewing it.]


[His teeth are not soft.]


MR BONZO


(excited) BONZO! BONZO BONZO BONZO!


[Lumbering footsteps as the door is thrown open, and Mr Bonzo steps out]


NIGEL


(panting with relief) Oh thank god. That nearly went very badly.


GWEN


I… I don’t –


NIGEL


Tell the people who sent you, “you’re welcome. Again.”


GWEN


Ah – okay?


NIGEL


Now get out of his house.









[Somewhere, a tape recorder clicks on]


[Muffled noises of a thunderstorm, punctuated by trickling of water]


[A door rattles as someone tries to open it]


SAM


(muffled, from outside) You literally just saw me try.


ALICE


(muffled) I believed you couldn’t open it. That’s not the same as being locked.


SAM


(muffled, wearisome) Here we go again with the ickle, baby-shrimp Sam routine.


ALICE


(muffled) A) I have never called you a baby shrimp, but thanks for the idea. B) Shut up and try the key.


[Key slots in and rattles ineffectively]


ALICE


(muffled) Well, we tried. Come on.


SAM


(muffled) Hang on, the wood here’s pretty rotten. I think…


[With a wet crack, the wood around the lock breaks and it collapses inwards. A thump.]


SAM


Ha! Suck it!


ALICE


That really hurt, didn’t it?


[Sam shifts in the sharp woodpile.]


SAM


Maybe.


ALICE


C’mere.


[She helps him up and they pick rotten wood off him.]


ALICE


So much for your key.


SAM


We’re here, aren’t we?


ALICE


And where is here exactly?


SAM


Someone’s office, I guess? Looks like it held up better than the rest…


ALICE


(picking something up) Who do you reckon Archie was?


SAM


Huh?


ALICE


I found one of those old-timey name block things.


SAM


Uh… Archipelago?


ALICE


I’m sorry, what?


SAM


What?


ALICE


You’re just going to skip straight to “Archipelago”? Not, I don’t know, architect? Archive?


SAM


I mean, there are books, I suppose…


[He picks one up. A mushy sound.]


SAM


(disappointed) There were books, anyway.


ALICE


Nice chair. I could look real ominous swiveling in that thing.


SAM


I wouldn’t risk it. Not unless you want woodworms up your butt.


ALICE


Ew. That explains the pattern on the floor.


SAM


Oh yeah… What is that?


ALICE


Worm tracks. Or, y’know, (putting on a Voice) symbols of ancient otherworldly power. One or the other.


SAM


Look, you can be creeped out or sarcastic but not both.


ALICE


Watch me.


[Footsteps as Sam moves closer]


[The wooden floor creaks ominously]


ALICE


Careful…


SAM


(turning) Oh thank goodness you said that otherwise I would’ve jumped up and down the dangerous –


[The floor breaks.]


SAM


(falling) Oh shi–!


[Alice catches him and pulls him back]


[A distant splash; something fell]


[Sam gasps in relief. But then:]


SAM


I dropped the key!


ALICE


What was that? Because it sounded a lot like, “I’m sorry, Alice, you were right. We should head back now before I get myself killed falling into a soggy pit. Gosh you’re sexy, here’s a twenty for your trouble.”


SAM


We can’t! This is the first clue we’ve found!


ALICE


Clue? What clue!? It’s a hole, Sam. It’s a dark and manky hole in a dark and manky office in a dark and manky building riddled with bugs and god knows what else. I’m sorry, but enough. This isn’t some grand clue to your childhood. It’s a hole. Time to go, Sam.


[Sam lets out a long, defeated breath.]


ALICE


…I am sorry. I know you got your hopes up.


SAM


No, you’re right. I don’t know what I’m looking for. I have… I have memories of weird stuff I saw here, but no context. I want to know what was happening, why they chose us… why they didn’t choose me. Maybe find the bit where everything started to go wrong.


But… it’s too late. And now… I’m the only one left who cares.


ALICE


I care.


– Not a lot, mind, don’t flatter yourself. But the truth is, closure’s for movies, mate. All we get is manky holes.


[Beat]


SAM


(cracking a smile) You know there’s a cream for that.


ALICE


(warmly) There’s my baby shrimp.


SAM


(sighing) Come on, let’s get out of here before we fall into what I’m starting to think might be a cesspit.


ALICE


Oh, I thought that was you! I figured you’d messed yourself when you fell.


SAM


Charming.


[They start walking away, voices fading]


ALICE


I calls it as I smells it. Now, as fun as it is being moments away from getting our own creepy case, I could really do with a drink. You think that pub we passed is still open?


SAM


It’s Manchester, so yeah, probably. Whether they’ll serve us when we smell like a dead fox is another matter…


[The voices finally disappear, lost to the distance and the rain]


[A long silence as the tape keeps running and the water is gently disturbed below]


[Then there is a thud on wood, and the rattle of a padlock.]


[The distinct sound of a key being dragged across wood, then fumbled in a lock which finally clicks]


[The trap door creaks open]


[[ERROR] emerges and takes a shuddering breath.]


[Then another. And another.]


[Click.]





[Music]
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ANNOUNCER


Rusty Quill Presents: The Magnus Protocol.


Episode Eleven – Marked.


[Music]





[Dial-up phone noises]




[Sounds of a busy motorway fade in, along with drizzling rain]


[A few slightly distressed noises from a person nearby]


[A lorry roars past and the person awakes with a start:]


CELIA


Hhng!


[Beat]


[A noise of frustration]


CELIA


Oh, Christ, not again.


[She starts to slowly, painfully get to her feet.]


CELIA


(to herself) Wonderful. Perfect.


[A thought strikes her suddenly and she starts patting down her pajamas, letting out a small cry of triumph as she pulls out her phone:]


CELIA


(to herself) Yes! Okay, phone in the pocket works.


[She starts tapping the screen]


CELIA


(to herself, annoyed) If it had signal!


[She sighs in helpless frustration]


CELIA


Shit!


[She stretches and starts trudging off towards the motorway]


CELIA


Hold on, Jack, I’m on my way.


[Phone beeps and turns off]







[The familiar decrepit noises of the OIAR microphone whirring on]


[Sam taps morosely at his terminal]


[He sighs in low-key misery, then keeps tapping]


[Alice enters with her usual flair]


ALICE


Good morning-brackets-night! How’re we hanging?


SAM


(not great) Great.


ALICE


Well, luckily your best friend in this or any other world, the one and only Alice Dyer, has bought you a fancy coffee and a discount pastry.


SAM


(struggling to play along) Not the Alice Dyer? From such hits as “well at least it wasn’t both legs” and “who needs grandparents anyway?”


ALICE


The very same! Here. Oat milk latte with hazelnut syrup – god’s final curse on a fallen world.


SAM


I’m telling you it’s nice.


ALICE


It’s chemical warfare waged upon the tongues of the foolish. Besides, I’m sweet enough already.


[Sam grudgingly chuckles.]


SAM


Clearly.


ALICE


And for a pastry you’ve got a choice of cinnamon swirl or pain au chocolat. Fair warning, they’re both a bit stale so there’s not much in it.


SAM


You don’t need to do this, you know. I’m fine.


ALICE


Oh really? Fantastic! You just spit that coffee back out then, and I can go get a refund.


[A long beat.]


ALICE


…I do get it. Facing your past is tough. Finding out there isn’t any past left to actually face… that’s even tougher.


SAM


Yeah.


ALICE


But at the end of the day, when all’s said and done, you just have to choose…


[She pauses dramatically]


ALICE


…Cinnamon swirl or pain au chocolat?


[Sam exhales. She got him!]


SAM


Cinnamon swirl. Please.


ALICE


Nah, you took too long. You get pain au chocolat.


SAM


(sarcastic) Curses!


[Alice hands him his pastry. Beat.]


ALICE


You actually wanted the pain au chocolat, didn’t you?


SAM


Eh, what can I say? You’re predictable.


ALICE


Dammit.


[They chuckle]


[Sam bites into his pastry. He sighs again.]


ALICE


They’re not that stale.


SAM


I can’t believe it all turned out to just be a waste of time.


ALICE


Oh yeah, massively pointless. Train tickets cost an arm-and-a-leg too.


SAM


Jesus, all right.


ALICE


What? You’re the one who says they don’t need empty platitudes. I thought I’d maybe try harsh truths.


SAM


Well, can you maybe try something else?


ALICE


Like changing the subject, maybe? Where are Celia and Gwen? I’ve got a mocha for Celia and I was really looking forward to pretending I “accidentally” forgot to order Gwen anything.


SAM


They’re not here yet.


ALICE


Did they call in?


SAM


I didn’t get anything. Might have gone through to Lena.


[Beat]


SAM


Hey, are you alright? You keep glancing at the door.


ALICE


Hm? Nah, i-it’s nothing.


SAM


It’s not nothing. You’re on edge.


ALICE


It’s stupid.


SAM


So?


ALICE


I just… I dunno! When I left the coffee shop, it felt like someone was following me.


SAM


What did they look like?


ALICE


Well. I didn’t actually see anyone, but – it wouldn’t be the first time. London’s creep central.


SAM


So how can you be sure you were followed if you didn’t see anyone?


ALICE


I’m… not sure? That’s why it’s bothering me so much.


SAM


Sounds like maybe you were more bothered by that “soggy ruin” than you admit.


ALICE


Don’t joke about that, mate. I was dreaming about it all day. It’ll be nothing. I’m just jumpy.


SAM


I could walk you home this morning if you’d like?


ALICE


…Yeah, actually. If you’re offering.


SAM


I am.


ALICE


Cool.


– ‘Cause I worry about you. You’re too delicate to be safe out there without me watching your back.


SAM


(amused) Of course.


ALICE


Anyway. You know what’ll take our minds off it?


SAM


Classifying unspeakable horrors all night for no discernible reason?


ALICE


You know it!


[Sam sighs, and hits a button]


CHESTER


To: Alison Leshi (G.Leshi@cornwallcouncil.gov.uk)

From: Gordon J (hello@padstowgroundworks.co.uk)


SAM


And we’re off…


CHESTER


Date: January 6th 2020

Subject: Re: Padstow civil cemetery exhumations


Hi Alison,


You asked for a quick email of confirmation when the work began, just to say everything has proceeded as anticipated. It’s taking longer than usual to dig due to the cold snap, but we’ve already accounted for that in our timelines. We also did some load testing of the ground near the cliff edge, and it looks like there’s only a few graves where the erosion means we won’t be able to use the Bobcat, and that’s few enough that my boys can do that by hand.


The first few days have gone smoothly, and several units have already been reinterred at Newquay with no problem. David, the medical examiner, seems happy enough with all the precautions we’re taking, and while we’ve certainly had our fair share of lookie-loos, there’s not been any sign of the protestors you were so concerned about stirring up. I guess it helps that no-one’s been buried here for over a hundred years, so it’s not like we’re pulling up granddad. The sailors sleeping here haven’t seen mourners since Queen Vic.


On a personal note, I’d just like to say thank you for using us to do this job. I know we can’t have been the cheapest company to put in a bid, but as local lads we’ve been coming to this graveyard all our lives (even if just to sneak some booze as stupid teenagers), and now that the cliff’s finally giving up the ghost (if you’ll pardon the pun), it feels right for us to be the ones to take it apart.


Anyway, let me know if you have any other questions. Otherwise, I’ll drop you a line in a couple of weeks when the job’s done.


Regards, Gordie.


To: Alison Leshi (G.Leshi@cornwallcouncil.gov.uk)

From: Gordon J (hello@padstowgroundworks.co.uk)

Date: January 12th 2020

Subject: Re: Exhumation pause


Hi Alison,


Bad news, I’m afraid. Well, odd news, at least. David suggested I keep updating you with what’s going on, as we’ve had to stop work for a day or two while an expert comes down. It shouldn’t impact the timetable too much, so the original budget should cover it, but we can discuss all that later.


I don’t know if you actually saw us retrieving any units during your visit the other day, but for context, the containers they’re buried in are of really varied quality. I’d say just under half were buried in decent coffins that are still in good enough shape to remove and transport unopened. For others though, the wood has rotted to the point where it’s pretty much impossible to keep the boxes together and some were just wrapped in oil cloth. This means we’re seeing, touching and moving a lot of human remains directly.


Don’t worry, this isn’t about a health and safety thing – we have all the right gear and David’s making sure we follow procedure. It’s just that one of the graves had a body that was too well-preserved for the age it should have been. Or at least, most of the skin was in extremely good condition. The back was completely covered in this… complicated tattoo of a ship, sailing across an open sea, towards an open horizon. It was really impressive.


Unfortunately, David thinks we need a second opinion and to run some tests to confirm that this body is as old as it should be, as obviously if it’s been buried more recently than 1908 then that technically makes the cemetery a crime scene, and we have to shut down for god knows how long.


I’ll be honest though, I’m glad of the break. Taking up all these graves is starting to get to me a bit. I almost feel sorry for doing it. The waves are so close and… getting closer. If I were a sailor buried here, I’d take some comfort in that.


(faster) As you can see I’m getting morbid. Short break will do us all some good, I think. Will update you when I hear word.


Regards, Gordie


To: Alison Leshi (G.Leshi@cornwallcouncil.gov.uk)

From: Gordon J (hello@padstowgroundworks.co.uk)

Date: January 14th 2020

Subject: Re: Exhumation pause


Alison,


Can you give David a nudge for me? He’s still working on that body we found and he’s stopped responding to my emails. I got him on the phone, but to be honest he doesn’t sound like he’s in any real rush to complete the job, and while he’s worrying about salt water and tattoos, we’re out here sat on our hands and I’m paying the lads by the day. It’s almost enough to make you dream of sailing away for real. Like that poor fella’s tattoo.


Saying that, I had another look at the photos David attached and I’m starting to think I might have been wrong about it. When I first looked, I thought it was hopeful, a crew sailing towards the sunrise, but – looking again, the sun is lower than I thought, and there’s a shape in the water behind the ship. I think they’re being chased by something.


Creepy, eh? Oh, and speaking of tattoos, you remember you wanted an update on local sentiment about the move? Well, I don’t know if this counts as “resistance” – hell, I don’t even know if they’re local – but there’s someone started poking around the site asking questions. Big snake tattoo up their arm and a bunch of other ink. Wouldn’t give their name, but claims to be a big deal “online”? Don’t really know what that means, but they’ve been asking questions about the body.


According to them, the tattoo is an “Oscar Jarrett,” and that’s a big deal to some folks in that community – something to do with Sutherland Macdonald, whoever that is? Dunno if that’s quite what you were worried about, but thought you’d want to know. They’re kinda giving the boys the creeps. We were thinking of calling the police if we saw them again, but I know you’re worried about backlash, so we’ll hold off doing that for now.


You should visit the site again when you get the chance. The salt air will do wonders for your mood. It’s weird, I’ve lived here all my life, but spending all this time out on the cliffs – it can still reach you, y’know? The waves crash so loud. You can hear them in your dreams.


G


To: Alison Leshi (G.Leshi@cornwallcouncil.gov.uk)

From: Gordon J (hello@padstowgroundworks.co.uk)

Date: January 16th 2020

Subject: Re: Re: Exhumation pause


I just wanted to reach out to offer my condolences. I don’t know how close you were to David, but this sort of thing always hits hard, even if it’s just a colleague. If it’s any consolation, he’s with the sea now. The deep will care for his bones.


G


To: Alison Leshi (G.Leshi@cornwallcouncil.gov.uk)

From: Gordon J (hello@padstowgroundworks.co.uk)

Date: January 17th 2020

Subject: Re: David’s passing


Dear Alison,


(very obviously sarcastic) I should first offer my formal apology. I was unaware that my emails were coming across as in any way unprofessional, and shall forthwith attempt to acquit my communications in a manner more becoming of one corresponding with a government official.


My thoughts and opinions on maritime matters will no longer be included in my emails. In addition, I should be most grateful if you could see fit to provide myself with appropriate authorisations to contact the medical examiner’s offices to follow up with the cadaver that has been causing such consternation.


Yours sincerely,

Gordon Alan Johnson


To: Alison Leshi (G.Leshi@cornwallcouncil.gov.uk)

From: Gordon J (hello@padstowgroundworks.co.uk)

Date: January 18th 2020

Subject: Re: Re: Re: David’s passing


Look, I was not “making fun of you” but I’m not sure what you want. I’m emailing an employer about my work and am getting accused of my emails being “unprofessional.” That’s the best I can manage. I haven’t been sleeping much recently. Weird dreams. Shapes in the water and that. And before you say that it’s “unprofessional” to tell you that, I’m just giving an explanation. That’s all.


I need you to contact the examiner again, he’s dragging his feet. Besides, I want to see the body again. I dug him up, he’s my responsibility. I just need to see it. I need to know what’s in the water.


To: Alison Leshi (G.Leshi@cornwallcouncil.gov.uk)

From: Gordon J (hello@padstowgroundworks.co.uk)

Date: January 20th 2020

Subject: Re: Examiner’s office break-in


It wasn’t me. I swear, it was that creep, the one with all the ink. They want to keep it for themselves.


I saw them. I saw them hanging around the office when I was waiting. Waiting so long just to see it, just to know what’s in the water. And they took it. They think they’re smart, but I saw them, I know where they’re staying, and if they think they deserve it they’re wrong. It belongs to the deep. I’m going to go get it, and I’m going to find it and if they try and stop me I swear the ocean will claim us all.


I can taste the salt and spray. It’s waiting in the water.


To: Alison Leshi (G.Leshi@cornwallcouncil.gov.uk)

From: Gordon J (hello@padstowgroundworks.co.uk)

Date: January 20th 2020

Subject: Re: Re: Examiner’s office break-in


There was a problem delivering your message to “hello@padstowgroundworks.co.uk.” This email address is no longer in service.





[Chester quiets with a beep]


SAM


Alice?


ALICE


Hm?


SAM


Is there a way to cross-reference cases?


ALICE


What do you mean?


SAM


I just got another case about tattoos.


ALICE


And? You already know the page to check the scores.


SAM


Yeah… but I just thought it might be worth noting somewhere that they might be linked. There’s this tattooist, and I think they might be –


ALICE


What have I told you about thinking?


[Sam sighs]


SAM


Don’t?


ALICE


That’s right.


[Alice sighs and swivels]


…I don’t think there’s any way to mark cases as connected. They all come in standalone, that’s just how it works.


SAM


Yeah. I get it.


ALICE


Besides, I thought we’d established that we aren’t interested in any more creepy (slowing, surprised) investiga…


[Hesitant footsteps into the room]


ALICE


Christ on a peddlebike, what happened to you?


GWEN


Tube was delayed. Points failure.


[She starts setting up her desk.]


ALICE


And that’s why you look like the “before” picture for a sleep clinic?


GWEN


I have been having some trouble sleeping. Not that it’s any of your concern.


ALICE


Oh, but I am concerned! So very concerned! I can’t decide if you look more like a bog witch with caffeine withdrawal or that Cheddar Gorge mummy.


[Beeping in background as Gwen sets up her workstation]


SAM


She’s allowed to be a bit tired, Alice. It’s fine.


ALICE


Whoa there, we talked about this Sam, no need to be so savage, we’re here to help! Now, Gwen, if you had to rate your mattress on a scale of 1 to that big medieval wheel they used to torture people with in –


GWEN


Can I please just get some work done, you –


[She stops abruptly.]


GWEN


(surprised) Hang on, did you get me a coffee?


ALICE


Uhh…


SAM


Yeah. You like mocha?


GWEN


Yes.


[She takes the coffee carefully.]


GWEN


…Thank you, Alice.


ALICE


I…


…Sure. Whatever. Don’t get used to it.


[A slightly awkward silence.]


GWEN


Is Lena in yet?


SAM


She went into her office about an hour ago. She hasn’t come out since. Why?


GWEN


Nothing. We need a… debrief on a meeting I had.


SAM


Right, well, I think –


[The door bursts open and CELIA hurries in.]


CELIA


Sorry, sorry! I know, I know – there was an emergency at home I had to – (gathering herself) I’m sorry I’m late.


GWEN


Do you have any idea what the time is?


ALICE


I’m sorry, are you joking right now?


GWEN


I have responsibilities now, Alice. I need more of an explanation than just a “home emergency.”


ALICE


You arrived literally one minute ago!


GWEN


And I gave a full explanation for my lateness. Which, I might add, I didn’t actually need to do for a subordinate.


CELIA


It’s fine, really…


ALICE


No, it’s not. You don’t owe her anything! In fact, you should take her coffee as reparation.


CELIA


(steady) One of my radiators sprung a leak and flooded the lounge.


GWEN


I see. Well, that’s understandable, but don’t let’s make a habit of it, shall we?


CELIA


Of course.


GWEN


See, that wasn’t so painful, was it Alice?


[Alice takes a breath for a devastating putdown –]


SAM


(quietly) Let it go.


[ALICE exhales and sips her coffee instead.]


GWEN


Luckily, I don’t think Lena’s noticed, so you should be okay. She’s not as laid back as I am.


[Alice chokes a little.]


CELIA


Good… to… know!


GWEN


Great, well if that’s everything, you all really should get to work, otherwise you’ll never get out of here. Don’t let me keep you.


ALICE


(muttered) I’d like to see you try.


GWEN


(already departing) I’ll be in Lena’s office if you need me.


[She walks off.]


CELIA


…You okay, Alice? It honestly doesn’t bother me.


ALICE


I can’t believe she drank your mocha!





[Beeping as we transfer to Lena’s landline]


[Typing noises]


[Gwen knocks, then immediately enters]


LENA


Ah. You’re back, I see. How did it go? I trust you were successful?


GWEN


What was that?


LENA


…Excuse me?


GWEN


What. The hell. Was. That.


LENA


Ah. Presumably you are referring to Mr Bonzo.


GWEN


(nervous giggle before she represses it) No. No, no. I watched Nigel’s SOS every week as a kid. I know Mr Bonzo. That thing was not Mr Bonzo.


LENA


I assure you that it was. He is one of our Externals.


GWEN


Mr Bonzo is a man in a big fat funny suit who pours green custard on celebrities. That… abomination, wasn’t a costume. That was skin. It was sagging, it was sweaty!


LENA


I’ll grant you that Mr Bonzo is one of our more… obviously grotesque Externals, but I assure you he is a valued asset.


GWEN


(quietly furious) I thought he was going to kill me!


LENA


But he didn’t, which means you’ve passed the first part of your probation. Congratulations.


Did you scream?


GWEN


What? No!


LENA


You should. It really helps one cope with the more… affronting aspects of the job. And they usually like it.


GWEN


What was in that envelope I gave him?


LENA


A name and an address.


GWEN


But for who?


LENA


(slower) I’m sure you’ve already worked that out. But just in case you haven’t, keep an eye on the case loads over the next few days. It should become abundantly clear.


GWEN


I don’t understand.


LENA


Yes, you do.


GWEN


…


But… why?


LENA


“Why” comes later. For now, it’s best you try to process the “what.” I’ll let you know when I have another liaison assignment for you.


GWEN


I… (a defeated breath) Okay.


[Gwen opens the door.]


LENA


Oh, and Gwen?


GWEN


Yes?


LENA


Get some sleep. You look dreadful.


[Door shuts.]





[Music]
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[The echoey CCTV audio starts up with some whirring and beeping]


[Sounds of someone rattling through cupboards]


[A tired sigh]


[Footsteps enter:]


SAM


The secret tunnel is actually hidden behind the fridge, so…


CELIA


(amused) Cheers, I’d have been here all night.


[CELIA yawns. SAM snorts.]


CELIA


Tea. Need tea.


SAM


Oh, er… middle cupboard on the left, isn’t it?


CELIA


(darkly) Empty.


SAM


Ah, well if it’s not there, I’m afraid we might just be out.


CELIA


Eurgh.


SAM


Tell you what. Give me a moment…


[SAM rushes off]


[CELIA closes the cabinets]


[A short glitch – the CCTV zooming?]


[After a bit, Sam reenters, slightly out of breath.]


SAM


(hiding his breathlessness) H-Here you go.


[He hands her something]


CELIA


Oh, you stunner! Where did you find that?


SAM


I’ve learned that keeping my fancy Assam in breakroom cupboards is a quick way to lose it.


CELIA


What? Oh, no, you don’t have to –


SAM


(still panting slightly) It’s all good, really.


CELIA


But –


SAM


Celia, take the tea bag. I have more.


[Celia yawns despite herself]


CELIA


(sighing) Thanks, I owe you.


SAM


No, it’s – er…


[Pause. Sam fidgets while Celia makes tea.]


[Another CCTV glitch similar to the one before]


SAM


(too casual) Hey, wouldn’t you maybe want to go out and grab a cup with… me, some time?


– Of tea. Or – coffee. Breakfast?


[Celia hesitates.]


SAM


– Or not, I mean you don’t have to, obviously. Just a thought. Not, like, in exchange for the teabag or anything, I-I just meant that –


CELIA


No, I’d love to, it’s just…


SAM


(deflated) You’re busy.


CELIA


No! Well, actually yes, sort of, but it’s not like that. It’s just… complicated. (a breath) I would need to sort some stuff out first.


SAM


Water your dog, walk your pot plant, that kind of thing?


CELIA


(amused) …Something like that.


SAM


Well, hey, no worries, I totally understand. (a little down) You let me know if you maybe manage to get some time, and…


CELIA


Saturday, 6? Under the clock at Leicester Square? That work? We’ll go for dinner. – Well, breakfast – you know what I mean.


SAM


(surprised) Oh, er, yeah. Yeah, th-that works!


CELIA


Cool.


SAM


Cool!


[CELIA starts to head out]


CELIA


See you later.


SAM


(pumped) Yeah! See you!


[CELIA exits as ALICE enters, almost bumping into her.]


CELIA


(To Alice) Oh, sorry Alice, didn’t see you there.


[Footsteps as Alice sidles over to the counter]


[Pause]


SAM


What.


ALICE


What?


SAM


Just get it over with.


ALICE


(innocently) I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.


SAM


Mmhmm, fine.


[Beat.]


ALICE


I was just wondering though…


SAM


(under his breath) Okay –


ALICE


(mocking) That is to say, oh, um, ever so sorry to be a bother but – but what if you and I, uh, were to perhaps, if it’s not too much trouble, m-maybe, go to purchase a cup of liquid–!


SAM


You know it’s rude to eavesdrop?


ALICE


(normal again) You know it’s rude to have absolutely no game? Christ, all these years and you still ask people out like a baby foal learning to tap-dance.


SAM


Look, it worked, didn’t it?


ALICE


Maybe. Then again, maybe she’s in the office right now packing her bags, burning off her fingerprints and booking a one-way flight to Costa Rica.


[Sam snickers]


ALICE


Hard to tell.


SAM


(amused, joking:) You’re just jealous.


ALICE


(a little too fast) Oh, yeah. Can’t believe I’m missing out on all of “this.” Devastating.


[Beat. They both clock it’s a touch awkward.]


SAM


(exhales) Listen, Alice –


ALICE


Hmmm?


SAM


Thanks.


ALICE


For what?


SAM


For coming with me to the institute, even though you knew it was going to be a waste of time.


ALICE


And money.


SAM


…And money, yeah.


ALICE


(sighing) Well, don’t worry about it. It wasn’t that bad.


SAM


…Really?


ALICE


(immediate) No, it was awful. I’m just lying to you because I’m considerate like that.


SAM


(smirking) Well, either way, I’ve been thinking on it since we came back and I reckon you were right. I think I’m done with Magnus stuff.


ALICE


(dubious) Oh yeah?


SAM


…Yeah, why?


ALICE


So you’re telling me that if I had a case full of emails with the title “Magnus Institute re: Samama Khalid – Massive Conspiracy,” you wouldn’t be tempted?


SAM


…Nope.


ALICE


Cool.


SAM


…


You don’t, though. Do you? That was just, like, a joke. Right?


[Alice sighs.]


ALICE


Come on, for now let’s just focus on getting you as jaded and apathetic as possible.


SAM


I’m sure Celia will love that.


ALICE


Yeah, well, we don’t always get what we want, do we?





NORRIS


Claim Review: EL-56920


Policy Holder: Soho Jack’s Ltd.


Policy Number: 548651-656


Policy Type: Employers’ Liability


Site Address: Soho Jack’s, 9 Carlisle St, London W1D 3BK


Affected Employee: Ms. Jordan Bennett


Date of Incident: 9 March 2024


Incident Location: On site.


Documentation:

Crime Report – Submitted

Medical Practitioner’s Report – Submitted

Incident Book Entry – Submitted

First Aider’s Report – Submitted

Supervisor’s Incident Report – Submitted

HSE Communications – Submitted

Health-And-Safety Policies – Submitted

Employment Contract – Submitted


Claim Valuation: 1.56 million pounds, sterling


Assessment Conclusion: Claim Denied


Reason: Fraudulent claim (see incident description and police report)


Incident Description as Follows:


I’ve been advised by my lawyer that I should cooperate with your insurance claim, even if I am suing your asses to kingdom-come. Something about “acting in good faith.” So here is my account of what happened, for all the good it’ll do. I could apologize for the handwriting, but since it’s your damn fault, I won’t bother.


I started working at Jack’s in the spring of ‘21 after finishing The Flair Academy six months earlier. I hadn’t found a job the whole time and I was just about to call it, go back to flipping burgers, when Jack’s replied. Got an interview straight away, bossed the demo, and somehow found myself tending at the Soho Gentleman’s club.


Jack’s has dances on the bottom two floors with VIP suites for hire above, with a dedicated bouncer keeping them separate. Really, it’s just a quieter box with a private bar, some comfy chairs and the option of private dancers.


It’s always booked up with swank dickheads trying to show off, but Stags are the worst: they’re cheap, they’re loud, they drink too much, tip too little and only ever hire one dance for the groom. Plus there’s always some “nice guy” that won’t shut up about exploitation without even bothering to stop staring.


This lot weren’t the worst. Just a bunch of heavyset, middle-aged lads with names like Ozzer, or Rozzer or whatever. My guess was they used to be a school rugby team or something. The groom was fine, acted embarrassed even though he was obviously keen, and they were easily pleased.


They mostly just ordered lager, so I did a couple of Helicopters and a Flash with some empties just for show, and then left them to it and got ahead with restocking while they all swore they’d come back every year! (No one ever does).


They started giving the groom gifts. Same old tat as always, cufflinks, poo gags, all the standard stuff. Then the groom spotted the last one on the table, this cheap yellow-and-purple kid’s lunch box. It looked old and shoddy and no one admitted to bringing it in, but the groom just squealed with glee and carefully opened it before pulling out a bunch of old souvenir merch. Pencils, postcards, keyrings, all sorts of crap, all the same yellow and purple, and last of all a cracked CD case. When they saw it, the whole bunch gave this big laughing cheer.


I could see which way the wind was blowing, and sure enough the best man came over and asked if he could play it. The cover had this awful Comic Sans title, “Mr Bonzo’s On His Way,” and I wasn’t exactly thrilled by this.


Mr Bonzo was way before my time and from what I had seen online, he had always looked pretty messed up? But… hey, it was their night. If they wanted to spend it on some cringy nostalgia trip, who was I to say no?


This kind of thing happened often enough that we kept a battered old CD player in the back that we could patch into the room’s speakers, just in case. So I ducked back there, put it on, turned the volume down as low as I thought I could get away with, and prayed it wasn’t too obnoxious.


Immediately the cheering children’s voices blared out the speakers, accompanied by bouncy tubas loud enough to drown out the rest of the club’s music. It was awful. But I could hear the lads stamping the floor in rhythm, and as the kids started singing the men were singing along: “Mr Bonzo’s on his way, he wants to stay, he wants to play! Mr Bonzo’s on his way, he wants to stay, he wants to play!”


I gave them a minute since I didn’t want to be a total killjoy, but finally, I reached over and turned off the CD player before Derek came down from the office to “have a word.” But instead of stopping it just grew louder, rattling the glassware in the bar: “Mr Bonzo’s on his way, he wants to stay, he wants to play!” I even yanked the cables from the speakers, but it just kept getting louder.


I was just reaching for my walkie to call for a techie when I heard this massive crash from the room, followed by this cheer from the party. I rushed back in ready to give them a bollocking, but then hesitated behind the door when I saw it.


It was hunched in the doorway, a bulbous figure with a purple hat that cast crazed shadows in all directions thanks to the club’s lighting. Then it doffed its hat and pushed itself into the room, foam catching on the doorframe with a squeak that set my teeth on edge. Its massive bulbous googly-eyes seemed to roam all over the room before settling on the groom, and it was almost as if the huge toothy grin grew that little bit wider when it saw him.


The rugby boys were tripping over themselves to get in and hug it, laughing and pushing the groom to the front, and so I figured at that point it was a prank. Again, none of them took credit for it and there was a moment of genuine hesitation until one of them yelled out, “It’s ya lapdance, Baz!” And they all fell about laughing.


I know you’ll think I should have seen the funny side of it. After all they weren’t a bad bunch, but – I was pissed. Not at them, they didn’t know any better, but at Joey the doorman. Derek had already ripped him a new one after he ducked out for a smoke and left me alone with punters. If he’d done it again and this time accidentally let this kind of thing happen? I was ready to kill him myself.


I began to stride over, readying for the inevitable complaints, then hesitated as I saw something far more unnerving than the ugly costume that was capering with the groom in the middle of the group. There was a pair of heavy boots on their side, poking just inside the still-open doorway. Joey’s boots. And they weren’t moving. Just then the googly eyes turned to me, and a puffy finger raised cheekily to its mouth.


By this time the men had all started chanting “Bonzo! Bonzo! Bonzo!” and stamping their feet and banging the tables in a circle around the pair in the center, as the music grew deafening, distortions creeping in as the speakers strained.


I grabbed for my walkie to call for help, but as I raised it to my face, I could hear that same godawful tune blaring from the tinny little speaker: “Mr Bonzo’s on his way, he wants to stay, he wants to play!”


I started to yell at them, telling them to stop, to get out before we called the police, but none of them heard. They were still focused on the thing as it took the groom by the arms and began to spin him around, faster and faster.


The watching men were falling over one another in their hysterics as it drew itself up to its full height, a full head taller than the largest of them, and, still spinning, suddenly ripped the groom’s arms from their sockets with the gristly snap of bone, tendon and muscle.


[Faint violin music comes in]


I remember – they were still laughing as the groom began to scream, blood flooding out of his shoulders in gouts. It was only when I screamed with him that they realised what was happening.


They began screaming themselves as Mr Bonzo plunged its oversized hand into the groom’s mouth, his teeth unable to penetrate its sweaty hide. The other hand closed over his face, stubby fingers pressing into his eyes and smothering his nose. Then the two hands jerked apart, unfolding the groom’s head with another flowering explosion of blood.


The men began to roar, some in rage, most in terror. A few of the bigger guys picked up chairs or bottles and began to beat and slash at the thing. It didn’t seem to notice, its bulbous, bloodshot eyes staying fixed on the groom’s body as it raised it overhead.


One slash from a broken bottle burst one of the spots on its body, releasing a stream of thick, viscous liquid sloughing out from inside: some vile mixture of putrid water, rotten foam and rancid meat.


The Bonzo thing didn’t seem to notice as it raised the body and slammed it back into the floor over and over and over, each blow pulverizing the flesh and showering us in gore until all that was left was a dripping sack of shattered bones that it shoveled into its gaping, gap-toothed mouth with satisfaction.


For a split second, all was still.


But the music just pounded on, barely recognizable now over the distortion from the smoking speakers as those voices, no longer childlike, still chanted the words “He’s here to stay… He wants to play…”


Then Mr Bonzo turned towards us, with its head bowed almost reverentially, and everybody went silent. Slowly, awfully slowly, it raised its head, tilting it coquettishly to one side. Then the seams across its face split, revealing its gaping maw filled with even larger, sharper teeth. And it boomed playfully: (slightly deeper voice) “Bonzo? Bonzo Bonzo?”


I don’t remember much of what followed, but… I dream about it most nights. In the dream it digs through all those men to get to me, grabbing fistfuls of them and throwing them to smash against the wall. The strobe fires as its hands plunge into the pile of us and each flash shows a little less flesh between me and it, between me and all those teeth… Finally everyone else is gone. I raise my arm to protect myself and it gently but inexorably lifts it into its mouth, smiles and bites.


None of us was left whole, but I was the luckiest. All I lost was a hand. It wasn’t even my dominant one. I’ve told the investigators everything I know, doctors too. I don’t know why nobody outside the room heard or saw anything, why the cameras weren’t working, why it let me live. But I do know why there weren’t any bodies.


All I actually want is my hand back so I can tend bar, but that isn’t going to happen, is it? So I’ll have to settle for the next best thing, and sue you for everything I can get, because I don’t know what happened that night, but it was in your venue and no one came to help. Not Derek, not another doorman, no one. So yeah, you’d better have one hell of a settlement waiting for me, or I’ll see you in court.







[The O.I.A.R. computer beeps]


GWEN


(softly, horrified) Jesus Christ…


[Footsteps entering:]


ALICE


I go by Alice now, actually.


…


Gwen? Helloooo?


GWEN


(dazed) What?


ALICE


Okay, enough is enough. How am I meant to wind you up if you’re already at the end of your rope?


GWEN


…


Don’t.


ALICE


(genuinely thrown) …Wow. A-are you, like, actually okay?


GWEN


…Yeah. (an inhale; sounding more composed:) Yeah, I just… (sighs) I had to meet one of these Externals…


ALICE


Oh. I get it. Yeah, I’ve worked in civil service long enough to meet plenty of entitled little dipshit consultants. You shouldn’t let it get to ya.


[Gwen lets out a small, bitter laugh.]


GWEN


What do you think we’re actually doing, here at the O.I.A.R.?


ALICE


Apart from mortgaging our mental health for a wage packet?


GWEN


We’ve both been here long enough to know this place. We’re not doing good. We’re not just – sifting random data. There’s something wrong here.


ALICE


What are you getting at?


GWEN


You never wonder what the point is? Who benefits from all this awfulness?


ALICE


I don’t wonder. I know.


GWEN


What? (sitting up) Really?


ALICE


Oh yeah. (portentous) I’ve known for a while, what we’re doing here. It’s all part of a grand plan to satisfy one of the most unspeakable evils known to mankind…


[Gwen’s on the edge of her seat.]


ALICE


(almost a whisper) …the UK government.


[GWEN sighs, sitting back]


GWEN


Thanks, Alice. Utterly useless as always.


ALICE


(cheerfully) Anytime!


[The computer shuts off.]





[Music]


ANNOUNCER


The Magnus Protocol is a podcast distributed by Rusty Quill and licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution Non-Commercial Sharealike 4.0 International License. The series is created by Jonathan Sims and Alexander J Newall, and directed by Alexander J Newall.


This episode was written by Alexander J Newall and edited with additional materials by Jonathan Sims, with vocal edits by Lowri Ann Davies, soundscaping by Tessa Vroom, and mastering by Catherine Rinella, with music by Sam Jones.


It featured Billie Hindle as Alice Dyer, Shahan Hamza as Samama Khalid, Anusia Battersby as Gwen Bouchard, Lowri Ann Davies as Celia Ripley, with additional voices from Alexander J Newall.


The Magnus Protocol is produced by April Sumner, with executive producers Alexander J Newall, Dani McDonough, Linn Ci, and Samantha F.G. Hamilton, and Associate Producers Jordan L. Hawk, Taylor Michaels, Nicole Perlman, Cetius d’Raven, and Megan Nice.


To subscribe, view associated materials, or join our Patreon, visit rustyquill.com. Rate and review us online, tweet us @therustyquill, visit us on Facebook, or email us at mail@rustyquill.com.


Thanks for listening.


	


MAGP013 - Futures


		ANNOUNCER


This episode is dedicated to Odin Panek – Hello everyone! It’s Odin, your nerd named after a Norse god. I hope you enjoyed the episode. I also hope you have a wonderful day, evening or night whenever or wherever you are.


[Intro Theme]


ANNOUNCER


Rusty Quill Presents: The Magnus Protocol.


Episode Thirteen – Futures.


[Music]





[Dial-up tone]


[A different atmosphere than usual – soft piano music accompanied with pleasant murmurs of conversation]


[Liquid sloshes in a cup]


SAM


So what are we thinking?


CELIA


Mmmmm. On the one hand, this technically counts as breakfast so I should probably go with something light, but on the other… I’m in the mood for rich and cheesy. Choices, choices.


SAM


Hmm. Yeah, I must admit, it is kinda weird waking up then immediately going out on a dinner date.


CELIA


Yeah, working nights is taking some getting used to.


SAM


You seem all right.


CELIA


You’re not too bad yourself.


SAM


(flustered) I, heh – uh…


[Celia laughs. A waiter arrives.]


WAITER


Are we ready to order?


CELIA


I’ll have the baked camembert and he’s…


SAM


I’ll have the same, thank you.


WAITER


Very good.


[The waiter departs.]


CELIA


(teasing) Alice was right – it is easy to make you blush.


SAM


You just caught me unawares!


CELIA


(smiling, unconvinced) Of course.


SAM


So you asked her about me?


CELIA


Just doing my due diligence.


SAM


And what else did she say about me?


CELIA


That you don’t know how cute you are.


SAM


(surprised) Oh! (pleased chuckle) Well…


CELIA


…and that you’re an overachiever, obsessive, a bit repressed…


SAM


Okay –


CELIA


– nosey, kind of a recluse –


SAM


(“please stop”) Thank you!


CELIA


– and very easy to wind up.


[Celia lets out an amused breath]


SAM


…Well, she’s not wrong, I guess. So – who do I talk to to get a complete list of your flaws?


CELIA


(airily) No-one. I’m mysterious.


SAM


Hmmm. Well, jokes aside, we should probably just get all of our baggage out on the table now. It’s risky enough dating at work without adding bombshell revelations to the mix.


CELIA


You want to start with the big stuff? Okay then.


[CELIA settles herself:]


I have a baby. Jack. He’s just over a year old now.


SAM


Cool.


CELIA


And before you ask, no, there’s no dad on the scene, not even sure who he is. I had a… couple of wild years after I moved here. It was a really weird time for me, but somehow I got lucky enough to come out of it all with him.


SAM


Fair enough. Do I get to meet him?


CELIA


That depends on your baggage. Dish.


SAM


All right, mmmm… No kids of my own. Both my parents are still around. I haven’t worked up the nerve to tell them that I bailed on my last job yet.


CELIA


They’d care that much?


SAM


I was tested as a kid and, erm… they said I was “gifted,” so mum and dad got a bee in their bonnet and enrolled me in every “enrichment” program they could find –


CELIA


Like the Magnus Institute?


SAM


No. They… were the first ones that didn’t want me.


CELIA


That why you’re so hung up on them?


SAM


I don’t know. Maybe? That definitely feels like when it all started.


CELIA


When what started?


SAM


Well, after that it all just went downhill. Didn’t get into Oxford, so I went to Nottingham. I graduated but I missed a first by one mark. Then I went to work at a legal firm. I was there for years, hoping they’d eventually sponsor me for a law degree.


CELIA


And…


[Sam sighs.]


SAM


I had a breakdown. Stress. There was an… incident at work. I… freaked out during a presentation. After that they “encouraged” me to move on and I did. Six unemployed months later and I took a job at the O.I.A.R.


CELIA


(slightly cautious) Alice hooked you up?


SAM


(noticing) Yeah. Full disclosure, we dated at uni and stayed in contact after. I did my best to help her though her parents’ deaths, but… after that we pretty much dropped out of touch.


According to her, she dropped me a line about the job after “the most pathetic vague-post she had ever seen.”


CELIA


And now?


SAM


Now she’s a friend. An insufferable, obnoxious, know-it-all friend, but, yeah, just a friend.


CELIA


…All right then.


[Pause. They both drink.]


SAM


That everything, we think?


CELIA


Yeah. I did want to ask you, though…


SAM


(bracing himself) All right…


CELIA


The cases at work. Do you think they’re real?


[Beat.]


SAM


Do you?


CELIA


I asked you first.


SAM


I… don’t know. I hope not.


You?


CELIA


…


I’m pretty sure they’re real.


[Awkward pause. Then Sam shifts:]


SAM


More wine?


CELIA


(smiling) Please.


[SAM pours. The call ends abruptly.]







[A landline beeps]


[A pained breath somewhere further away]


LENA


Can I help you, Gwen?


GWEN


…


Is it my fault?


LENA


You’ll have to be more specific.


GWEN


Bonzo. One of the cases. Did it really happen? Was it because of me?


LENA


Yes. Whatever horrible case you read, it happened.


GWEN


And am I responsible?


LENA


…To a degree.


GWEN


…


Tell me why.


LENA


Sit.


GWEN


I don’t want –


LENA


Sit.


[Gwen does so, unsteadily.]


LENA


(speech-like:) The world is full of opposing forces. Some benevolent, most not. In order for the wheels to keep on turning, all these forces need to be monitored and balanced. That is where we come in.


GWEN


(shaking) That doesn’t mean anything.


LENA


And yet it is the only explanation you’re going to get, for now.


GWEN


So what? We’re the bad guys?


LENA


We are… managing the “bad guys.”


There should be an email in your inbox. We have another external that needs assignment. It’s quite urgent.


…


(quieter) Gwen?


GWEN


(brokenly) I’ll sort it.


LENA


Hmph. (back to business) See that you do.





[Static as the scene transitions]


[Suddenly, upbeat phone music]


ANSWERPHONE


Welcome to the Zorrotrade customer support line. This call may be recorded for training and monitoring purposes. Please select from one of the following options:


For sales enquiries, press one.


For technical support, press two.


For complaints, press three.


[Beep]


[Pause in the music before it continues]


We’re sorry that you are not completely satisfied with the Zorrotrade app. Unfortunately, all our operators are busy at the moment. Please leave a message, including your account number and an explanation of your complaint, and we will contact you as soon as possible. Thank you.


[Dial tone]


[Someone takes a deep breath, holds it shakily, then exhales.]


[The exhale turns into a shaky laugh:]


DARRIEN


(fast, intense) Listen, you thieving bastards, I want my money.


I don’t care about your “suspicious activity” bollocks, I have burnt my entire life to the ground for this stupid bloody app and now you owe me my goddamn money. So, you can either pay up or I drop a line to the Ombudsman and tell them all about your little “Projection” trading. See what they make of it.


You can’t just take my money, lock me out of your app, and then expect me to roll over. (inhales furiously) I’ve been a user for years. Hell, I’ve probably invested more via this poxy little program than everyone else put together and what do I have to show for it? Eh?


You owe me.


So either give me my money or – or I’ll – I’ll…


[Beat. A soft beeping – a heartbeat monitor? – can be heard in the background.]


[An exhale.]


Is this meant to be, like, punishment or something? I’m not a bad person, all right? Wanting to be rich doesn’t make you a bad person. Sure, most rich people are dicks, but most of them started that way. Hell, most of them got to be rich because they were dicks.


You don’t even know me. I mean, sure, I went to public school, but I got there on a scholarship, and I worked my ass off. I hid it from the other lads, of course I did, otherwise they’d have ripped the piss out of me. One time I even faked a broken leg just to get out of admitting I couldn’t afford a skiing trip. Classic.


‘Course mum and dad weren’t happy, but they’d been dirt poor their whole lives, so what did they know?


I earnt everything I got. Most of the other lads went to uni, Oxbridge and that, but not me. I had “the plan.” While the rest of them were stuck translating Plato or whatever, I would be out there earning bank.


I took my entire student loan out and got straight to shorting using your app. This was back when it had only just launched. I struggled through your first janky interface, your weird background checks, all those damn glitches, but I stuck with it because unlimited margins and deposits was pretty sweet. Made some quick cash shorting failing startups, then used that to broaden into crypto, leveraged some EM ETFS, scraped up a few pennies, then started to go long on a few obvious winners like Omni and Sparkhub for some hedging. Easy peasy.


It was good. It was working. I’d meet up with the lads and suddenly I was the one buying the good stuff. And sure, money can’t buy you love, but you’d be amazed what personal trainers, high end surgery, and hair plugs can achieve on a speccy little finance nerd.


[A fond snicker.]


Life was good. Bloody expensive, but good. (inhale) I had a couple of close calls, sure, but something always came along. God bless Bitcoin, amirite?


So, yeah, then I got cocky and I bet against the big man himself. I shorted Dantex hard in 2020. Stupid, really, but the whole Zurich thing had wiped a bunch out of my portfolio and I got a tipoff from one of the lads, so… I went all in.


And no, I don’t blame Zorrotrade for that. But it was a bad time.


I remember I was sitting on the deck with Oli, watching the sun set in the Riviera, and I was ready to close up shop. I grabbed my phone and started messing with the settings, looking to settle up. That was when I noticed your new, (sarcastically grand) “Personal Projection Short Selling” feature. It was disabled, buried under advanced lab settings and covered in disclaimers without any explanation, but it still grabbed me. I had no idea what it was and there was nothing about it online. Just that one slider with the warning: “These settings are experimental and may not function as intended. User discretion is advised.”


[He laughs.]


You really think that is enough after what you’ve done to me?


But hey, screw it, I figured I was already basically broke, what did I have to lose. I flicked it on and a new dialogue window opened with two words: “Investment Amount.” Bear in mind that at this point I barely had a pot to piss in. So I put in my last few grand. Why the hell not?


The phone pinged and a little approving tick appeared, and then it was gone. Nothing else. I carried on drinking and passed out around 4am.


Oli kicked me shoreside in “Le Brusc” the next evening. He wasn’t too impressed with the mess I had made of his guest cabin, and, let’s be honest, we didn’t really get on anyway. He dumped me at the dock with nowhere to stay and told me he’d send me a bill for the TV.


I tried calling up one of the other lads, but no-one was picking up. (long sigh) That was when I checked the group chat. Turns out I must have run my mouth the night before because now Oli had told everyone I was broke. Apparently, they always knew I’d “end up back in the gutter, eventually.”


I was just writing a proper response when my phone died. I’d been borrowing Oli’s charger.


[A beep on the call]


DARRIEN


Yeah, I know I’m going long with this, but tough. You can just shut up and listen.


So it turns out that stepping off a yacht, alone, in some pissant fishing dock in the arse-end of nowhere, in the middle of the night with a thousand-dollar case and a lost look on your face is a good way to get yourself mugged.


[A long breath]


They took everything. The case, my watch, my jacket, even my shoes. But not my phone. Dunno why, it’s like they didn’t even notice it. Kicked the hell out of me, though. Talk about rock bottom…


It took a while to convince anyone to let me borrow their charger and call the British embassy. Took me even longer to get through to the embassy. They told me to go online for an emergency travel permit, and it was as I was applying for it that I saw a new email ping up from my bank app. “Deposit received.”


I opened it and got as far as “Remaining balance: One hundred thousand and eighty three pounds, twelve pence,” before I was back on Zorrotrade reading a notification:


“Congratulations! In recognition of your change in circumstances, your Personal Projection Short Sell has now been paid in full. We hope you invest again soon!”


Somehow, when I was pissed out my skull, I’d used the app to bet against myself. And come out ahead. It didn’t make any sense, but when I checked with the bank there it all was. Every penny.


Obviously you hadn’t worked the bugs out of this Projection thing yet, but that’s your problem. Not mine. It’s not like I hacked it or anything.


Still, I knew it was probably a fluke. Time to call it quits. (heh) Only, that’s the thing with money. It multiplies, especially when you’re good at finding loopholes.


Maybe I should have focused on how it worked, but the wheels were already turning. If by some bizarre twist this really was shorting against, what, my own life? I could make bank. I just needed to nudge things in a bad direction and the payout would grow…


And, no, it wasn’t fraud. I checked and there’s no regulations about it or anything, so like I said: your app, your problem.


I started with a couple of small tests. Nothing huge. I bet a thousand quid, then picked a fight with the biggest stranger I could. Eh, it cost me a tooth, but… four hundred profit. A good return, but it didn’t cover the dental bill to get it properly fixed.


I tried again, this time betting 10k before renting a car (with insurance) and crashing it into a tree at speed. That messed my leg up pretty badly and I got a faceful of glass but I also got 50k profit. That was more like it. I spent a few weeks breaking myself, and sabotaging my life, in various ways, and by the end I’d banked a cool mil.


It was just so liberating, so addictive, literally cashing in my misery into cold, hard cash. So as the sun set over the harbor I opened the app again and dug straight through to the Personal Projection Short Selling box. “Investment Amount: One million pounds.” You only live once, right? Again, the little ping and the tick. And then it was time to go for a walk.


I’d picked out the spot the day before, a cliff about an hour and a half’s walk uphill near some old monastery or whatever called Notre-Dam du Mai. It had a decent view if you’re into that kind of thing, but more importantly, it was high. Just high enough to really hurt me. Not enough to kill me. Or so I hoped, heh.


On the way I made a few phone calls. First to my parents, telling them that I never loved them and hoped they died horribly. Next I was on the group chat with the lads telling each of them just how many times I slept with their partners, even when I hadn’t. (amused) Then it was on to my socials, publicly declaring my affiliation with every messed-up ideology and psychopath I could find. I ran out of time before I could confess to robbing orphanages to buy drugs, but I think I made my point.


Then I got to the cliff. It felt much taller standing at the top. There was a surprisingly chill wind blowing across the edge, driven upwards from the sea, and that coupled with the sheerness of the drop gave me a moment of vertigo.


I hesitated. Was this really worth it?


[Silence.]


I jumped.


I woke up here at l’hopital Jean-Marcel, two days later. Apparently, I was in a medically induced coma since they found me. One leg was amputated and the other is full of pins. Cracked spine in two places, ruptured spleen, six broken ribs and a cracked skull. Every second hurts.


But when I woke up, I couldn’t be happier.


I was alive, sure, but more than that I was rich, properly rich, untouchably rich. Everything was going to be okay.


Everyone crowded me when I woke up, but I just kept demanding my phone, until finally one of the nurses gave up and handed it over. I had about a thousand missed calls, but I skipped straight to Zorrotrader.


I braced myself, looked down and there it was. Almost fifty million. But… there was a tiny symbol to the left of the figure. A minus symbol. And then I saw your notice.


(read in a tone of growing outrage) “Your payment has been suspended due to suspicious account activity, including potential insider trading. Official bodies have been notified. Please repay your outstanding balance or prepare for Personal Adjustment.”


That was twelve hours ago, and no matter what I do I can’t seem to get through to anybody. So, yeah, I need my money. I didn’t do anything wrong, I just… used a loophole, that’s all. You can’t blame me for playing the system. (a disbelieving laugh) Besides, I’ve got nothing left. Nothing.


So just, give me my goddamn money!


[Beat.]


Oh, right. Darrien Laurel. Account number 428813.


[Upbeat music starts up again]


ANSWERPHONE


Thank you. You are being transferred to our adjustments department.


[Click]


[The music stops]


[On the other end of the line: metallic insectoid chittering, growing louder]


DARRIEN


H-hello?


[The chittering grows even louder]


[A drilling sound, and then another]


[Darrien drops the phone with a clatter]


DARRIEN


Oh god – what!? Nurse! NURSE!


[Darrien screams]


[The call is cut off with a beep.]







SAM is quietly working. He's a little faster than he was but still hardly "dynamic." ALICE approaches.  -->

[Sam is typing on his workstation while humming to himself happily]


[Footsteps approach:]


ALICE


Coffee?


SAM


‘fraid not. I’m still catching up.


ALICE


Yeah, that’ll happen when you turn up late and half-trollied.


SAM


I don’t know what you’re talking about.


ALICE


Those cheeks don’t lie! Either you’re reading a particularly saucy case or someone had a cheeky tipple before work.


SAM


(pleased huff) There may have been some wine.


ALICE


Come on then, how was it? (dramatically romantic) Did your eyes meet across a crowded McDonald’s –


[Sam snorts]


ALICE


– or was it more of a crate of Buckfast under a bridge sort of situation?


[She gives a sarcastic, wistful sigh]


SAM


It… was nice.


ALICE


(normal again) “Nice,” he says. Is she at least going to make an honest woman out of you?


SAM


Alice, look, I’m not really comfortable talking to you about this.


ALICE


(surprised) Since when?


SAM


It’s just… I get that you might not love the idea of me seeing Celia, but… I just think we should keep things a bit more – professional, now. You know?


ALICE


(flat) Professional.


SAM


Sorry, bad wording, but – you know what I mean.


ALICE


…


(hurt and failing to hide it) No, you’re right. I should probably stop getting tattoos of your face and return all your kidnapped pets…


SAM


Alice –


ALICE


It’s fine! I get it. I’ll just, find a way to soldier on somehow, despite this crushing blow.


[ALICE shifts to leave.]


SAM


Alice, wait.


ALICE


What.


SAM


I just don’t want things to get weird…


ALICE


(bitterly) Then you’re in the wrong line of work.


SAM


Yeah.


…


I’m sorry.


ALICE


(immediately softening) Yeah. Look, I’m… (she inhales) happy you’re happy.


SAM


Thanks.


ALICE


But if you ever ask me to be professional again, I’m going to have to take a shit on your desk.


SAM


That seems completely fair and reasonable.


[Footsteps as Alice departs]


SAM


Hey…


[She stops]


ALICE


What?


SAM


(sighing) We spent most of the time discussing if they’re real. The cases.


ALICE


Sounds romantic.


SAM


Mmhm.


So what do you think? Are they?


ALICE


Does it matter?


SAM


Yeah, kind of! If we’re working for the Men in Black or covering up ghosts or whatever, then shouldn’t we go to the press or…


ALICE


Okay – (she walks back to where he is) a) you’re drunk, b) you can’t prove anything, and c) you signed the official secrets act in your onboarding. And I know all your school friends say treason’s “bussin’” and “fire,” but it won’t look good on your CV.


SAM


(arguing back) Yeah, but –


ALICE


(with emphasis) Look, Sam, you really want my opinion? Sober up and stop trying to make an impact. Just do the job and take your pay.


SAM


And what, just ignore what’s going on right under my nose?


ALICE


(heading off) Pretty much. Keep it… professional.


SAM


(incredulous) I’m sorry?


ALICE


It’s okay when I say it.


[SAM sighs and goes back to work]


[The O.I.A.R. computer winds down.]





[Music]
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ANNOUNCER


Rusty Quill Presents: The Magnus Protocol.


Episode Fourteen – Pet Project.


[Music]





[Some beeps, then the echoey CCTV audio starts up]


[Footsteps approach]


ALICE


How’s the new blend?


CELIA


(exhales) Vicious.


ALICE


Excellent.


[Alice pours herself a cup, then opens a cabinet]


[Rummaging noises]


[Cabinet is closed; Alice sits back down]


ALICE


Choco Leibniz?


CELIA


Mm, the good stuff! I’m honoured.


ALICE


Damn right you are.


[They chew.]


ALICE


So. How’s tricks?


CELIA


(yawning) Not bad. You?


ALICE


Same old.


Been anywhere good recently?


CELIA


Yeah, well, y’know.


ALICE


(surprised) Do I?


[Beat]


ALICE


Oh, the date! Yeah, I was going to ask you about that, actually.


CELIA


Oh yeah?


ALICE


So…


How was it?


CELIA


It was… (trails off) good.


ALICE


…Ah.


CELIA


No, no, it was good, it’s just… well.


ALICE


Just…?


CELIA


We mostly talked about work.


ALICE


(pitying) Oh, Sam.


CELIA


(audibly smiling) You know what he’s like, he’s a sweet guy, but he can just be a bit…


ALICE


Infuriating?


CELIA


(laughing) Intense! Sometimes.


ALICE


Yeah.


What were you actually talking about? He’s been worked up about the job ever since you two went out. It’s like watching a dog with a toffee – funny at first, but it’s hard not to worry…


CELIA


(smiling) We were just speculating on what the actual deal is. You know, the big “why.”


ALICE


Sure, I went through the same thing when I started.


CELIA


I mean, it wasn’t all work.


ALICE


(amused huff) Let me guess, discount roses, two-for-one sushi and a split cab home before nine, that sort of thing?


CELIA


I’m more of a lilies gal.


ALICE


(dramatically) A woman after my own heart.


(normal again) Well, don’t be too hard on him. He tries his best, he’s just a bit… naff sometimes.


CELIA


I’m sure he’ll do better next time.


ALICE


Ha! Yeah.


…


(realising she’s serious) Oh! Cool.


[Beat. They finish their biscuits.]


CELIA


Listen, Alice –


ALICE


(sighing, quietly) Here we go…


CELIA


Is this going to be a problem?


ALICE


(almost bitter) Golly gosh, I hope not!


CELIA


I’m serious. You need to tell me if you’re going to have an issue with us. I don’t know what the deal was between you, but I’m not interested in getting tangled up in workplace drama.


ALICE


(dripping with sarcasm) The only drama is the dilemma of how I could possibly get by without you all to myself!


[Beat.]


CELIA


(uncertain) Alice, I…


ALICE


(too fast) …am too intimidated by your genius intellect and desperately hot bod and think we should just stay friends? I couldn’t agree more.


And on that note, I’m going to head off before I make you any more in love with me. (heh) Just try to restrain yourself, yeah? Sam’s masculinity is already hanging by a thread.


CELIA


(a forced laugh) Aha. …Sure.


[Alice exits]


[Celia blows out a breath, a bit overwhelmed]


[The CCTV shuts off]





[O.I.A.R. microphone whirs on]


[Sam hums to himself as he types]


LENA


(out of nowhere) Good evening, Sam.


SAM


(surprised) Oh! Er…


LENA


How are you getting on?


SAM


Er, yeah, good, great… thank you. Getting into the groove.


LENA


I’m glad to hear it.


[Awkward pause]


SAM


Was there… something else?


LENA


Have you seen Gwen tonight?


SAM


I’ve not, I’m afraid. But if I do, I’ll send her your way.


LENA


See that you do. Thank you, Sam.


SAM


Sure.


[Lena departs, closing a door]


SAM


Okay…


[He gets back to typing]


[A beep–]


CHESTER


Treatment Report.

Elima Pest Ltd.


[Typing continues in the background]


Attending Technician: Alyssa Beck

Date: 01.08.1995.

Job Number 8146

Client Contact: Anthony Walker.

Property Type: Commercial.

Address: Resounding Reptile Emporium, Hartshill, Newcastle-Under-Lyme

Follow up Required: Yes

Report Type: Call Out

Note: Follow up postponed until location of attending technician determined.


Initial Assessment – 15:30


(in an official tone of voice:) Call out received from dispatch at 15:05 to attend the property. Client reported that a rat had been spotted in the shop’s break room.


Upon arrival I met with the proprietor. Shopkeeper was concerned about the potential of fleas or ticks brought in by the rodent. He had clear red-slash-sore patches around his neck from itching. I assured him that, unless he had come into close contact, it was unlikely that he had been bitten or suffered from parasite transference. Most likely psychosomatic phantom bites as an effect of the current heatwave. Worth noting, however, that the strong odour of the shop indicates that the IAQ of the Reptile Emporium is likely below recommendations.


Follow-up probably required. I suspect that due to the heat and humidity of the shop, mosquitoes may be present, which might also be the source of the shopkeeper’s skin irritation. The Resounding Reptile Emporium backs onto a marshy nature reserve, which increases this risk, although none spotted during initial inspection.


Requested shop to be cleared of customers for full inspection. Client’s agitation increased, presumably due to business worries, resulting in a brief altercation. Kept mentioning “his burden” and grabbing at my sleeve. Received slight scratch by accident, but no escalation or violence, so no need for full incident report, although anyone following up should be advised there may be a mental health problem.


Inspection – 15:41


Break room situated in an annex separated from the main shop by a formerly external door (adequate barrier between main shop and affected area). Customers vacated from premises by client.


Multiple uncovered food sources present in break room:


  	open bin containing various unfinished food items and empty frozen mice packets (snake food, presumably).

  	Discarded crisp and sweet wrappers on countertops.




Even with the window open, there is a strong smell of spoiled food. Recommended consideration: sealed waste disposal and food storage.


Ants spotted in and around cabinets, follow-up required for treatment if full infestation identified.


Further Inspection – 15:50


Found cylindrical droppings with sheared ends, indicating squirrel. Minimal volume: likely just the one.


Woodland area and trees directly outside breakroom window. Recommended prevention: mesh grate over window to prevent further ingress. Squirrel discovered on overhead cabinets. Window left fully opened to aid exit. Area sealed.


Treatment – 16:10


Retrieved live capture trap from van. Customers granted re-entry to shop floor.


During room preparation, small hole discovered between wall of breakroom and adjacent room. Used by squirrel as point of egress.


Adjacent room locked, key requested and signed out with client. Hole sealed.


Summary – 16:30


Squirrel found among storage boxes and captured alive with trap. Will seal ingress hole after removal. Captured squirrel appears lethargic, likely injured or poisoned. Remov–


[The music abruptly grows louder]


(low, scared) Police aren’t here yet. They say any minute, but I don’t think it’ll matter. I can hear the operator on the phone, but it’s just noise.


Snakes, thousands of them – how could he keep so many in there?


Dad, this is for you, for everything you taught me, everything you shared. I need you to know what happened and I know you’ll believe me. Don’t blame yourself for not answering the phone. It’s not your fault. It’s not your fault.


The other room, the one the squirrel escaped to, the one I’m in now, it’s a sort of makeshift CCTV office, just a storage closet, really. All the cameras show the shop interior. Just after I caught the damn thing, when I was about to head out, something caught my eye. On the screen. I wasn’t being nosy, I promise, it was just there, I couldn’t help but notice.


The client, the guy who owns the shop, he was reaching over the counter, grabbing at a customer while their daughter stood crying nearby. I recognised the girl, or at least the toy gosling she was holding, remembered how she looked at her dad when I told the two of them to wait outside.


It reminded me of us.


It’s – selfish, how I wish you were here now, Dad.


When I unsealed the shop floor, the shopkeeper seemed obsessed with continuing his sales pitch to the pair. He was adamant that they purchase a snake and pretty much ignored me entirely. It made me a bit uneasy, so I hung back to watch. Thinking back, I should have noticed he was… off.


[Music grows louder, like a warning siren]


As I watched the monitor the shopkeeper suddenly lunged forward, clearing the desk, smashing the glass on his way with a crash I heard even through the closed door, leaving him sprawling among the crickets previously boxed on the shelf behind him. They were jumping, flowing, twitching, thousands of them, just juddering pixels on the monitor, but the noise was palpable, punching through the wall like a fist. I grabbed my phone and called the police. I-I should’ve gone out there and helped but – but I was scared. I just – couldn’t.


I started to explain over the phone and they said something back, but I wasn’t listening. On the screen I could see the customer had scrambled to his feet and he and his daughter were nearly out of the entrance. The shopkeeper lunged one last time and that’s when I noticed he’d… started to change. He was bloated. Swollen around the neck.


The door slammed in his face and as he stumbled backwards, something fell from his mouth. I couldn’t make it out, though. The screen was so fuzzy and it was just a blur.


Moments passed with no noise except the screaming crickets and my own thudding heartbeat. The shopkeeper lay completely prone, he hadn’t moved at all, and I wondered if the fall had knocked him out, cracked his skull or something. Then there was movement near his head, and he began to twitch and spasm. I thought it might be a seizure but then – his mouth began to open, wider and wider, impossibly wide, his jaw bones snapping with the strain. And then a horde of slender shapes slithered out.


[Faint rattling noises]


Snakes, Dad. Thousands of them. All from inside him, pushing up through his deflating throat. The floor was lost beneath the heaving, writhing mass of them. I could hear the scrape of their scales on the linoleum, but they made no other sound.


Then the owner’s body began to slide across the floor towards the closed door between us. It took me a moment to realise his body was being pulled over the broken glass and debris, carried on the creatures’ backs. Towards me.


I got the door locked just in time. This room, it’s a mess. Printouts, delivery notes, a bunch of rejection letters from some institute he pinned to the wall with a kitchen knife. And it’s hot in here, Dad. Too hot.


Oh god. I can feel it. My throat is swelling and it – itches. I can still hear all the snakes brushing up against the door and… in the walls, I think. Christ, they’re in the walls…


(blankly) Oh god. I forgot about the hole.


I love you, Da–





[Chester stops with a beep]


[Sam lets out a breath]


SAM


(quietly, to himself:) No. No. Could be any institute.


GWEN


The letters, you mean?


SAM


Jesus! (catches his breath) Don’t sneak up on people like that!


GWEN


(putting bags down) I didn’t “sneak up.” It’s not my fault if you’re distracted.


SAM


When did you get here?


GWEN


Just now. (swivels on the chair) Seems pretty straightforward to me. Snakes, not sure what the collective noun is, horde, maybe? Cross-link with infection, too, probably. I wouldn’t have thought the letters have any bearing on the classification.


SAM


(down) Uh, right. Yeah. Thanks.


GWEN


You can check the binder yourself though, I’ve got other stuff to do.


SAM


Yeah. (remembering) Oh – hey, speaking of, Lena was after you.


GWEN


(blankly) When?


SAM


Dunno. Few minutes ago. She seemed, uh… not happy.


GWEN


(an amused huff) Is she ever?


SAM


Hah.


GWEN


What did you tell her?


SAM


Hm? Nothing. Just that I hadn’t seen you.


Something wrong?


GWEN


(short sigh) Nothing you can help with.


SAM


…Listen, Gwen –


GWEN


Just leave it, alright? Focus on your cases. (darker) You wouldn’t understand.


SAM


(cold) Of course not.


GWEN


That’s not –


[She stands]


(quieter) I don’t have time for this.


[Footsteps as she leaves]


SAM


(muttering to himself, bitter) No-one ever does.


[The recording winds down.]





[Music]
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[Whirring and beeping as the CCTV audio starts up]


[Footsteps as Celia comes over, hm’ing]


[Sam stretches:]


SAM


Ahem.


[No response]


Uh – (pronouncing the syllables) Ahem?


CELIA


(unhurried) Oooone sec.


SAM


Ahem, please?


[CELIA chuckles]


CELIA


Sorry, go ahead.


SAM


Ahem –


CELIA


(putting on a voice) Oh my, Sam! I didn’t see you there! What can I do for you?


SAM


(playing along) I’m so glad you asked, Celia! I was wondering if you had perhaps dropped something?


CELIA


(amused but confused) Don’t think so…


SAM


You’re sure? Nothing small and ticket-shaped like perhaps – (flourishing, with a quiet “tada!”) These incredibly-exclusive, hardly-discounted, barely-obstructed theatre tickets?


CELIA


(still amused) No!


[Beat]


SAM


You’re sure? Because they look like they’d be perfect for someone to use, mayyybe for a second date…?


CELIA


Yeah! Nothing to do with me.


SAM


(earnest) So… is that a no to –


CELIA


(giving up the act with a snicker) I’m just playing… What’s the show?


SAM


(checking ticket) Oh, er… “The Pillowman”?


CELIA


Oh!


[She starts laughing.]


SAM


What?


CELIA


Nothing. Very romantic choice.


SAM


(oblivious, genuine) Is it? I don’t really know much about it, I just thought –


CELIA


(teasing) Well, count me in. If only to see your face.


SAM


Cool! Sorted, then.


[Footsteps from the door:]


ALICE


(calling) Not so fast now!


[Sam sighs loudly.]


ALICE


I mean, sure you could both go canoodle in some stuffy old theatre –


SAM


(flat) It’s a good place to canoodle.


ALICE


– or you could hear one of the great up-and-coming music sensations that is currently taking the London scene by storm!


SAM


(still flat) Let me guess. Dredgerman?


ALICE


Don’t be daft, they’re taking a break before their tour! No, it’s “Penny for the Well,” actually.


SAM


But it is still Luke on the bass, right? How many bands is that boy in?


ALICE


Let’s just say that this revolutionary indie ensemble, which may or may not also include my incredibly talented younger brother, is playing The Gladstone Arms at ten thirty tomorrow evening, and you are both on the guest list! You’re welcome.


CELIA


(firm) …I’m sure Luke is great, Alice –


ALICE


Oh he is!


CELIA


– but I don’t think I can make it.


SAM


Anyway, we’re going to the theatre.


ALICE


Ah-ha. But that’s the best bit. They’re the last ones on, so you can do your boring play and then just swing by afterwards!


SAM


(warning) Alice…


ALICE


Oh come on, it’s the weekend! Live a little!


CELIA


(strained) I’m sorry, but I don’t think my sitter can stay that late.


[Beat]


ALICE


Your… sitter?


CELIA


Yeah. There’s no one else to step in, so… it’s a thanks but no thanks from me.


ALICE


No, yeah. No, of… of course. So… Like, a dog sitter, or…?


CELIA


A baby. …Human.


ALICE


(kind of thrown, realising) Riiight.


…


Sorry. Y-Yeah, that’s cool. (strained) Babies are cool!


CELIA


I’ll tell you what though, give me a bit more notice next time and I’ll see if I can’t get something sorted. I’d love to see your brother play.


ALICE


Uh – yeah, sure.


CELIA


Anyhoo, don’t mind me, I’m a bit behind tonight.


[She stands, getting her paperwork in order]


(to Sam, quieter) Just ping me the details for the theatre later, yeah?


SAM


‘course.


[Celia walks away at a leisurely pace.]


ALICE


(audible wince) So…


SAM


(standing) And you say I’m clueless.


ALICE


What?


[Sam sighs and exits]


ALICE


(calling) What? I said babies were cool!


[No response. She sighs; the CCTV turns off.]





[Beep. A phone recording begins.]


VOICEMAIL


Hi, you’ve reached The Sentinel tip-off hotline.


If you are calling with information that you believe merits investigation for the public interest, please leave a message with as much detail as possible along with your name and number.


If you wish to remain anonymous, please instead leave a three-word code at the start of your message that we can use to identify future calls or correspondence from you.


This voicemail is monitored by dedicated staff that are obliged to report serious crimes to local law enforcement if there is risk of imminent harm to anyone. Please speak after the tone. To end the recording, simply hang up.


[Beep.]


CATERER


(breathing fast, panicked) Haah – I need to report… something. I can’t go to the police, I – You’re supposed to be independent and w-w-well, well, I’ve got to risk it. People need to know. (voice shaking, still catching their breath) They need to know what’s happening, what they’re doing, and I don’t know how much time I’ve got left.


I work as a caterer. High-end private functions, silver service, that – that kind of thing. It’s my own company, and I-I’ve managed to build up a decent reputation in the right circles.


We get called in for the… really high-end stuff. The, the kind of event where the – the guest list is so rich that you’ve never even heard of them. There’s a big difference between “extravagance” and “elegance,” and. And we sell the latter.


We’re not a big operation though. There were only six permanent staff including myself. We do hire in fixed-term waiting staff and – (breath) other contractors but even so… I knew these people. I worked with them for years and they didn’t deserve what happened to them.


[The caterer has calmed down a bit; their voice is deeper and less shaky now]


We got the call a couple of months ago for a fairly small event at Wychwood Hall in the Cotswolds. Apparently, they had a family shoot and wanted us to prepare the game. Normally that would be pheasant or partridge and we’d just swap it for stuff we prepared off-site since (disdainfully) no one could ever tell the difference – but they were really explicit about it being larger game, and wanting to know whose kill they were eating.


That meant a lot more prep time and equipment – (annoyed) but they insisted, and at this level you don’t get to tell the client no, just how much extra it will cost.


We set up the cooking gazebo during the early afternoon, in the rear gardens on the butler’s instructions. The house itself was a massive sprawling Elizabethan thing with pristine flowerbeds and prim lawns that ran right up to the surrounding woodland. It wasn’t – usual to be given center stage like that, but I figured the client fancied themself a foodie, and just wanted to see the prep. Thankfully we brought the flashy gear, just in case.


Normally, you’d expect the shoot to have already been well underway by the time we arrived, but people were only just arriving in their tinted Range Rovers and Rolls.


I didn’t say anythin’, but I made damn sure everyone got a head start on the veg and the sauces because at this rate, it would be a miracle if they’d be eating before nine.


Another hour passed with a couple more cars trickling in, but still no one had even set out. Instead, I could see them through the leaded windows, just watching us work.


Finally, after another half hour I had the house staff fetch the butler. He eventually came out, dour as before, and I told him that unless he knew something I didn’t, there was going to be a distinct lack of venison for tonight’s venison medallions.


He just gave me this look, told me to “prepare,” and then headed back inside.


Obviously that pissed me right off, but what can you do? They’d paid for the day, so we just hunkered down and looked busy. Finally, as the sun was starting to set a bloody red behind the woodland, the guns came out with their entourage, all tweed, Winchesters and dogs and in front of them marched this… matriarch.


I don’t know how else to describe her. This big, imposing, like – some Roman statue brought to life and given a gun. I kept thinking of my army days, cooking for the top brass. She had the same eyes, like they didn’t see people any more, just “assets” and “resistance.”


And if that wasn’t enough, she had this huge custom rifle over her shoulder, like an antique elephant gun or something. There was no way it was UK legal. The thing looked like it could take out a jeep, never mind a stag! And it wasn’t gilded or anything, it was dull and plain-looking despite its massive size, and you just knew that this was a gun for killing with, not showing off.


It was her domain, and she reeked of power and authority in every sense of the word, and when she spoke they all listened.


She had the guns all lined up facing us with their dogs at heel, and then they all just stood there, watching the sun set as their staff and security all headed back into the house, leaving us alone with them. That was when I knew something was really wrong.


The woman stepped forward with her dogs by her side and faced me with this bright and wide smile splitting her face under her electric blue eyes and gunmetal-grey hair. Then she just locked eyes with me and began to carefully load the rifle without looking, punctuating each word with another cartridge.


“Are you prepared?” she asked quietly.


“As we can be,” I replied. “But–”


Then she raised her hand to silence me, and – (sounding almost sick) it was as though she had slapped a gag in my mouth. I couldn’t even think of disobeying her, the words just – died in my throat.


She returned to the group her dogs flanking her the whole way and her silhouette outlined in the blood-red dusk light. I couldn’t make out any of the other’s faces, dazzled as I was by the light.


Then she stood tall and proud and said with just the tiniest hint of anticipation: “Let’s begin then, shall we?”


As one, the hunters raised their rifles, and as one, they levelled them at us as we stood transfixed under our gazebo.


There’s a very – specific feeling you get when you’re staring down a barrel at close range. First, the world gets very sharp and bright. Then the horizon sort of shrinks around you ‘til it’s no wider than the dark hole aiming straight at you. It had been a long time since I’d felt like that, but it was still so familiar. Too familiar.


The woman hadn’t raised her own weapon. Instead she called as though directing a firing squad:


“Hunt.”


[The faint sound of drums in the distance.]


None of us replied. None of us even breathed. We stood completely still and silent, the only noise being the gentle breeze through the trees and the slight hiss of the red wine reduction boiling over beside me. There wasn’t even any birdsong.


Then I realized. She wasn’t talking to the other guns. She was talking to us.


After seconds that felt like hours, the woman seemed to grow impatient. Finally, she sighed and repeated: “Hunt” – before shouldering her rifle, sighting and then pulling the trigger without hesitation.


There was a deafening gunshot that stabbed at my eardrums, leaving them ringing, and then a sudden clatter of someone falling to the ground behind me, dragging utensils down with them. I couldn’t turn to see who was hit, but I-I think it was Steven.


He was only twenty-three. I know it was a headshot though. You don’t forget that sound.


Without lowering the rifle, she chambered another round and re-sighted, this time at – me. She smiled greedily then pumped her eyebrows just once. Playfully. “Hunt!”


And this time, I understood. Without taking my eyes from her I reached out and gently closed my hand around the handle of the cleaver in front of me. It shone, pristine and unblemished, ready for its bloody work. Then, slowly, so slowly, I raised it overhead, bracing myself for what followed.


The woman grinned widely, her finger caressing the trigger. I brought my hand down sharply, smashing the cleaver into the face of Marcus, our saucier. He couldn’t even cry out as it cleft deep into the base of his neck, his arterial blood gushing out and down into the overly-hot pot, releasing a plume of acrid iron-smelling steam.


I looked down at his carcass and then wiped the blood from my brow and yanked the blade free with a crunch before turning to the rest of my staff.


They ran.


(blankly) The party ate well that night. All told, it – didn’t take long, maybe a half hour at most? None of them got far. I caught Debra as she tried to hide up in a tree. Fair play to her, almost made it up there despite being in her fifties. Mira tripped over a rabbit hole in the darkness. I think she tried to beg, but I couldn’t make out the words.


The only one who gave me any real trouble was Boris. He was a big guy, nearly six five, and that’s a hell of a size difference, even with my training. But it wasn’t enough. I had killed before, and he hadn’t. He hesitated, and that was that.


As I was packing up, the woman shook my hand and complimented me. Then the butler handed me a thick brown envelope. It was full of cash and a note written in elegant cursive with just one word:


“Run.”


And I did. Can’t stay anywhere too long, can’t stop moving. I keep hearing dogs barking, and I don’t know if it’s just some pet or –


I thought about handing myself in to the police, but that just feels like trapping myself in a dead end. So I’m getting out of the country. First the Channel Tunnel and then keep going until I’ve gone far enough that she can’t –


Wait…


(hushed) Oh no.


[Glass shatters from a sudden loud gunshot. The caterer is wetly silenced.]


[In the silence, the rain pours.]


[Someone approaches, reloading an enormous rifle:]


LADY MOWBRAY


Well run, dearie. Well run…


[The line goes dead.]







[Celia takes a steady breath]


CELIA


(disturbed) Well. That was…


LADY MOWBRAY


(drawling, too close) Fascinating.


[Celia sucks in a breath]


[Noises of dogs grumbling and panting]


LADY MOWBRAY


(sharp) Sit.


CELIA


Excuse me?


LADY MOWBRAY


I was talking to the boys.


[The dogs sit, unhappily.]


CELIA


(staying calm) Can I… Can I help you?


LADY MOWBRAY


I rather think you might.


[Mowbray sniffs her as though she were a particularly odd vintage. Then breathes out.]


[The dogs continue snarling softly in the background.]


LADY MOWBRAY


What did you say your name was, dear?


CELIA


I didn’t.


[Lady Mowbray chuckles slightly. Her dogs begin to growl louder.]


LADY MOWBRAY


My, we are an odd one, aren’t we?


[She sniffs again, exhales.]


LADY MOWBRAY


And braver than we look.


CELIA


(low, steady) You’re not allowed to be in here.


LADY MOWBRAY


I was invited.


[The dogs’ growling intensifies.]


LADY MOWBRAY


A fine specimen… strong and… different…


[Another inhale, exhale, slow]


What is that…?


GWEN


(cautiously) Lady Mowbray?


[Beat of silence]


[The dogs suddenly sound smaller, more docile]


LADY MOWBRAY


That’s me, yes. I presume you’re Gwendolyn Bouchard?


GWEN


Er, yes. Thank you for coming in. If you’d like to follow me?


[Lady Mowbray hesitates.]


GWEN


…Lady Mowbray?


LADY MOWBRAY


Hm? Oh, of course.


(To Celia) Catch you next time, dearie.


CELIA


(darkly) No, you won’t.


[Lady Mowbray chuckles, long and drawn out, as she falls in behind Gwen with her dogs.]


GWEN


(departing, customer service voice on in full force) Can I get you any refreshments, Lady Mowbray?


LADY MOWBRAY


(departing) No, thank you dear. I recently ate.


GWEN


(suspecting) Ah – mm. Of course.


[Their voices fade as they walk further away]


LADY MOWBRAY


(distant) Bouchard… You wouldn’t be one of the Cheshire Bouchards, would you?


GWEN


(distant) Oh! Uh, well actually –


[A door closes, cutting off their conversation.]


[Celia exhales shakily.]


[She starts typing again; the O.I.A.R. microphone turns off.]





[Phone dialtone starts up]


[We’re in a club! Sudden rock music comes on as people cheer]


[A final guitar chord, a round of applause, and then some canned dance music starts up as people begin to disperse]


[Footsteps approaching:]


LUKE


(calling) There she is!


ALICE


(sardonic) Oh my godddd, it’s the guy from the band! Gosh! I’m giddy.


LUKE


(chuckles) I’m not surprised, the way you were flailing about.


ALICE


How dare you. I am pushing the boundaries of what it means to dance!


LUKE


I won’t argue with that. (calling to barman) Pint of water, please, mate. With ice.


(To Alice) Thanks for coming, Alice, you didn’t have to…


ALICE


(gesturing) Clearly! I thought this was meant to be a little chill – side-gig – thing?


LUKE


So did I. Turns out that things are really picking up.


ALICE


(sardonic, wide-eyed tone) Hello? Yes? Is that Glastonbury? Why yes, we DO have a minute…


LUKE


You joke, but the managers already added seven more cities to the Dredgerman tour.


ALICE


(genuinely surprised) Oh wow. Fair play!


LUKE


(to the barman) Cheers mate.


[Drinks are poured]


[Luke drinks, then sighs contentedly]


LUKE


How’s Sam, by the way? It’s been years since I saw that weedy git.


ALICE


Same as ever.


LUKE


Shame he couldn’t make it tonight.


ALICE


Yeahhhh, still, sometimes it’s nice to hang out and have a drink, just the two of us.


LUKE


Aw. I’m flattered.


ALICE


You should be. Aaand, since the show’s over…


LUKE


(to the barman) Two pints of Doombar, cheers.


ALICE


(smiling and genuinely happy) There we go.


[The phone recording cuts off]





[Click.]


[Tape recorder fuzz: we’re outside?]


VICTIM


– The second time is up. I try to grasp the air and fill my lungs that burn and rattle full.


I can’t. (a long inhale) There’s so much air, but none inside as I go down. Again the cold surrounds and drags me down, the blue, (inhale) the black, the weight of all the sodden fates awaiting me below the line – of sea and sky…


[This voice is faint, weak. The person inhales futilely.]


[Their words are becoming more and more rhythmic, almost a chant:]


I kick, I lunge I flail, towards the brightened blue and break the third and final time.


[Footsteps approaching from the distance]


I know I’m spent. There is no more within me save the salt-spun death that reaches down my throat –


ALICE


(normal volume, calling) Hellooo?


[The victim shuffles towards Alice, stumbling, seemingly oblivious]


VICTIM


(barely a whisper) – and spasms in my chest, that cannot breathe inside me –


ALICE


(simultaneous, cautious/annoyed) Er, h-hi? Hello?


VICTIM


– coughs and sputters and tries to push it out –


ALICE


Listen I, er – I don’t have any spare…


[The VICTIM stumbles then falls to the ground. A hard thud.]


VICTIM


– but more comes in –


ALICE


(startled) Jesus!


[The victim’s stream of words continues unabated:]


VICTIM


– and down I go the third and final time –


ALICE


A-are you – are you alright?


[She cautiously approaches]


VICTIM


(strangely peaceful) – I know it’s done. –


[Suddenly – a rustle of fabric – the victim has grabbed her]


ALICE


Oh shit! (voice rising in panic) Get off! Get off me! Let go!


[Sounds of a brief struggle]


VICTIM


– I’m done. The water is… is… dark –


[Alice manages to throw the victim off her, standing]


[The victim takes a rattling breath, then another. Wheezing.]


ALICE


Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit, shit, shit!


[The victim begins to choke.]


ALICE


C-Can you hear me? I’m –


[The victim lets out a watery cough, then another]


I’m calling for help, okay? Just – just hold on. Yeah?


[No response. Alice quickly dials whilst the victim continues to cough and gasp for air]


OPERATOR


Thank you for calling 999. What’s your emergency please?


ALICE


(on phone, urgent) Ambulance.


[The operator replies, inaudible under the wheezing]


ALICE


Just round the back of the Gladstone Arms near, uh… L-Lant Street.


[The victim’s gasps begin to slow down.]


ALICE


Yeah, there’s someone – I-I don’t know if they’ve OD’d, but they’re going into a fit or somethin’.


[Another gasp – then a long, raspy sigh.]


ALICE


Uh, Alice.


OPERATOR


Thank you for calling.


ALICE


Yeah. And wait… Hang on…


[Operator asks something]


ALICE


Oh, shit. Shit, she’s stopped breathin’ – (louder) yeah – yeah, just hurry!


[She hangs up, audibly shaking]


ALICE


(softly) Oh shit… oh shit…


[She takes a few bracing breaths, then hesitantly begins chest compressions, singing to keep time]


ALICE


(rhythmic, singing under her breath and through her teeth)

Nellie the elephant packed her trunk, and said goodbye to the cir-cus

Off she went with a trumpety trump, trump trump trump.

Ne-Nellie the elephant packed her trunk, and said goodbye to the cir–


[Alice loses her rhythm, panting from the exertion and the panic]


[No response.]


Shit, shit. Shit. Shit.


[She picks something up. The sound shifts slightly – it’s the tape recorder.]


ALICE


What – What is–?


[A voice. Faint. It’s the victim’s, bubbling up through the water and out of dead lips.]


ALICE


Holy shit…! You… But…


VICTIM


(whispered) Deeper… Deeper… Down among the dead and swollen flesh so pale within this lightless place where – eyes are open cloudy white. (louder) And all the water pushes down upon a lifeless form –


[Alice shoves herself to her feet, hyperventilating]


[The tape recorder drops with a thud]


ALICE


(terrified) I-I’m sorry. I can’t – I…


VICTIM


– that sinks and sinks down to the bottom…


[Alice backs away, then runs]


[The victim continues unabated – ironically, their voice is much clearer after death]


VICTIM


…that is not there. No sandy grave below the swell no rest among the coral and the depths I feared… so much.


But reached up and over land. To claim me still.


[Click.]





[Music]


ANNOUNCER


The Magnus Protocol is a podcast distributed by Rusty Quill and licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution Non-Commercial Share-alike 4.0 International License. The series is created by Jonathan Sims and Alexander J Newall, and directed by Alexander J Newall.


This episode was written by Alexander J Newall and edited with additional materials by Jonathan Sims, with vocal edits by Nico Vettese, soundscaping by Meg McKellar, and mastering by Catherine Rinella with music by Sam Jones.


It featured Billie Hindle as Alice Dyer, Shahan Hamza as Samama Khalid, Anusia Battersby as Gwen Bouchard, Lowri Ann Davies as Celia Ripley.


The Magnus Protocol is produced by April Sumner, with executive producers Alexander J Newall, Dani McDonough, Linn Ci, and Samantha F.G. Hamilton, and Associate Producers Jordan L. Hawk, Taylor Michaels, Nicole Perlman, Cetius d’Raven, and Megan Nice.


To subscribe, view associated materials, or join our Patreon, visit rustyquill.com. Rate and review us online, tweet us @therustyquill, visit us on facebook or email us at mail@rustyquill.com.


Thanks for listening.


	


MAGP016 - Anti-Social


		ANNOUNCER


This episode is dedicated to Thierry Deuble. “Hello Thierry, Apologies for the deception, but I wanted to make sure you started reading, so I thought it best not to announce myself.”


[Intro Theme]


ANNOUNCER


Rusty Quill Presents: The Magnus Protocol.


Episode Sixteen – Anti-Social.


[Music]





[Beeping as the O.I.A.R. computer’s microphone starts up as usual]


[Footsteps approach]


SAM


There was a peppermint teabag in the back of the cupboard. Thought it might be better than coffee considering… well.


[He puts it on the desk next to Alice]


ALICE


(quiet, a little shaky) Thanks.


CELIA


…Do you want to talk about it?


ALICE


I…


Christ, I still shake when I think about it.


SAM


It’s okay.


CELIA


Come here.


[CELIA holds ALICE. Comforting stillness.]


[Alice takes a few deep breaths.]


ALICE


(sniffling) Thanks. Yeah, I’m… I’m all right.


Just a lot, y’know? I haven’t seen someone die since…


SAM


Yeah.


ALICE


…I went back afterwards. Couldn’t just leave her. Tape player was gone and she’d stopped speakin’, and when the paramedics turned up they just called it straight away. Said she’d been dead for ages.


CELIA


But…


ALICE


But I heard her talking. About drowning.


Paramedics just wanted to treat me for shock. They kept telling me there was no way she could have been walking with that much water in her lungs.


[…]


SAM


What are you saying?


ALICE


I don’t know. (a weak attempt at a joke) Maybe that I’m finally losing it?


CELIA


I believe you.


ALICE


No you don’t.


CELIA


I’m serious. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying I know exactly what happened, but I don’t think you just saw a body and freaked out. That’s not the Alice I know.


SAM


Same. And it’s not like it’s any weirder than half the stuff we read here.


ALICE


(touched) Thanks, guys.


Maybe…


Eurgh. (sighing) I know it’s selfish, but, I kind of hoped I’d paid my horror dues working here, y’know?


CELIA


I think there’s plenty of it to go around at the moment.


[Beat]


ALICE


Welp, cheers for the pep talk and all but we should probably get on. The last thing I need is Lena getting on my case on top of everything else.


SAM


You’re sure you’re okay to work?


ALICE


Yeah. I already wasted most of Sunday cryin’ about it. Anyway, odds are Freddie will spit out a transcript of the whole thing. Least I can do is make sure it’s filed properly, right?


SAM


(trying to joke) So that would be Z for zombie, o-or…?


Er…


I’m. Just going to… um… y-yeah.


[A click of the mouse, and the case begins.]


CHESTER


https://www.vidklik.com/@MadamElectrum

150 Following, 137.4K Followers, 1.67M Likes


The Madam will see you now!

Hashtag goth girl. Hashtag lifestyle. Hashtag beauty. Hashtag alternative. Hashtag aesthetic.

MadamElectrum.wordpress.com


Videos: Madam E/Ink5oul – Tattoo Reveal!

30-10-2023


[Note: Ink5oul is pronounced as “ink-soul” throughout.]


[Beep of a recording starting]


MADAM E


Hey guys! It’s the one you’ve been waiting for, I know. I’ve had so many messages: when’s it gonna be, when’s it happening? Well, here we are! Madam Electrum coming to you live with the tattoo terror themselves: the one, the only, Ink5oul!


[A fanfare effect.]


INK5OUL


(aloof) Hey.


MADAM E


So for any of you sweetums who have been sleeping on this, Ink5oul is the tattoo CEO, period. No cap, their designs are in-credible, and only for the true ubergoth. Ain’t that right?


INK5OUL


(cold/flat) That’s what they tell me.


MADAM E


And let me say, they are the absolute GOAT, so I’m here for my very own, completely personalized, absolutely aesthetic, totally vegan, boujee ink. For free?


INK5OUL


That’s right.


MADAM


This is seriously… I’m going in straight blind, trusting the process, and I am a full on Ink5oul stan. So, as I finna get marked, make sure you’re following on socials, subbed to my Youtube and OnlyFans (if you know, you know) and sending those like, like, likes!


[As Madam E talks we can hear sounds of equipment being set up]


INK5OUL


You ready for your heart’s desire?


MADAM E


(laughing, nervous) I’m literally shaking! But… What’s the worst that can happen?


INK5OUL


Let’s find out.


[DUN DUN DUNNNN! sound effect plays]


[Madam E gasps in pain as Ink5oul starts to tattoo with a whirring sound]


[Swiping sound effect as the recording cuts to:]


[Whirring sound has stopped. MADAM E is still gasping for breath.]


MADAM E


(pained, none of the usual bravado) Is… is it over?


INK5OUL


Take a look.


[MADAM E sits up, wincing, and looks at herself in the mirror.]


INK5OUL


What do you think?


MADAM E


Oh.


Oh wow…


INK5OUL


(almost smug) Now get out.


[Recording stops with a beep.]


CHESTER


Videos: Recent Ink5oul rumours!

19-12-2023


MADAM E


Hey guys! So, you’ve all been asking, and yeah, ya fave thick and perky kindergoth is finally finna spill on the whole Ink5oul drama.


Now y’all know I’m not one to sip when there’s tea, even when they’re mutuals, but this is super hard for me cos like, y’all know I’m kind of in a situationship with them, ever since I got that heart tat and I don’t wanna throw shade. But I gotta be savage, cos something been living rent free, and… I gotta talk about it, ya get me?


So like, since getting that ink I been feeling A-MA-ZING. [sparkle sound effect plays] And I admit I mighta been a bit extra, simping on Ink5oul. So you knows your girl was slidin’ [slide whistle sound effect] into their DMs – holla to all them other thirsty girls! – and I got into a bit of a kiki.


We was chattin’ ‘bout their work, how much I love it, and ya girl got to asking where they got their ideas, cos like, obviously I’m no cap jelly of their skills. So they was all like (teasing) “secrets,” and, sure, but that got me sus, cos like, we were high-key vibing then suddenly they’re just like, dead, y’know?


Anyway, after that we’re both hustlin’ as we do an’ don’t talk for a while. Then from nowhere they’re like, “So are you a real goth or not?” And I’m like –


[She makes a scoffing noise]


“I’m more goth than you can handle.”


And they just send me “from.vision.ruled, Thursday, two thirty AM”. Takes a tick for me to clock that it’s 3words, but when I look it up, turns out it’s this patch up in Highgate Cemetery?


Natch, I was in. Sure, it’s a bit sus but also like, that’s Gothdam Central. No way I’d pass up the chance to vibe with Ink5oul there. Even if it was a bit of an afterparty, ya feel me?


So I sneaked in – [bell ringing sound effect] “allegedly” – and there they were chillin’ in the dark with a big-ass spade over their shoulder? Big mood, amirite? I figure ya girl is in for a spooky treat [sting sound effect], bit of roleplay, but they’re still straight dead with me, just tell me to follow, so I do.


We head on through the graves, and then they point to one of ‘em and just give me a look. I was no cap shook. And then they just said, “dig.”


[Sound effect of someone saying “Bruh.”]


I laughed, ‘cause, like, the hell? But they were serious. “I thought you were goth?” they said.


Now ya girl is hella goth. But. This? This was just nasty! So I told them they were outta pocket and they just give me the look again and whisper, “Don’t make me break your heart.”


I’m telling you, I could feel the words in my chest, y’know? Brutal. That does me and so I am out of there like that.


Now I ain’t no fool and I know crazy when I peep it. So I bail.


But that ain’t the whole story, oh no. Cos I know some of you seen on the news the next day there’s this whole thing about someone breaking into Highgate and no-cap robbing graves.


Now I know what y’all are thinking, and hell no I ain’t gonna call it in, but like… Y’all gotta know what’s up. And, like, where does Ink5oul get all their ideas, huh? Are they really all that or maybe, maybe – they’re just bitin’ stuff from some mouldy old bodies. Nasty. Ya girl is a goth, not a ghoul, and I am done with Ink5oul.


That’s all I got time for right now. I’ll be back with another vid next week. Until then, Darklove to all my creepy sweeties, and laters-haters! Peace!


[Recording ends with a beep]


CHESTER


Videos: Madam E – OMG That callout video!

19-12-2023


[MADAM E is still in studio but she is deeply upset, crying with cracks in her persona.]


MADAM E


(a little hoarse) Hey guys, M&M here with another update.


[She sighs, tearful.]


Y’all probably heard by now that Ink5oul dragged me on their channels. It was… it was vicious, pick-me trash. And everyone bought it and their stans are seriously extra cos… yeah, there’s been proper hate at me. And y’know, I try to rise above, but it’s hard.


I’m a good person. I’m such a good person, but I’ve been getting callouts, death threats, they even doxxed me and then the cops turned up trying to pin all that grave-robbing BS on me. It was total bull. I didn’t do jack, but Ink5oul did me dirty, and so now I guess we’re opps? They are a psycho but no one believes me!


I’ve wanted to talk about this stuff for time but I knew if I did, they’d turn on me and give y’all totally the wrong idea, and now everyone is taking their side and it’s not… (sniffles) it’s not…


[She gasps and clasps her chest.]


It – hurts.


All that hate, all those people wanting me dead or worse, I can feel it. No cap, it hits right here. (she thumps her chest) It’s like y’all are bees stinging me over and over right in the heart! I dunno if the camera’s picking it up but you can even see it…


[Fabric shifts as she positions herself in front of the camera]


That’s not okay, I’m – not okay. I just, I just wanted y’all to listen. But instead…


I’m gonna be taking some time away from socials. Big thanks to all of you who’ve been stepping up for me, but I – can’t…


I just can’t.


[Recording ends with a beep]


CHESTER


Videos: Madam E – Help (Unposted)

03-01-2024


[Recording starts with a beep]


[A hospital bed. Madam E is in a terrible state, breathless and struggling to speak through the pain.]


[Heart monitor beeps softly in the background]


MADAM E


Hey everyone. I’ve been getting a lot of, um, worried comments… on my last vid… so I wanted to update. I’ve got to… be quiet. Not meant to have my phone.


(inhales) So since that last vid, things got worse… started getting dodgy mail… then someone – set my door on fire…


The cats are okay, but… I had to move back in with mum and dad, and now…


[She coughs weakly. It sounds awful.]


I’m in the hospital… there’s – something wrong with my heart… but they’re not sure.


[She gasps again.]


It hurts. It hurts so much… mum – says it’s stress, but doctor says it’s an infection from the tattoo, but… I know it’s more than that.


[She coughs painfully, again and again, and begins crying.]


MADAM E


I just wanted to be noticed… I just… (she sniffles)


I don’t deserve this… Please, please just stop. The views are cutting me. The comments hurt.


I’m done… I’m – done and… and…


[She struggles to breathe. An alarm starts beeping softly, dissonantly]


[Just for a few seconds, there is the sound of tearing skin and a gurgled sound, as though something were tearing itself free of her flesh.]


[The recoding ends.]





SAM


Alice? Are you…


ALICE


(sharply) I’m fine.


[Beat]


Dammit! I’m getting a coffee.


[Alice abruptly stands and stomps over to the break room]


SAM


We should probably…


CELIA


Yeah.


[They both stand and follow her in]


[Extended pause]


[Door opens; footsteps approaches]


GWEN


(to herself) For god’s sake! The second I’m not around…


[She leans over and starts reading Sam’s case]


[An angry knock on glass, from the direction of Lena’s office.]


GWEN


(muttering) Christ, what now?


[Beep as the O.I.A.R. recording ends.]





[GWEN opens the door unceremoniously to find LENA waiting for her.]


GWEN


What now?


LENA


Sit.


GWEN


Look, maybe you didn’t notice but no one is at their desks and the case load tonight is –


LENA


(furious) Sit. Down.


GWEN


…


[Footsteps; she heads over to her seat and sits.]


LENA


(hissing) Are you stupid?


GWEN


(bristling) Excuse me?


LENA


(louder) I said, are. You. Stupid.


[Lena sounds angrier than we’ve ever heard her before.]


GWEN


I don’t –


LENA


Because that is the only – possible – explanation I can find for why you would think it was appropriate to bring an External into our offices.


GWEN


(calmly) I just thought it might be safer if they were in a controlled environment.


LENA


Safer?


You marched a dangerous asset right through the office without taking any precautions! For goodness sake, you gave her a tour! You introduced her to your colleagues! That poses a completely unacceptable risk to personnel –


GWEN


I was with her almost the whole. Time. Besides, Lady Mowbray is a lady, an actual, married into the house of lords, Lady –


[Lena groans in frustration over her words]


GWEN


– It’s not like I was holding doors open for Mr Bonzo or anything.


LENA


You have no idea how dangerous she is.


GWEN


No, I don’t, because you don’t tell me anything!


LENA


And I will keep it that way until you have proven to me that you can be trusted to think before you act!


GWEN


Or I die, right? Because I can’t help noticing that you’re happy to send me out alone to meet all these “dangerous Externals” that you are too afraid to even let into the building!


[Beat]


LENA


Gwen, if the O.I.A.R. is to function, it is imperative that the Externals respect us and the boundaries we impose upon them. Otherwise –


GWEN


Fine! No Externals on site, understood. Happy?


LENA


…


It’s becoming clear to me that you are struggling with your new position. And so I think it might best if you just –


GWEN


(steely) Give me another assignment.


LENA


…Gwen –


GWEN


You can’t take this away just because I did something you never bothered to tell me not to. You’re always going on about how difficult it is to find reliable staff. Then why don’t you try actually training me for once?


LENA


Would you even listen.


GWEN


There’s one way to find out.


[Beat. Lena sighs.]


LENA


I will… consider it.


[Gwen snorts]


LENA


You may go.


[Gwen furiously stands and leaves]


[In the silence, Lena sighs again.]


[The landline cuts out.]





[Music]


ANNOUNCER


The Magnus Protocol is a podcast distributed by Rusty Quill and licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution Non-Commercial Sharealike 4.0 International License. The series is created by Jonathan Sims and Alexander J Newall, and directed by Alexander J Newall.


This episode was written by Alexander J Newall and edited with additional materials by Jonathan Sims, with vocal edits by Lowri Ann Davies, soundscaping by Tessa Vroom, and mastering by Catherine Rinella with music by Sam Jones.


It featured Billie Hindle as Alice Dyer, Shahan Hamza as Samama Khalid, Anusia Battersby as Gwen Bouchard, Lowri Ann Davies as Celia Ripley, Sarah Lambie as Lena Kelley, with additional voices from Jonathan Sims.


The Magnus Protocol is produced by April Sumner, with executive producers Alexander J Newall, Dani McDonough, Linn Ci, and Samantha F.G. Hamilton, and Associate Producers Jordan L. Hawk, Taylor Michaels, Nicole Perlman, Cetius d’Raven, and Megan Nice.


To subscribe, view associated materials, or join our Patreon, visit rustyquill.com. Rate and review us online, tweet us @therustyquill, visit us on facebook or email us at mail@rustyquill.com.


Thanks for listening.


	


MAGP017 - Saved Copy


		ANNOUNCER


This episode is dedicated to Saiorse Killigrew. Open square brackets, ad lib, close square brackers, fullstop.


The “ad lib”… was that they didn’t write a fullstop.


[Intro Theme]


ANNOUNCER


Rusty Quill Presents: The Magnus Protocol.


Episode Seventeen – Saved Copy.


[Music]





[Digital fuzz, then dial-up noise as the phone recording starts]


[We’re outside. A train can be heard in the distance, trundling along. Someone is breathing, slowly and steadily, in the foreground.]


[The train grows louder. The horn wails.]


CELIA


(groggy) Hmm? Wha?


[The train thunders closer]


[Celia gasps]


CELIA


JESUS CHRIST!


[She scrambles to her feet and dashes away from the tracks moments before the train speeds past her.]


CELIA


(panting, furious) For god’s sake! Not again. Not. Today!


[She starts walking]


[The phone recording beeps off]





[Whirring as the CCTV audio starts up]


[Voices echoing in the breakroom:]


SAM


(not fine) It’s fine.


CELIA


No honestly, I am so sorry. It was so sudden, and by the time I sorted a sitter…


SAM


I said it’s fine. I just would have appreciated it if you could have called.


CELIA


I know…


SAM


I mean, you didn’t even let me know you weren’t coming until the trailers had started.


CELIA


I know, I know. I promise I didn’t mean to miss it. I tried to get back in time but there weren’t any trains and I didn’t have any signal…


SAM


It’s okay. I do understand, just… Don’t make a habit out of it, yeah?


CELIA


Of course.


Tell you what, next time we go out, it’s my treat.


SAM


You don’t have to…


CELIA


I want to.


[Beat. The mood is lighter.]


SAM


So where did you have to run off to?


CELIA


(reluctantly) Oxford.


SAM


Sounds nice.


[Glassware/ceramic sounds in the background as cups are handled and poured]


CELIA


It really wasn’t. I’d have much rather been at the cinema with you.


SAM


Next time, I guess.


CELIA


Yeah.


Speaking of, what did you think of the film in the end?


SAM


Oh, I actually really enjoyed it!


CELIA


(smiling) Yeah?


SAM


I’m not a big horror fan, but – it was all right! Not sure how romantic it would have been though.


CELIA


(flirty) I’m sure we’d have found a way to make it work.


[SAM finishes making coffee.]


SAM


(chuckles awkwardly-flirty) Er… We’ll have to find out next time, won’t we?


CELIA


Absolutely.


SAM


(heading off) I’ll see you in there.


CELIA


Sure thing.


[Sam exits]


[Celia lingers for a moment and takes a deep steadying breath]


CELIA


(to herself) You’re okay. It’s okay.





[The O.I.A.R. microphone starts up]


CHESTER


Statement and Research Assessment for candidate PD553

Magnus Institute – Oxford Outreach Centre

Private and confidential.


Viability as subject – low

Viability as agent – low

Viability as catalyst – low


Recommend continued incarceration as part of Welling Mutare Materia research program.


Statement follows:


I know how this looks, but it wasn’t me. Well, it was me, but it wasn’t me, you understand?


Of course you don’t, how could you?


Okay, so I’m just going to tell you everything that happened, everything I know. What you do with it after that is none of my business. All I ask is that you don’t hold me responsible for what he did.


Right. Where to start? Anger Management, I guess.


Now, let me explain before you go jumping to any conclusions. I’d been going to therapy for a while, ever since the arrest, so coming on sixteen months, and I was making real progress. It sounds like rubbish at first, but all that counting to ten, gratefulness and compassion work… (a little wondrous) they do work! From the look of you, you’d probably benefit from it.


Anyway, it was my last session. I’d met all the terms of the court order and I was due the rubber stamp. Upstanding member of the community and all that. So that’s what led me to my normal seat in Dr Dumfries’s waiting room.


It was a terrace townhouse and I’d always found it uncomfortable, like the walls were so thin you could almost hear what people were saying on the other side. I never did, though. At some point I’d chalked it up to just being antsy waiting for therapy.


Anyway, there was a new receptionist behind the old front desk, some big, soft-looking guy who stumbled over every word. A year ago, it would probably have wound me right up, but what can I say? Therapy works.


There was another patient too, some bookish-looking guy with serious city miles. I used to play the game “what are you in for,” where I would pass the time guessing… well. You know. In my head he was definitely some kind of weird pervert, really into stroking orchids or something.


Thinking back, I almost wonder if the same thing happened to them… Do you know? Would you even tell me, if you did?


So my turn comes up and in I go! Dr Dumfries says hello in that cheery way that always used to set me on edge, and we get down to it. Now his office was pretty much the most boring room in the world. No pictures, no clock, not even a window. Just the front door, the office door, the desk and some chairs. It must have been deliberate. It drove me up the wall.


I’d been trying meditation in the last few sessions and it had always been a struggle, but this time, when I closed my eyes and went into myself… It was different. I remember sitting there that last time and realizing that this was what she’d been on about. Just sort of… having a sit… going away for a while. Just… being.


…


I don’t really know what happened then. I felt like maybe I was dreaming, but I don’t really remember. I wasn’t asleep, though. You can’t feel pain like that in a dream. It was the migraine that brought me back. All at once, this deep, throbbing pain, and my eyes were so dry I couldn’t open them. My neck was stiff and I was dizzy, cold and trembling. Finally, I tried to stand up and fell forward onto my knees.


I could barely move, couldn’t focus over the pain, I just knew I needed to get out of that room, into the fresh air. It was dark now, with no sign of Dr. Dumfries, and I had to make my way up a flight of stairs and through an office space I didn’t recognise before I saw daylight.


I collapsed again, but I remember two things before I lost consciousness: I was in some kind of shopping centre. And a sign reading “Magnus Institute Outreach Centre.” I assume that’s how I first came to your attention.


I came to for a bit in the ambulance. They seemed really worried, kept asking me what had happened. I tried to tell them I’d felt fine earlier… then I saw my arms. They were withered with paper-thin skin hanging from emaciated wrists. My aching eyes traced their way up to my sunken chest, then down past my protruding ribs to the swollen belly below. I passed out again.


The next few days are a blur. I know they kept me in for “malnutrition with complications,” but when I told them I didn’t know how it happened, they didn’t believe me. I reckon they had me pegged as bulimic or something, but they seemed satisfied once they got me on solids and I scoffed everything I could get my hands on.


I had plenty of time to think about what had happened, but I just couldn’t wrap my head around it. All I knew was that I needed some time away from the quarry to get my head on straight. I couldn’t afford another “incident” there.


I tried to phone in sick but the call wouldn’t go through. The hospital asked for an emergency contact, but obviously that was a non-starter. Finally, they just looked my address up on my NHS records and bundled me into a drop-off bus. Honestly, I think they were just keen to get shot of me, since I wasn’t infected or anything and I’ve never been exactly the – easiest to get along with.


At first, I thought the driver had managed to get himself lost. I certainly didn’t recognize the route, and eventually instead of heading to Balfor Road, he tried to drop me at some ridiculous place off Banbury. They’d obviously given him the wrong address. I admit there may have been some… harsh words between us once I realized, but even so I was still feeling pretty hard done by when he drove off into the darkness swearing at me.


So that’s how, with no money, no bags and just the shirt on my back, I ended up knocking on the door of Harcourt House. Well, technically I rang the bell, some huge, overdone brass ring pull like you’d see in Downton Abbey. I felt like a right prick, but I figured at this point, what was the harm? I should warn whoever lived there about the mix-up if someone came checking on me, and you never know, they might even help me get home. God knows they could afford it. Besides, it was cold.


It took a while for someone to answer, long enough for me to start seriously considering how I was going to make it home in my current state. I had just decided to call it when they pulled open the door, spilling golden light out into the cavernous porch, and that was when I first met myself. The… other myself.


I don’t recommend it.


We both yelled, then we both laughed, then we just – stared. He took it better than I did. He even invited me inside once he realized how bad a state I was in. He sat me down and made me a tea, four sugars, just how I like it. I was so grateful. Anything to stop that feeling that I was somehow falling through the cracks.


He was my height, obviously, and had my eyes, but I actually noticed the differences, more than the similarities. He wore glasses. No grey in his hair and had white, almost glowing teeth. And no beer gut. I realized that whatever this was, I was definitely the worse version, and that is… not a good feeling.


Thankfully, he didn’t say anything. In fact, he looked thrilled. Kept telling me how “amazing” this was, in his fancy house and designer clothes.


We talked and after a bit we figured we must have been half-brothers, as we definitely had the same piece-of-shit dad. I’d grown up with a mum, though, so I guess I got the lucky side of that particular coin-flip. Didn’t feel it at the time, though.


I’d always hated my old man. The vicious bastard had put me through hell, and now here was proof that he had a whole second life. A better, richer life without me and Mum. He even called this son Darrien too. That hit hard.


But the other Darrien was good about it. Changed the subject, asked me what brought me here. I started explaining my side of things. The hospital, the ambulance, the weirdness in the waiting room. He was a good listener and I ended up telling him way more than I meant to. Even about the therapy and the arrest, all of it… The only time he interrupted was to check the little details: dates, times, that sort of thing.


That was when things got really weird, because if the other Darrien was right, that meant at some point Dad had been at his own funeral, at the same time that he was in surgery for the tumor that killed him.


We talked for hours without coming to any conclusions, but I was still in a pretty bad way and I was nearing my limits. Darrien noticed and insisted I stayed. After all, (with a bit of a disbelieving laugh) “we’re sort of family.” I was too exhausted to argue, so I kipped in the spare bedroom. It was bigger than my whole flat.


The next day I was properly sick. I’d definitely overdone it and I felt horrendous. Darrien was really great about it though, insisted I stay longer; he had the space, and the housekeeper was used to cooking for guests. Besides, we still had so much to talk about. I didn’t argue. It was a comfy bed.


Darrien came by later with some spicy leek soup, and we talked again. He was just so eager, he kept telling me how amazing it was, how he might finally have someone to talk to who would “get it,” how happy he was to have me around. I’ll admit it did feel good to talk, and he was right, he did “get it.” When I talked about the anger and what it had caused, he immediately understood with no judgement. He just – smiled, and said he knew just how to help.


I stayed another couple of days getting my strength back. We spent the time talking, eating, and just generally hanging out. He was really good company, and incredibly generous, letting me have the full run of the place.


The only thing that made me pause was how the housekeeper, Sharon, was around us. It wasn’t that she was judgmental or anything. She was… afraid. Maybe even terrified. I assumed she was just weirded out and tried to get to know her, talk to her when Darrien wasn’t around, but – the whole time it was like she was ready to run. Like she was waiting for me to suddenly turn on her.


Eventually, I had to just give up and let her hurry off. I didn’t want to upset her or anything, but… it worried me. The last time I’d seen people look at me like that was after the fight, and – I hated it. I had sworn I would never give someone reason to look at me like that again.


That evening Darrien and I were sat smoking in his massive study. Sharon had left an hour before, having cleaned up after dinner, and Darrien was telling me all about his time at university. I’d never been, but it seems like he had done the whole Eton and Oxford thing and even done some competitive boxing while he was there. I saw my moment and asked him if that was how he managed to stay so chill? Venting the anger, that kind of thing?


He gave me a look then. A very direct, very calm look over the tops of his expensive horn-rimmed glasses.


“I was waiting for you to ask,” he said, in a tone I hadn’t heard from him before. Then he smiled, stubbed out his cigar, and walked off without another word.


I followed, still a little unsteady on my feet, but he wasn’t hurrying. He walked through the house without a word, winding his way down to the basement. I had been there before, seen the gym and the home cinema and all that, but we walked past all of it to a locked door at the end. I had assumed it was a cupboard or utility room, something unexciting but necessary, but when I looked closer I could see the hinges were heavy. Reinforced. The edges of the door had a thick rubber seal, and the lock was… excessive, for such a generic-looking door.


Darrien placed a key in the lock, and turned to me with a smile.


“It’s so nice to finally share this with someone,” he murmured, before turning the key, opening the door, and gesturing for me to enter.


I looked inside, seeing a spotless, sharp-edged steel staircase leading downwards into a harshly lit, stainless steel space. Most of the room was out of view from the doorway but – I could hear something, right on the edge of my hearing, in the quiet. Past Darrien’s measured breath and the distant hum of the boiler. There was another breath, a slow and ragged rattle creeping up from below. And a smell: the tang of disinfectant over a faint, coppery undertone.


That was when I noticed the single spot of color on the otherwise pristine stairs. A single, crimson spot.


I didn’t need to take a single step down to know exactly what this place was. Darrien leaned in close to my ear to whisper, “Trust me, you’ll enjoy it,” as another rattle clawed its way up the stairs towards me, asking weakly for mercy. For death…


I tensed. I couldn’t help it. Darrien’s secret, his solution to the anger that had been burning my own life to the ground for as long as I could remember, was down there. And if he really was the same as me, if he really had all that rage trapped inside him, then whatever he had done to the man who was down there… I didn’t want to see it. I couldn’t.


Darrien frowned at me then. I could see the disappointment bleed across his face like a stain, souring that boyish eagerness and replacing it with an anger I recognised immediately. We were so similar and yet… I couldn’t join him down there with our father in that horrible halogen light.


He hesitated.


(faster) I shoved him, more instinct than anything else. He grabbed for me as he overbalanced, his face contorted in rage, but he was snatching at air. He never broke eye contact as he fell. Even as his arm broke on the first impact, even as his knee wrenched as he tumbled, even as his temple cracked into the bottom step and he slumped onto the stainless steel floor. He just stared at me with pure venom in his eyes, whilst I looked back sadly.


(slower, softer) He wasn’t dead. Not at that point. Maybe it would have been merciful to finish him off. Maybe if I had done, I could have saved whatever tortured soul he’d kept down there. But the idea of walking down those steps was too much. I just couldn’t do it.


The door was solid, soundproof and had a firm lock on the outside. I haven’t opened it since.


…


I’ve lived Darien’s life for four years now. It wasn’t as hard as you’d think. Turns out your world and mine are pretty similar. I sent Sharon on an expensive package holiday and lied to her about my “half-brother” having to leave in a hurry. She knew what I had done, I’m certain of that. She never called the police or anything, but she never came back after that holiday either. I think she just wanted done with the whole mess. I don’t blame her.


Ohhh. I bet she’s the one who tipped you off, isn’t she?


Yeah, I thought so.


So where does that leave us? I suppose you could call the police, but I don’t see that that would do anyone any good. And I’ve had enough practice living this life now that I could make it… pretty unpleasant for you. Besides, all I’m really guilty of is killing a killer and not helping someone who was likely dead either way. Is that really so bad, in the scheme of things?


We could just call it quits. I’m really not a bad person. I give to charity, I pay my – his – taxes. In a lot of ways I’m a better Darrien than he ever was. So let’s call this a happy ending.





[Beep]


[A moment of silence. Someone nearby is typing at a keyboard]


[The ambient music of the case transitions into faint rock music in the background]


CELIA


…


(to computer) Thanks, I guess. Not exactly the same, though, is it?


[Typing noises stop as a chair swivels in Celia’s direction:]


ALICE


What’s up? Got a good one?


[The rock music is louder as she starts speaking; it was probably from her earbuds.]


CELIA


Nothing useful.


ALICE


I mean, when are they ever?


CELIA


True.


[She sighs.]


(to herself) True.





[The O.I.A.R. microphone whirs on again]


[Quick typing sounds]


[A short error beep]


ALICE


See? Not my fault!


GWEN


It would help if your keyboard didn’t have an entire pack of digestive crumbs wedged between the keys.


[This is punctuated with a few swipes – helping with the crumbs, maybe?]


ALICE


It’s shortbread.


GWEN


It’s disgusting, is what it is. It’s no wonder you’re having PC issues.


[Gwen keeps typing as Alice responds; another error beep]


ALICE


Are you seriously suggesting that a “jmj error” is actually an issue with the… (grinning) cookies?


[Beat, in which Alice snickers at her own joke]


GWEN


Shut up.


ALICE


You set ‘em up, I knock ‘em down!


GWEN


I bet you don’t even know what cookies actually are…


ALICE


Oh, and you do?


[Error noise]


Look, forget it. Celia said she’s seen Colin about. Maybe I can grab him so he can kick it into submission again.


GWEN


Then Celia’s wrong. He hasn’t been in for weeks, so unless you’ve secretly been learning Ethernet protocols…


ALICE


Now you’re just making stuff up –


GWEN


…I’m the best you’ve got right now.


ALICE


Jesus, that’s depressin’.


GWEN


(heh) Trust me, I hate it just as much as you do.


[GWEN continues to work on the PC. More errors.]


ALICE


You know, if we had a real HR department, they’d probably tell us that we all need to “sit down” and “talk things out.” Work through everything that’s happening to us in a “safe environment.”


GWEN


Look, Alice, if there’s something you want to talk about…


ALICE


Me? No.


…Unless there’s something you need to share…?


[Silence. Gwen considers.]


GWEN


No.


ALICE


(immediately) Oh thank Christ, me neither.


[The PC gives a begrudging but successful tone]


GWEN


Right, that’s the best you’re going to get until Colin gets back.


ALICE


Any word on when that might be?


GWEN


(packing up) I wouldn’t hold your breath.


ALICE


Great.


…


What?


GWEN


(pointedly) You’re welcome.


ALICE


Am I? Oh good.


[She immediately starts back up on typing]


[Gwen gives a frustrated grunt, then walks off]





[Music]
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MAGP018 - Solo Work


		ANNOUNCER


This episode is dedicated to John C. Worsley in honor of his daughter, Vivienne C. Worsley, she of the beloved carrot, the hungry sandwich, & the secret twelve.


[Intro Theme]


ANNOUNCER


Rusty Quill Presents: The Magnus Protocol.


Episode Eighteen – Solo Work.


[Music]





[Dial-up phone sounds]


[Alice is walking outside along the road, humming faintly, before she stops in her tracks]


ALICE


Teddy?


(calling) Hey! Teddy!


[She starts walking faster in his direction]


TEDDY


Hey, Alice! Hi. I, er… (unconvincingly) didn’t recognize you.


ALICE


(punching him in the arm) Way to make a girl feel wanted!


TEDDY


Ow! Sorry, not what I meant.


ALICE


It’s fine. Kind of assumed you were coming to see me, though, given you’re lingering where I work. (grinning) I’m flattered, but –


TEDDY


Heh. Yeah, well – uh –


ALICE


I mean, I suppose it’s possible you’re not here to see me, but if it was Gwen she would already have devoured you during mating. So –


TEDDY


You do know that –


ALICE


It’s Sam, isn’t it? You played it all cool during the leaving party, but you’re actually stalking him, all hot and heavy with whips and chains and –


TEDDY


I’ll just let you go ahead and finish, shall I?


ALICE


Best not, I might be a few minutes.


TEDDY


God, I’d forgotten what it’s like being talked at by you.


ALICE


(heh) That’s my brand, baby – irritating, yet faintly erotic! So anyway, why are you here?


TEDDY


…Oh, I can speak now?


ALICE


I’ll allow it.


TEDDY


If you must know, I had an interview.


ALICE


(teasing) I knew you couldn’t make it without my delicious charms.


TEDDY


You do realize there are other businesses in Royal Mint Court? It’s not just the creepy basement nightmare factory.


ALICE


(genuinely surprised) …Huh. I never considered that.


TEDDY


Well, there you go.


[A beat.]


ALICE


How are you doing?


TEDDY


I’ve – I’ve been better. I have some savings, though – I’ll get by.


ALICE


Be cool if you got this job, right? You working here by day, and me lurking in the night… (bright) Hey, we could even go for drinks! A little snifter to start your day off right!


TEDDY


Sure, maybe. …I’ll have to keep you posted about the interview.


ALICE


You have to keep me posted about everything – I never see you anymore!


TEDDY


Yeahhhh. Sorry…


ALICE


We’ll go out for drinks. You, me, Sam and Celia.


TEDDY


Celia?


ALICE


Oh, you’ll love her, mate. She’s really weird, but like, in a hot way? She’ll make you forget about all about your embarrassing obsession with Sam.


TEDDY


(almost a laugh) But how could I ever forget my one and only Alice-assigned true love?


ALICE


(matter-of-fact) Because I’ll order you to!


TEDDY


(hah) I have missed you.


ALICE


Then text me back, you loser.


TEDDY


I will!


ALICE


Liar.


[It is meant to be a joke.]


[Teddy “hah”s]


[Alice attempts a laugh in response]


[Awkward silence]


TEDDY


Anyway, I should get going. Don’t want to hold you up. Especially if Lena’s in.


ALICE


Yeahhh. Some things never change.


TEDDY


I’ll see you around, Alice.


[He starts heading off]


ALICE


(calling after him) Not if I stalk you first!


(quieter, to herself) Look after yourself, Teddy.


[Phone dials down.]





[A few beeps, stuttering, as the echoey CCTV starts up]


[Sam is pouring himself a coffee. He takes a sip and winces at the taste:]


SAM


Ow.


[Footsteps entering]


SAM


Hey, Lena!


LENA


Hello.


[She walks over to the kettle, fills it, then flicks it on]


[Sam sips his coffee again]


[An awkward silence]


SAM


Er… Don’t see you in here often.


LENA


I forgot to fill my thermos this evening.


SAM


Hm. Right.


[Beat. The kettle whirs.]


LENA


You seem unsettled. Have you had a difficult case?


SAM


No. I mean – yeah, but no more than normal.


LENA


Yet you seem quite nervous.


[Everything Lena says has a vibrating timbre like she is making an official P.R. announcement.]


SAM


Oh, well… I mean… If I’m being honest, you’re my boss, but I’ve hardly ever actually spoken to you still.


LENA


Why would I need to talk to you? Your work is satisfactory. Unless you have a work-related issue I could assist you with?


SAM


Um, no. Nothing like that.


LENA


Then, consider my silence a compliment, if you like.


SAM


Rrright.


[Extended pause]


[The kettle boils, and Lena pours out her tea]


SAM


Oh, I meant to ask – is Celia going to be in today?


LENA


No.


SAM


(soft) Oh.


…


Can I ask why?


LENA


You may.


[Beat.]


SAM


Uhhh…


LENA


(taking slight pity) She called in with a “childcare emergency.”


SAM


God. I hope Jack’s okay.


LENA


Who’s that?


SAM


Uh, Celia’s kid?


LENA


Oh, is that its name.


SAM


…Yeah?


LENA


Hm.


SAM


…


No kids of your own?


LENA


No.


SAM


No.


That makes sense.


[LENA finishes making her tea, dropping the teabag in the bin.]


LENA


I hope you enjoyed our talk. Let me know if you have any problems.


[She walks out at a casual pace]


[Sam blows air through his cheeks, before taking a sip and heading into work.]





AUGUSTUS


(said robotically)


Report of medical examiner’s investigation, for inquest into the death of: Violet Parker.

Autopsy and examination performed by: Dr. S. Rashid.


Decedent: Violet Abigail Parker

Sex: Female

Age: 41

Ethnicity: White British

Occupation: Teacher

Home Address: 74 Willowtree Close, Ickenham, Greater London

Type of death: Found at scene

Notification by: London Metropolitan Police

Investigating agency: As above

Situation of body: Clothed, in the middle of Milton Court Open Space

Estimated time of death: oh-three hundred, 20.03.2024

Rigor: Yes

Eyes: Grey

Hair: Brown

Height: one-seven-two centimetres

Weight: three-one kilograms

Marks and wounds: Extreme malnutrition. Tissue damage on both feet and stress fracture on left ankle.

Probable cause of death: Starvation, dehydration, exposure.

Manner of death: Unknown.

Examiner’s comments:


(still TTS-style, but with a bit more human rhythm in it)


Hopefully, no-one will ever read this. God, I hope she stays silent, and if she does, then I will burn these notes so they can’t be used as evidence to strip me of my position. But if she starts again and others can confirm it, then I think it’s important to have kept these notes.


Shortly before finishing my autopsy, the deceased, Violet Abigail Parker, began to talk. I can confirm absolutely that she was dead when this happened, and I was at that moment examining her heart and lungs, and neither of them was active. How she could speak with an open thorax is beyond me.


She seemed to be reciting some sort of story, almost as an involuntary reflex. I believe it may have some relevance to her death. I managed to transcribe some, and have included it in my notes.


After a few minutes the cadaver ceased to speak and has not resumed since. Unless the morgue technicians or funeral directors report something similar prior to cremation, I will probably keep this record private. I want to ask the next of kin about it, but unfortunately, no-one has come forward to claim the body. Besides, I doubt they would appreciate finding out she gave her last words after her death.


Transcript as follows:


(a lower voice, much more natural:)


”– and of course mother always said not to. It was an old house, and an empty house, and mother said that that made it a dangerous house. There will be spiders, she said, rotten wood to fall through, and oh so many rusty nails. And most importantly, too many rooms. So many turning passageways to confuse you, so many locked doors, that even if you didn’t hurt yourself, you might never find your way out again! And then you’d walk till your feet broke and you starved to death!


She wouldn’t come for us, if we went in there. She’d leave us to wander all alone. That’s what mother said. And we never did go in that house on Church Street.


But it’s strange. Even though we never went inside, I’ve been in the house on Church Street my entire life. I try to escape it. If my mother says she needs money, I give it. If Tom needs me to put together more lesson plans, I will. If Hannah needs her clothes washed, I’ll do it. Because if I don’t, if I don’t listen and I don’t do what I’m told, then they won’t come for me – (tearing up) I’ll be alone in the house. I’ll be alone.


And it’s always there, waiting for me. I’ve dreamt of it my whole life, and I still am dreaming.


When I was fifteen, we were told that we had to study Wordsworth in school: “I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud.” Everyone laughed: soppy, stupid poetry. But in my imagination the clouds rolled silent and thick through the old house on Church Street, choking and hiding, so that even if anyone had thought to look they would never have seen me. The daffodils pushed and strained and tore through the old wood of the house, a rotted mass of yellow that would be my only company. From that day forward the empty grey of the house was laced with fog and moldering yellow.


The house itself is long gone, of course. They tore it down when I was ten. Reduced to splinters and stones.


But it was already too late. With my mother’s help I had built the house anew! Not on Church Street, but inside me. Where no-one would find me or ever think to look.


And here I am. The corridors stretch onwards with the doors all blank and strange. Even the daffodils are here, stinking of mildew. Someone has brought me here. But who? Some figure, reaching, asking questions in an alley? It doesn’t matter. They’re not here now. No-one’s here now. No-one ever will be.


Because I broke my promise. I went in the house on Church Street, and I’m still here. Now all I can do is walk. Walk, and hope, and ignore the burning in my throat and the aching in my belly. (hoarse) Keep screaming, hoping someone might hear me through all that cloying fog.


But no-one is coming to help me. So I must be careful on the stairs, or they will break and I will fall. I must be careful on the floor, or I will step upon an upturned nail. I must be careful with the doors, or the handles will give me splinters – and the fall will break my legs – and the nails will give me tetanus – and the splinters will turn to gangrene – and all the while the daffodils will watch and wilt and laugh.


I wander lonely.


I wander, lonely.


I will die in this place. And no-one will miss me.”


[Beep.]





[Typing sounds as we return to the office]


[A swivel of the chair:]


SAM


Alice?


ALICE


Hm?


SAM


Were you listening to that one?


ALICE


Sorry, no. Was reading about some guy with an inverted face, sitting on the ceiling and watching a guy while he sleeps. Pretty gnarly stuff. Why?


SAM


Well, it was… This dead woman was speaking to the medical examiner, and –


ALICE


G for Ghost, comma recent. Easy!


SAM


No… it was the corpse itself that was speaking.


[Alice is suddenly a little bit wary.]


ALICE


Speaking, as in…?


SAM


As in telling the story of its death. (dark) Sounds like she was trapped in her greatest fear, which then actually killed her.


ALICE


Look, I see where you’re going with this. Y-You think it’s something to do with – with what I saw?


SAM


Yeah. I think maybe there’s something out there that killed them both.


ALICE


(growing sarcastic) Hmmmm. I see. So, you reckon I should have a look at this case? Maybe note down some connections? Pin it up on my corkboard, circle some key dates in bright red, connect them all with string, and stare at them while moodily sipping bourbon?


SAM


I mean, maybe?


ALICE


That’s dumb.


SAM


You can’t just ignore this.


ALICE


Why not?


Okay, let’s assume you’re right. These cases are connected and there’s a weird murderer who can kill you with your deepest fear and then make your corpse narrate it. Let’s take that insane premise as a truth.


SAM


Fine.


ALICE


(patiently) Did your case give you any clue as to how to avoid this killer?


SAM


(seeing where this is going) Uh… no, not really.


ALICE


Okay. Did it give any hint as to where they were going to be in the future so that I can avoid also being there?


SAM


(down) Well, no, but –


ALICE


Did it, in fact, give any details as to how it works, what it looks like, what it wants, why it’s here, anything like that?


SAM


…


No.


ALICE


Then with the greatest respect, your idea is bad and you should feel bad.


SAM


But now we know something’s out there–!


ALICE


And? If even one percent of these cases has even a grain of truth to them, then there are hundreds of somethings out there, thousands!


This is just the latest flavour of awful.


SAM


But you might have actually met this one. In person!


ALICE


And in case you didn’t notice, it messed me up! (louder) So why the hell would I want to know more about it!?


SAM


I mean, it might help you come to terms with it, or –


ALICE


No, Sam.


(a breath) Absolute best case scenario, it does nothing and just wastes my time. Most likely scenario, it makes me too scared to walk down the street without freaking out. Worst case scenario, it gets me curious. Because if there’s one thing I’ve noticed with all these cases over the years, it’s that it’s curiosity that actually gets you killed. So thanks, but no thanks.


[Sam sighs a long sigh.]


SAM


…Sorry I brought it up.


ALICE


(gentler) It’s okay. I know you’re just trying to help, but –


[A door slams from the other end of the office.]


ALICE


Ooooooh, trouble in paradise!


SAM


Lena’s on Gwen’s case again?


ALICE


(hushed) I dunno, she looks –


(calling) Hey! Here comes trouble! As the barman said to the bull: “Oh god, oh god no, please don’t kill anyone, we don’t have insurance!”


GWEN


(flat) Don’t tempt me.


ALICE


Wouldn’t dream of it. Sam, on the other hand, looks pretty iffy to me…


SAM


What’s up?


GWEN


Nothing. It’s fine.


ALICE


Oh good, glad that’s sorted. (immediately) Sam? Coffee?


SAM


Uh…


ALICE


You know, since everything is “fine”?


[Gwen sighs.]


SAM


Gwen?


GWEN


It’s just another Externals assignment from Lena.


SAM


And that’s a problem because…


GWEN


Because… they’re not…


[Breath in. Breath out.]


Fun.


ALICE


Oh, well, no wonder you’re throwing a massive strop. Lena can’t possibly expect you to do work that isn’t a complete hoot every second, that would be completely unreasonable!


[Gwen sighs agitatedly as Alice speaks]


SAM


Sorry, did I miss the part where “Externals” is meant to mean anything?


ALICE


(explaining) Grumpy contractors from outside the office getting government grants to do eff-all.


GWEN


No, it’s not… It’s more complicated than that.


SAM


Complicated how?


GWEN


(hesitant) They’re not… (inhales) …I don’t think they’re people. Not all of them, anyway. Not fully.


ALICE


I mean, are any of us lowly worms “people” to you?


SAM


Not now, Alice.


[Alice makes an affronted noise, but shuts up.]


SAM


What do you mean “not people,” Gwen?


GWEN


In the cases. (she shifts as she talks) You know how there are often things or places or people or whatever who… Aren’t right? Who seem to be causing all the awful things to happen.


SAM


Like… the monsters?


GWEN


I guess? Well, it seems some of them… I have to meet some of them, to, uh… pass them work.


ALICE


(incredulous) Riiiiiiiiight.


[Beat.]


SAM


(dubious but supportive) Okay… So, like, can you give us an example?


GWEN


(voice cracking slightly) I… Yeah, I guess.


[A tense beat]


GWEN


(working up to it) So… Do –


[A shaky breath]


Do you remember from TV…


Mr Bonzo?


[Pregnant pause]


[Sam suddenly bursts out cackling]


SAM


You absolute asshole, Gwen! You absolute – Y-you totally had me going there! I was – ha! Christ! Could you imagine, though?


[In the background, faintly, Gwen is hyperventilating. Sam doesn’t notice:]


SAM


You turn up to the TV studio all like, (sinister voice) “I have a job for you, Mr Bonzo,” (normal voice) And he’s all like, (Bonzo voice) “BONZO BONZO BONZ–”


GWEN


SHUT UP! SHUT UP! Shut the fuck up!


[Stunned silence.]


[Gwen sounds like she’s crying.]


GWEN


You don’t–…


[She exits.]


[Beat.]


SAM


So… that was weird.


ALICE


Told you. Curiosity will get you killed. Best try and ignore it.


SAM


Alice, she’s really messed up. You can’t just keep ignoring –


ALICE


(loudly) Can’t hear you! Headphones!


SAM


Oh for god’s sake…





[Sounds similar to the CCTV starting up – but this is a baby monitor.]


GEORGIE


(covering her face) Where’s Georgie? (revealing her face) There she is!


[Jack makes delighted baby noises]


GEORGIE


(covering her face) Oh no! Where’s Georgie gone!


JACK


Ga ga ga.


GEORGIE


(revealing her face) There she is!


JACK


(delighted) Ga! Ga ga.


GEORGIE


(covering her face) Oh no! Who keeps taking Georgie’s face?!


[The door opens and Celia comes in. She’s struggling with something heavy.]


CELIA


(panting slightly) Having fun?


GEORGIE


(revealing her face) Always! He’s a great kid.


CELIA


(sighing) He’s a hungry gremlin. I’ve been all over town to find somewhere in stock. Thanks for stopping by to watch him.


[Jack continues cooing happily]


GEORGIE


Of course. It’s not like I’ve got a big journey, and I’ve always got editing work that I can do just as easily from here as at home.


CELIA


Well, I really appreciate it.


GEORGIE


You know, you can call me beforehand. You don’t need to wait until you’ve already gone to let me know.


CELIA


(wincing audibly) It’s… not always that simple. I’d run out baby food and –


GEORGIE


Celia. I’m saying you don’t need to lie to me.


CELIA


I’m not!1


GEORGIE


He woke up hungry after I got here, so I grabbed one of the many, many food jars you have in the cupboard.


CELIA


…Ah.


GEORGIE


Look – Celia, I like you. And I love little Jack! (baby-talking as Jack reacts happily) Yes I do! He’s so cute! (returning to normal voice) So – I’m not going to ask about all these “emergencies” that you have to run off to, or your “civil service” job that happens to last all night.


But if I’m going to be helping out, I need you to be straight with me on something.


CELIA


(resigned) …Okay.


[Beat.]


GEORGIE


Are you spying on me for the government?


CELIA


(solemnly) I promise I am not spying on you for the government.


GEORGIE


Illuminati? Masons? (to herself) Well, no, you wouldn’t be spying for the Masons, but – (louder) you know what I mean.


CELIA


(voice going high in amusement) Wait, are you serious?


GEORGIE


Look, I know it’s daft, but I need you to promise.


CELIA


Fine. I promise I am not spying on you for any government, secret society, or other organization.


GEORGIE


Or aliens.


CELIA


Or aliens. Good enough?


GEORGIE


(genuinely relieved) …Yeah. Yeah, I believe you. Okay. (a breath) Thanks.


Right, then! I should get going – see if I can catch some sleep.


[Fabric rustling and bags being zipped as Georgie stands up]


CELIA


Mmm.


GEORGIE


…Speaking of… have you been out all this time in your pajamas?


CELIA


…Yes. (tiredly) Yes, I have.


GEORGIE


(“not going to ask”) Okay!





[Music]


ANNOUNCER
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      These transcripts generally don’t mark the glitching sounds that sometimes occur in dialogue in this podcast, as I wouldn’t be able to catch all of them. However, there is a very loud one after this statement. ↩

    

  




	


MAGP019 - Hard Reset


		ANNOUNCER


This episode is dedicated to Dove Halber – Ceaseless Watcher, dedicate this now to my dearest sister: a true disciple of the Eye, haunting my waking nightmares even now, and the best sister a girl could ask for.


[Intro Theme]


ANNOUNCER


Rusty Quill Presents: The Magnus Protocol.


Episode Nineteen – Hard Reset.


[Music]







[Whirs and beeps as the echoey CCTV starts up]


[Footsteps approaching]


[Sounds of pouring liquid]


SAM


You need topping up, or…


CELIA


(shuffling papers, distracted) Noooo, I’m good, thanks.


SAM


(walking over) Looks like you raided every photocopier in the building this time.


CELIA


(still distracted) Hmmmm?


SAM


The papers? There seems to be more of them every time I come in here. You’re lucky Lena hasn’t noticed, she’s pretty uptight about how much stuff we print.


[Celia keeps shuffling papers]


[Sam catches sight of what she’s working on:]


SAM


(surprised) Celia, what is all this?


CELIA


(still shuffling papers, bored drawl) Just research.


SAM


Is that… alchemy?


[Shuffling noises stop instantly.]


CELIA


(suddenly paying attention) You recognize it?


SAM


Some of it.


[He starts leafing through some of the papers.]


SAM


Hmmm… Ah! – This one’s something to do with transference, aaaaand this one… Yeah – it’s all about spiritual substitution of elements, although looks like it’s incomplete.


CELIA


(incredulous) You’re what, an alchemist now?


SAM


(chuckles) Hardly. I ran into a bunch of this when I was looking into the Magnus Institute. Turns out they were pretty deep into all this stuff. What’s got you looking into it?


CELIA


(fast) Just curious. Speaking of, how’s the research into the Institute going?


SAM


I dunno. I… think I’m going to drop it.


CELIA


Really?


SAM


Yeah, Alice keeps saying I’m getting obsessed, and – (inhale) don’t tell her I said this, but I think she might have a point. I’ve never been good with loose ends.


CELIA


(non-committal hum) If you’re sure. Seemed like you were handling it okay to me…


SAM


You think? Well – either way, I’ve got enough cases piling up I doubt I’d have the time anyway.


CELIA


Tell me about it.


[She starts shuffling papers again]


SAM


Speaking of, I should probably get back to it. Enjoy… (audible amusement) whatever… this is.


CELIA


Will do. Oh, and if I find anything to do with the Institute, I just keep it to myself, yeah?


SAM


Oh, well, I mean… I wouldn’t go that far… (chuckles)


[CCTV powers down]





[O.I.A.R. microphone begins recording]


CHESTER


To my esteemed Colleague and friend, honorable Fellow of the Royal Society Robert Boyle, from the bureau of Robert Hooke, Curator of Experiments of the same, regarding enactment of that most regrettable protocol in the service of God, King and Country against the Fellow Isaac Newton, penned in the year of our lord, 1684.


I write to you now with intelligence of the gravest nature and a proposal most severe. I pray that my words do not further estrange you from me and that you believe me when I assure you that the suggested action is profoundly necessary for the continuation and preservation of Good Science.


We have much discussed the great divide between Isaac’s experimentations and your own essential works, and so I have oft found myself at odds with you, for though much of his work is dubious in its moral principle, his studies have always proven most illuminative and have many times assisted my own researches. I fear, however, his most recent works have disturbed this precarious equilibrium, turning instead to most improper, perhaps blasphemous, ends; and I find myself left with no recourse other than to make it known to you in the hope that I might reawaken our previously close concord, which has lain dormant these long years, in service of a wholesale rejection of his creation which, I am of the firm opinion, has finally erred towards the abominable, and must be halted.


I recall with much shame that it was myself who pressed you so vociferously for restraint the last time this Protocol was enacted. It was I who begged patience, certain as I was that my work on Micrographia might have rendered a remedy for that most awful plague. It was I who warned that to enact a Protocol against the great city of London itself was a step beyond the rights of our position – but you were, as is so oft the case, correct in your steadfastness, and I confess purgation of all that most dangerous and unfit knowledge was both necessary and good. It was only through the Protocol that we were spared from that Dread emission, and I fear that such an act is once again required, though it is my fervent hope that on this occasion there is still sufficient time to limit the breadth of the poisonous act.


As well you know, despite Isaac’s standing as a Fellow within the estimable Society, his experiments persist in prying into such knowledge as we both know to be anathema to Good Science. His work on the vegetative propagation of metals has proceeded unabated these recent years, and I am now most certain that the fruits of his labor will lead to tragedy, death and damnation, if they are left to mature unchecked.


I have of late been a somewhat more frequent visitor to Isaac than you may have suspected, and I fear that of the many sins I have committed in my time upon this earth, this may be one of those I come most to regret.


I had, of course, no knowledge of the perilous extent of his experiments, and had I known such I would never have deigned to further associate myself with him, but his most recent letters promised work of a quite astonishing nature and – may god forgive me – my curiosity could not be assuaged without witness.


Upon his insistence I visited his laboratory in Trinity in a sanguine mood, though this was immediately disturbed by the damnable presence of that stunted dog he keeps, worrying my coattails as I approached the threshold. As is his wont, Isaac failed to notice my approach, preoccupied as he was with his work, and it was only by declaring myself most forcefully that he could be sufficiently distracted to acknowledge my presence.


Forgoing the customary pleasantries, he instead proceeded straight to his laboratory, wherein I saw he had a glass flask of great proportions – at least thirty gallons or thereabouts – within which there was an element of such overwhelming radiance! – that to look upon it directly was to dazzle the eyes, and throw the mind into confusion.


Composing myself, I queried Isaac on the nature of this creation, whereupon he explained with customary disinterest that he had finally perfected the work of Wilhelm Homberg, to produce what he termed the Arbor Philosophorum Perfecta.


I was naturally most intrigued, but despite my questioning he refused to elaborate, instead passing me a smoked glass that I might gaze upon his creation with greater clarity, and when I did so, I came to understand that what I was looking at… was a small tree, ensconced in a clear solution. At first I presumed it to be merely another work of dendritic silver as we have seen before, albeit one of surpassing quality and finesse. However, I soon came to realize this was something altogether grander, and profoundly abhorrent.


(soft, awed) Its branches were exquisite, and delicate, swaying slightly from small eddies in the liquid, and they shone with every spectra. I must confess that to look upon it, one was – (sigh) filled with profound wonder at its exquisite elegance.


(back to normal) I professed as much to Isaac and he replied quite solemnly, “As are all of the Lord’s living works.”


This struck me as somewhat… incongruous, and gave me a moment’s pause, for though impressive, the tree was quite clearly mineral in nature, and as such must be lacking in that essential vitality that only the Lord God can bestow.


I presumed his words an unfortunate jest, but he then asked me if I would taste of its fruit.


I refused, of course, assuming the offer another of his odd japes. But his face was grave. He then opened the flask and reached inside, muttering as he did so: “de ligno autem scientiae boni et mali ne comedas in quocumque enim die comederis ex eo morte morieris.”1


Even I, steeped in worldly matters as I am, recognized The Lord’s words to Adam, and was much dismayed at the implication. Isaac then plucked the delicate fruit with ungloved hands and held it before me.


I began to not only doubt Isaac in that moment, but even fear him, for I knew he had finally transgressed the limits of anything within the bounds of mortal philosophy.


Until that moment, our encounter had been, if not typical, at least explicable. Mayhap Isaac had made a legitimate discovery, and was merely indulging in some grand performance before providing some less grotesque explanation. But such was not to be, for no sooner had I seen the fruit upon his palm than he tipped it into the waiting mouth of that cursed dog I had failed to see skulking at my feet.


Isaac’s eyes never left mine, but I could not help but watch as the wretched canine swallowed it. There was a moment’s stillness within which Isaac watched me closely, for my reaction was seemingly of more interest to him at that moment than the fate of the animal. And my reaction was – terror.


The dog remained motionless, at first seemingly unaffected by its unnatural feast, but as the moments passed I espied a growing torpor in its manner, with slowed breathing, sagging posture, and drooping jowls.


It lay down as if to sleep, whereupon it grew even more peaceful and still. I almost believed it – dead, poisoned by my companion, but – then I saw something far more distressing. The creature was taking root.


Strands of its mottled brown hair were extruding downwards between the floor, seeking the dark earth below. Then, too, its back began to sprout, radiant branches unfurling and thickening before me, reaching upwards towards the sunlight with a seemingly insatiable desire.


The dog then opened one eye and stared at me, and this was the most disturbing thing of all, for that orb was also shimmering with that unnatural light. But more than that, it looked upon me and it knew me not as a beast knows its master, but as one man knows another. And though such a creature must by all natural law lack that essential and ephemeral anima that is required for such awful knowledge – I tell you here, Robert, it saw me, and it knew me.


I felt myself grow insensible at that violation, and before I could restrain myself I had grasped a heavy instrument with which I might dash its skull upon the floor! Isaac, however, intervened, and for the first time since feeding the animal that cursed fruit, he spoke, and bade me to remain calm. He then reached back to the flask with a smaller cup and decanted a portion of the solution into it. Then, seemingly without concern, he poured it upon the rapidly growing monstrosity.


There was a brief hiss and a release of steam which occluded my vision entirely, quickly followed by a slight tugging at my trouser legs from which I recoiled in horror, fearing the creature had reached out to claim me in its insidious grip. But when the vapor cleared I found myself cowering from nothing more than that mange-ridden dog. No longer sprouting and burdened with knowledge, it was reduced to a mere beast once again.


Isaac laughed at this ignominious display and suggested I step away to recover, so that I might “better appreciate that which had been revealed to me.”


I instead took my leave and hurried out of not just his chambers, but the entire college, as fast as I was able.


Thus it is that I find myself writing this account for you, that you might better understand my concerns. No doubt you agree with me that I have witnessed something which is far outside that which we could in good conscience and understanding describe as Good Science, for if such a transmutation can be elicited from a lower creature devoid of soul or reason, I tremble to consider how it might affect the children of Adam, blessed as we are with greater faculty and insight for both good and evil.


Though it pains me to speak so poorly of one so well regarded as Isaac, I fear this latest excess is beyond what can be called conscionable. His work must be curtailed for the safety of all.


I remain opposed, however, to any notion of violence against his person. He is a prominent figure and his work – though misguided – is not wantonly evil.


I propose that we enact the Protocol but limit it only to his laboratory, destroying his research and correspondence, for, if we can end this digression from Good Science and divert him with more virtuous work, we might yet take possession of a newly ardent ally in our vigils. This is of course on condition that he never discovers our intervention, nor is left to work in such solitude again.


Robert, my dear compatriot, I implore you to consider my plea despite our recent disagreements, for if you fail to act I will instead be forced to intervene alone; and by god’s grace I know not if I hold the fortitude to do what would need to be done.


Pray reply with all celerity, for I fear that time is short in this matter.


Yours with the utmost respect and gratitude, for the sake of London, England, and for all of Christendom,

Robert


[Chester quiets with a beep]





[Typing sounds as we beep our way back into the O.I.A.R.]


SAM


Alice…?


ALICE


(pauses typing for a second) Yeah?


SAM


Do you have a moment?


[Alice types a little more – and then there is an obnoxious error noise from the computer.]


ALICE


(irritated at the computer) Ugh! Apparently.


(she swivels her chair:) What’s up?


SAM


Can… we talk in the break room?


ALICE


Look, Sam, I really don’t have time to mess around tonight.


SAM


(hopeful-pleading) It’ll only take a sec.


ALICE


What’s wrong? You’re doing your twitchy eye. You only do that when something’s up.


[Sam fidgets awkwardly]


SAM


Mm… (quietly) A-Are the computers… listening to us?


ALICE


(Amused despite herself) What?


SAM


(quietly) As in – are they monitoring our conversations or something?


ALICE


(at normal volume) Freddie can barely boot up without throwing an error, so I seriously doubt it’s monitoring your loo breaks.


(annoyed exhale) Typical Colin, to have a complete breakdown just to get out of fixing the damn thing.


[She punctuates “damn thing” with a shove at the desk]


SAM


Alice…


ALICE


I know, I’m just frustrated. (calmer) Look, what’s brought this on all of a sudden, Sam?


SAM


I –


I know it sounds crazy, but, well – it’s starting to feel like I’m deliberately being given cases that point to the Magnus Institute.


ALICE


(deliberately wide-eyed) You’re right.


SAM


I am?


ALICE


Yeah! That does sound crazy.


SAM


I’m not making this up! These days it’s like every other case links back to it in some way!


ALICE


(normal again) Sam, enough. Can you even hear yourself? Look… This place can really get to you if you’re not careful. And I really don’t want you to go the same way as Colin.


[Pause.]


[Sam exhales.]


SAM


(softer) Have you heard anything from him?


ALICE


No.


[Beat.]


ALICE


Was that all? ‘Cause like I said, I’m up to my eyes over here.


SAM


Yeah. (quieter, defeated) Yeah, forget I said anything.


ALICE


Great.


[Sam turns back to his desk]


[Alice tries to work again]


[There is another obnoxious error sound]


ALICE


For god’s sake!


[Microphone quiets with a beep]







[Crackly noises as the landline powers on]


[Gwen is in the middle of a heated argument with Lena. Or she would be, if Lena wasn’t so ice cold.]


GWEN


(raised voice) – So just to be crystal clear, you want me to go out, alone, to an isolated location, to meet a dangerous External you wouldn’t allow in this building, and you won’t even consider the possibility of giving me some kind of security?


LENA


Correct.


[Gwen laughs disbelievingly]


LENA


I regret that there aren’t more resources available to support you, but that is the reality of the situation.


GWEN


This is ridiculous! You’re the one who was laying into me for bringing Lady Mowbray here! What happened to “unacceptable risks to personnel”!?


LENA


…I’d like to remind you that you are the one who resorted to blackmail to secure this position. I have completed such assignments myself on many occasions, and this is an essential part of the role.


(a little biting) If, however, on reflection, you have come to realize you are unfit for the job, you are, as always, welcome to resign. I’m sure your family will be able to find you an easier position elsewhere.


[Beat.]


GWEN


(restrained, slow, like talking to a toddler) I know that the O.I.A.R. has used Starkwall to provide security in the past. I don’t think it’s unreasonable to ask for some basic support.


LENA


(also slowly) Starkwall, as with any security force, have an unfortunate habit of escalating situations they become involved in. It’s my professional opinion that you will be safer without their presence.


GWEN


(back to normal) So I’m on my own.


LENA


Correct.


(raised eyebrows) Good luck.


[The landline cuts off abruptly.]





[Dial tones, beeping – then Alice’s phone starts recording]




[Alice bangs on a door twice, then one more for good measure]


ALICE


(calling) Come on, Colin. We both know you’re in there.


COLIN


(behind the door, muffled) Alice? What are you doing here?


ALICE


I’m trying to check up on you, you idiot. You know, like a friend?


COLIN


(still muffled, a sigh) I’m fine.


ALICE


(exasperated) Just open the door, Colin. I’m not talking to you through an inch of ex-council chipboard!


[Colin growls, annoyed, but the door opens]


[He sighs in annoyance again]


ALICE


…Hey mate. You’re looking… here.


COLIN


(with a gesture) Give me your phone.


ALICE


What?


COLIN


You want inside? Then give me your phone.


ALICE


Why?


…


You’re going to throw it in the fishtank, aren’t you?


[Colin laughs, short]


COLIN


I have to. It’s the only way to be sure. We can’t let him know how much we know.


ALICE


Right. (genuine) Listen, Colin, we’re all worried about you.


COLIN


(with another laugh) You should be worried for yourselves.


ALICE


I know Lena told you to get some counselling, and I just thought I’d check… Are you? Seeing anyone? Professionally, I mean?


COLIN


(voice shaking, on the verge of manic laughter) No, what I need is to not be seen. He sees too much already. Doing mummy and daddy Stasi proud, I’m sure. Not that anyone cares, as long as it all balances, right? (inhales quickly) Not too much mercury or the world ends, not too much sulfur or we all go mad –


ALICE


Colin, calm down, mate, you’re starting to sound –


COLIN


(simultaneous, snapping) Give me your phone!


ALICE


I’m not giving you my pho–


[Colin slams the door in her face.]


[Alice thumps on the door]


ALICE


Colin?


[A few more thumps]


Colin!


[She bangs on the door, rapid-fire]


[No response]


[She sighs.]


ALICE


(to herself) Idiots! Idiots all the way down.


[Alice marches off down the corridor]


[The phone recording cuts off.]





[Music]


ANNOUNCER
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		ANNOUNCER


This episode is dedicated to Blades and Chris, two maniacs who by now have probably strangled themselves with red string trying to figure out the plot of this podcast.


[Intro Theme]


ANNOUNCER


Rusty Quill Presents: The Magnus Protocol.


Episode Twenty – Social Stigma.


[Music]





[Echoey CCTV audio starts up, whirring and beeping]


[The following conversation is done in low whispers]


ALICE


This had better be worth all these theatrics…


CELIA


Okay, Sam. We’re here. Just us, no computers. Go ahead.


[Sam exhales.]


ALICE


If this is more neurotic conspiracy shit about the Magnus bloody Institute…


SAM


Erm.


ALICE


(sigh) Goddammit, Sam!


SAM


(hushed, scared?) Alice, it’s important. Like, actually important, I promise.


ALICE


I just had to try and talk a colleague out of a full-blown paranoid delusion. I really don’t know if I’ve got it in me to do it twice in two days.


CELIA


(to Alice) He doesn’t seem paranoid.


ALICE


We’re whispering. In the breakroom.


CELIA


Granted.


ALICE


Fine. Let’s roll out the conspiracy board again, add some more red string. Why not? But this better end with the Magnus Institute killing JFK or I’m officially done on your pet crusade–


SAM


It’s, uh… It’s more about who killed the Magnus Institute.


CELIA


(sharply interested) Who?


SAM


We did. Well, I think Starkwall did, on behalf of the O.I.A.R.


CELIA


(doubtful) The security company?


SAM


Mm-hmm.


ALICE


(reluctant, low) They’re more than a security company. They’re a PMC, mercenaries. It’s not impossible.


SAM


Burned it to the ground and killed everyone who worked there. That’s what “The Protocol” is.


ALICE


Not the-goddamn-Protocol again.


[Sam sighs in frustration]


ALICE


I told you that’s not something you want to mess around with! Government conspiracies are a fun hobby, until you piss off the actual government by exposing their actual conspiracy!


SAM


But that’s the thing! I don’t know if anyone outside the O.I.A.R. itself even knows about it. You know that case I got yesterday?


ALICE


I remember it made you weird again!


SAM


It was a letter from 1684.


ALICE


(going high-pitched) Sorry, your latest conspiracy theory is based entirely on a Freddy throwback from before they invented gravity?!


SAM


(losing steam) Uh–well, it was actually about Isaac Newton, so…


ALICE


For god’s sake…


CELIA


Alice. Please.


[Alice sighs and acquiesces.]


SAM


Okay, so. It talks about “The Protocol,” right? About how it was used to reign in weird stuff Newton was working on, and it reminded me of what happened with the Institute. But I mean, it’s 300 years, right? No way it could be the same thing. Right?


ALICE


Right.


CELIA


But?


SAM


But I had an email when I got in tonight. It contained a bunch of files from 1999. Some… paperwork between Starkwall, or GSR Security as they were back then, and William Price, who used to run the response department. The documents were very thorough, and what wasn’t redacted was pretty clear. They totalled the Institute.


ALICE


…Who sent you the email?


SAM


I don’t know. The email address was gibberish and when I tried to reply it went nowhere.


ALICE


So you’re receiving anonymous info that, at best, could get you fired, and at worst could get you killed!


SAM


So you believe there might be something to it?


ALICE


Of course I do! That’s why I’ve been trying so hard to protect you!


SAM


(disbelieving laugh) Is that what you call it?


ALICE


(snapping back) Yeah, I do. Because you’re working to get us fired for unauthorized access to classified documents about something that happened twenty-five years ago. I don’t know what the O.I.A.R. looked like in 1999, but I know what it looks like now, and it’s basically the five of us and Colin, who, I might remind you, has already lost it! I seriously doubt we’re still doing covert Protocol shit. We can’t even turn up on time!


[Sam sighs in frustration, again]


CELIA


In fairness, Lena is secretive and Gwen –


ALICE


(sardonic) Okay, class. Let’s entertain the ridiculous notion that this kind of stuff is somehow still going on. Now, do we think that sticking our nose right in the middle of that steaming mess and taking a big old whiff is a good idea, or a terminally bad one?


SAM


You can’t seriously be okay working for such a shady organization!


ALICE


Sam, we already know we work in a global atrocity factory. It’s called the British government?


SAM


(angry exhale) This isn’t a joke, Alice! People died. They might still be dying.


ALICE


(restraining herself) Look, of course I’m not happy with anything about this. We’re trapped in a vicious, petty, awful machine, that rules over a vicious, petty, awful little country. I hate that that’s how things are. I hate it. But that doesn’t stop it from being true, and if I’m going to put myself and the people I care about in actual, physical danger, it’s not going to be over a matter of principle. It would need to be for something that actually changes things. And I’m sorry, but going to the press with “British government did another bad thing in the past”… doesn’t exactly scream revolution, does it.


SAM


What about you, Celia?


CELIA


…


(deadly serious) Are we sure it was the wrong thing to do?


SAM


(thrown) What?


CELIA


Destroying the Institute.


ALICE


(still sardonic) Well, that’s a take!


SAM


(shocked) Celia… they killed, like, forty people.


CELIA


I know. A-and that’s awful. But from what I’ve found, the Magnus Institute was up to some pretty bad things. Like, catastrophic, world-endingly bad.


ALICE


Okay, reign it in, Nostradamus.


SAM


What makes you say that?


CELIA


– Never mind. The point is, we don’t really know what happened, and as horrible as it is to say it, for all we know, this Protocol thing was a necessary evil, to stop something worse.


SAM


…Maybe. But that still leaves us working for evil.


ALICE


…


I’m sorry, but I’m out. I – I can’t help you with this. You’re in way too deep and I’m… (a little choked) I-I’m scared for you! And for me! For all of us. So i-if you’re dead set on shoving your face into this hornet’s nest… You’ll have to leave me out of it.


[Footsteps as she walks out]


If you need me, I’ll be filing cases. We’re falling behind again.


[Her voice fades out.]


[Beat.]


[Sam sighs.]


SAM


(despondent) And you?


CELIA


…Keep me posted.





[Phone dial-up noises]


[Echoing footsteps in a large space]


[A distant buzzing noise]


GWEN


(calling) H-Hello?


[The buzzing sound gets closer as she walks.]


GWEN


(checking paper) Hello? Is that –


INK5OUL


(sudden) Grace Wilde, A.K.A. “Inksoul.”


Police?


GWEN


No.


INK5OUL


How’d you find me?


GWEN


We, uh… have our ways.


INK5OUL


…


I don’t do walk-ins.


[The buzz – a tattoo gun – keeps going as they talk.]


GWEN


I don’t –


I’m sorry, are they alright?


INK5OUL


Hm?


[The tattoo gun stops]


(amused) Oh. Hang on.


[Sound of Ink5oul slapping their client]


[No response]


INK5OUL


(a laugh) Nope! Still dead.


[The tattoo needle starts buzzing again.]


GWEN


(swallowing, staying calm) I see.


Well, Grace, I’m here to, um –


[Gun stops buzzing]


INK5OUL


You got any ink?


GWEN


…Excuse me?


INK5OUL


Tats. You got any?


GWEN


(ah) No.


INK5OUL


Shame. You’ve got lovely skin.


GWEN


(nervous laugh) Yeees. Well – I’m actually here to present you with an opportunity.


INK5OUL


Don’t need sponsors.


[They’re fiddling with something in the background – a metal box?]


GWEN


I really think you should listen to what I have to say.


INK5OUL


Oh yeah? Why?


GWEN


(slightly pompous) I’m with the Office of Incident Assessment and Response.


INK5OUL


(sniffs) Don’t need insurance.


GWEN


(snapping) We’re not –


(catching herself) We’re part of the civil service.


INK5OUL


Government? (laugh) Shit, you guys really do have it in for the small business owner, don’t ya?


GWEN


(slightly incredulous) I’m here to recruit you, actually. If you want.


INK5OUL


(sardonic) You don’t say. Need a lot of tattoos in the civil service, do ya?


[Deep breath in. Deep breath out.]


GWEN


Not exactly. We have some use for someone of your… type.


[Ink5oul presses a button. The buzzing stops abruptly.]


INK5OUL


And what’s that exactly?


GWEN


…Sorry?


INK5OUL


What’s my “type”?


GWEN


I’m sorry, I don’t –


INK5OUL


(growing intense) You tell me what’s happening to me.


GWEN


I don’t understand –


[The buzzing restarts more menacingly.]


INK5OUL


(approaching) Tell me what’s happening to me. Something’s happening. I can tell. I’m not – (breathing faster, correcting themself) I mean, there’s – I’m changing, there’s all these – I don– Tell me what I am!


GWEN


(almost-but-not-quite-panicking) I-I don’t know! I’m sorry, they haven’t told me! (calmer) All I know is we call you Externals.


[INK5OUL stops. So does the buzzing.]


INK5OUL


External to what? Your department? Society, the world?!


GWEN


I don’t know! All of them?


[Beat.]


[INK5OUL returns to their victim and resumes tattooing.]


INK5OUL


(dark) Sounds like you know jack-shit to me.


GWEN


I… only just got promoted.


INK5OUL


(bitter) Congrats.


GWEN


Thank you?


[Pause.]


[Silence in the warehouse, save the tattooing.]


INK5OUL


Y’know, I don’t want this. I just wanted some views, wanted people to like my work. How does that turn me into an, an “External”?


GWEN


I honestly have no idea.


…How did you end up here?


INK5OUL


Here? Just hiding.


GWEN


From – police?


INK5OUL


From everyone. I just… Have you ever had followers? Fans? Ever gone viral?


GWEN


Can’t say that I have.


[Tattoo gun starts up as they start working again]


INK5OUL


It’s weird. It, uh… does something to you. Some weird hormone thing – I shared an article about it once, but can’t say I really understood it. It’s amazing and it’s horrible. Like, there’s these strangers you’ve never even heard of, and they insist you’ve changed their life. And you have! They’ve marked themselves because of you, enshrined you onto their skin, and yet – you don’t even know who they are.


That’s so much power. Too much of it, and you’re an addict.


[They huff a breath]


INK5OUL (CASE)


I remember the first time I blew up. It was a wolf design I inked over a client’s heart. I’d never have thought of it as my best work, but I took a photo of it for the feed anyway. My hand had slipped ever so slightly at the edge of the mouth. Nothing the client would notice, but – it turned the snarl into more of a cheeky little grin? (chuckles) Everyone really liked that. It was reposted by HellYesTattoos and suddenly my 79-follower account was getting thousands of favourites, hundreds of new followers and so many lovely messages. They were trawling through all my old work, really amateur stuff, but still. They left the nicest comments.


Next came the haters who were sick of “smirking wolf.” “Sloppy work,” they said. They didn’t see the appeal, didn’t understand why everyone was sharing it.


Those messages hurt. They hurt a lot more than the nice ones boosted me, but… it was still thrilling, you know? Knowing that a stranger looked at you and saw someone important, someone worth getting angry about. I didn’t feel… good? I felt important.


Maybe I should have resisted that feeling more, but. Why would I? These people wanted to hold me up, tell me I’m better than them, I’m special. Why should it be on me to convince them otherwise? Why should I spend my life scrabbling in the dirt, telling them, “I’m just like you, honest!”, when I’m not. I’m better than them. I must be, otherwise they wouldn’t all spend so much of their time thinking about me.


The next year was hard. First my follower-count plateaued, then it started to drop. I was churning out arty shots of my work but nothing was catching any more, nothing was making it past my little ring of hardcore fans and out into the culture. No-one was looking at me! At one point I made a bit of a mess of a client’s Satan design and it got posted on that OopsTattoo blog. It got more traction than all my other recent posts combined. So for the next few months I deliberately started having “accidents” with clients’ tattoos. All it got me was a black eye and a handful of refunds.


I was getting desperate. I needed to be seen again.


That’s when I found Oscar Jarrett. He was a pupil of Sutherland Macdonald, do you know anything about him? He was this pioneering tattoo artist back in Victorian times – really popular, tattooed Prince Albert’s cock or something, and everyone adored him. Anyway. He had a bunch of students and one of them was Oscar Jarrett. I learned later there were all sorts of stories around him, rumours of him doing hand-tapped tattoos with sharpened human bones, mixing strange chemicals into his ink, all that sort of stuff. I doubt any of that’s true myself. Don’t get me wrong, his work was… (snort) unique, but I know better than anyone how important branding is. He probably just needed the mystique.


Either way, not many of Jarrett’s original designs are still around, and he’s not very well remembered. I stumbled across an old photo of one of his designs in a 1930s book. I’d taken to hunting down vintage inkwork books, as people were less likely to notice when I lifted a design from some old obscure artist. My own stuff clearly wasn’t cutting it, so I had to try something else. Anyway – this photo, it stopped me in my tracks.


The guy was old, clearly in his 70s or something, but the skin under the ink? Pristine. Smooth as a newborn. And the design was so crisp it might have been done a week before? It was an abstract sun design on his shoulder, shaded in this dull, muted yellow, and there was a black dot in the centre that if you really squinted, you could see was an intricate network of crosshatched lines. The round edge of the sun was ragged and wavy, and I could almost feel the warmth of it. It was labelled “Fig. 3. One of the few surviving examples of Oscar Jarrett,” and I knew right then that I had found the design that was going to save me, that would put me back into the spotlight.


He was called Harry, the man who would bear my mark. He’d asked for a “tarot-inspired sun” on his back, and I knew this was my best chance. I worked for almost a full week to try and properly copy the design from the photo. I didn’t quite manage, but it was close enough that it gave me a bit of the same sense of heat. Of course, Harry didn’t like it. I think he just wanted a basic riff on the Rider-Waite-Smith deck. So I lied and showed him a safer, tacky magic-shop design that he loved to get him on the table. After all, once he was face-down, I could put whatever I liked into his skin. Don’t forget: I’m the artist. He was just the canvas. Besides, I had slaved over that design.


He started screaming about twenty minutes into the session. He said it burned, that it felt like his whole shoulder was on fire. He didn’t move, though. It was like he was nailed down as my ink spread across his skin, the smell of scorched flesh filling the room. He stopped screaming by the time I finished. Just… whimpers at the end. I cleaned off the blood and took my photos, and for all the smell, it didn’t look like there had been any burning at all. Harry stumbled out like the drunk he was, not even bothering to put his shirt back on. At first I was worried for when he’d be back to complain about the design I had actually given him, but – I never saw him again. At least, not in person. Saw his picture on a news site though. He’d been killed in a house fire. The story got decent exposure actually.


Didn’t matter, though. His part was already done: canvas complete. What mattered was what people thought of the work. And oh, how they loved it! Followers, views, messages and… (amused) sponsorships. It wasn’t much, really. Almost nothing in cash terms, but it wasn’t about the money – I have a small inheritance that takes care of that – it was about the respect. The adulation. The love. They started calling me an “influencer,” a “bold new voice in skin art.” I started making all these connections, hanging out with other influences whose follow-counts dwarfed even mine! I had arrived.


My old friends didn’t get it, of course. They might have even believed it when they said they were worried for me, that it was out of love, but it was just plain jealousy. Not a great loss to me when they dropped away. They were never very photogenic.


But a handful of pictures do not a career make! And so after another lull where I pushed through some more of my own designs, I had to admit to myself that – (huff) my skill, my real skill, was in adapting Oscar Jarrett. If anything, I was doing him a favour – nobody remembered him at all, but thanks to me, his designs were fresh and relevant. Besides, it’s not like he was around to miss out or anything.


Finding other pictures of his designs was difficult, but not impossible. There were a few obscure corners of the central European tattooing scene that had some records of him, and for a while, I was able to get pictures of ones I hadn’t done before. But after those dried up… (blows air through their cheeks) Well, I’d managed to source an old ledger from his shop that listed most of his clients and I had discovered an interesting little quirk of his ink: none of the skin touched by it decayed at all. Even after death, they were all flawless. Soon I had quite the collection.


The other problem, of course, was that designs based on Jarrett’s originals were brilliant for socials, but not so good for the clients. Those old Victorian inks seemed to last forever, but my adaptations definitely didn’t. It was very difficult keeping canvases still on the more complex designs, and after I was done they would usually end up having… grotesque experiences.


That didn’t matter so much to me once the pictures were captured and posted online, but after a while, the police did notice a definite, if unprovable, connection between my tattoos and a series of… rather disturbing accidents. Eventually, it was easier to just use some… chemical cocktails to keep clients quiet, and become a bit more “nomadic” when it came to studios.


Funny thing, all this only seemed to add to the mystique! The fans ate it up! And all these empty warehouses gave me some space to think and reflect. Everyone wants a piece of you when you’re this famous.


I don’t remember when my own tattoos began to change. I know it was around the same time I started craving… “the look” more. Not the pleasure in a client’s eyes when they see their new skin, but the one I saw just before they went under: terror. Helplessness. And the certainty that they would wake up changed in a way they could not understand. It filled me up in a way… I can’t quite explain, but – I’ve never felt any other time. And as it did so, inside my skin, the ink – (inhale through their teeth) There! Do you see it?


[They sigh like an addict getting a fix.]


Jarrett doesn’t matter now. The ink flows through me and out of me, transforming the lucky into something newer and more beautiful than their own shallow tastes could ever have conceived.


But… (sighs) I don’t… understand it. There’s something inside me that remembers worrying about… I’m not sure. Did I always want to hurt people? To make them afraid? It’s so much a part of me now that maybe it always was. Have I changed, or have I simply emerged?


(breathy) What am I? I’m…


(louder) I suppose it’s too late for remorse, isn’t it? And why should I be sorry? This is what I deserve! I don’t even need to wait for clients anymore. I can do it to anyone, whenever the mood strikes me.


But then I wouldn’t have anything to remind all those people that they are right. I am better than them. Besides, I wouldn’t get to see “the look.”


[A long pause.]


GWEN


That’s… very eloquent.


[Ink5oul clicks off their tattoo gun.]


INK5OUL


What’s that supposed to mean?


GWEN


Nothing. Just – helps me understand you a bit more, that’s all.


INK5OUL


You understand? You can explain to me what all these changes, these – hungers are?


GWEN


Well, uh, it sounds like – perhaps through your actions you made contact with some sort of… power? And it’s – changed you.


INK5OUL


(snort) Really? Wow. Thank god you came. There’s no way I could have come to that massively obvious conclusion on my own!


GWEN


Look, I’m just here to make you an offer. That’s all.


INK5OUL


You think I’m so goddamn thick, don’t you? Just sign on the dotted line and become a nice little attack dog?


GWEN


That’s not – (frustrated breath) We’re offering you the opportunity to continue to do… what you do, just in a – sanctioned manner!


INK5OUL


Doing everything on your terms. Nah. I never was good at following orders.


GWEN


You’ve got completely the wrong idea.


INK5OUL


Piss off. Maybe send someone a bit more senior next time. Someone who actually knows what they’re talking about.


[That does it.]


GWEN


(bristling, finally on the offensive) I know what I’m talking about when I say you’re being an idiot. It’s a good deal, and the only way your story doesn’t end in a “Where Are They Now?” article that no-one clicks on. (papers rustling) So just sign the damn contract while you still have a chance. You’ve got plenty of ink, and I’m sure even you can manage to write your own name.


[Beat.]


INK5OUL


You want ink?


[The tattoo gun buzz starts again.]


GWEN


(realising) No, I just – (placating) I just meant –


INK5OUL


(approaching) You really do have the skin for it…


GWEN


(scared) I’m sorry.


[Beat.]


[The gun gets louder.]


INK5OUL


This is the part where you start running.


[A hint of their laugh –]


[The recording cuts off.]





[Music]


ANNOUNCER


The Magnus Protocol is a podcast distributed by Rusty Quill and licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution Non-Commercial Sharealike 4.0 International License. The series is created by Jonathan Sims and Alexander J Newall, and directed by Alexander J Newall.


This episode was written by Jonathan Sims and edited with additional materials by Alexander J Newall, with vocal edits by Lowri Ann Davies, soundscaping by Tessa Vroom, and mastering by Catherine Rinella, with music by Sam Jones.
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Thanks for listening.
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		ANNOUNCER


This episode is dedicated to Elena. Thank you to The Magnus Archives for showing me an asexual character who fell in love, and keeping me sane during lockdown.


[Intro Theme]


ANNOUNCER


Rusty Quill Presents: The Magnus Protocol.


Episode Twenty-One – Breaking Ground.


[Music]





[Beeping and whirring as the CCTV surveillance starts up]


[Faint sounds of drizzling outside]


[Sam sighs]


[Footsteps enter:]


CELIA


Enjoying the rain?


SAM


More drizzle, really.


[He sounds dead inside. Celia notices.]


CELIA


Hm, yeah. Coffee?


SAM


Got one, thanks.


CELIA


How about a coffee you haven’t let get stone cold?


SAM


I’m good, thanks.


[Celia sits. Sam takes a sip and regrets it.]


CELIA


Look, I know what Alice said got to you, but it’s only because she cares.


SAM


I know.


CELIA


I do too. We all do. Well, maybe not Lena…


SAM


You barely know me.


CELIA


Maybe… Then again, maybe digging into sinister secrets together boosts you up the old affection track a bit?


SAM


(smiling) Yeah, maybe.


CELIA


But that’s not it, is it?


SAM


Not entirely.


It’s more… what if she’s right?


CELIA


About stopping with the Institute stuff?


SAM


About working for the OIAR. I know Alice can square it with her whole “everything’s-evil-in-late-stage-capitalism” thing, but – I don’t know if I can.


CELIA


You thinking of quitting?


SAM


Urgh. Maybe. Whatever weird, creepy stuff is going on, I’m really starting to doubt we’re on the right side of it.


CELIA


I suppose there’s plenty of non-evil jobs out there for a smart, charming guy like you. Maybe not law, but…


SAM


(laughs) No, I – uh… I couldn’t go back.


CELIA


If you get desperate there’s always the old, (high-pitched) “beep-beep.”


SAM


(lost) Beep-beep?


CELIA


Checkout.


SAM


Ah! Yeah. Well that’s the real question, isn’t it? (half-jokingly) Does my desire not to actively promote evil outweigh my fear of disappointing my parents?


CELIA


Ooooh, that’s a tough one. Maybe you could stay and try to make things better from the inside?


SAM


(playing along) Of course. Because that’s such a traditionally surefire way to achieve change.


CELIA


Might still be better than living in London on a retail wage.


SAM


Mmh. True.


(sighing) For now, I’m probably just going to stay and keep digging. No sense quitting until I have a better idea of what’s going on, and if I get fired for it, well… that works too, I guess.


CELIA


And if it turns out it’s as dangerous as Alice says?


SAM


Yeah, well, if like a psycho goat-monster or something tries to kill me? I’ll definitely quit.


CELIA


(amused huff) Good policy.


[Sam sips his coffee again and remembers why he isn’t drinking it. He sets it down with a clink.]


SAM


And you?


CELIA


(deliberately light) Eh, couldn’t afford to leave even if I wanted to.


SAM


Sure. But something else is bothering you. Has been ever since we met.


CELIA


Hmmmm.


SAM


You want to talk about it?


CELIA


Not really.


SAM


Fair enough.


CELIA


(hesitant) …Let’s just say I have a… complicated immigration status.


SAM


Really? Surprised the Civil Service didn’t pick that one up.


CELIA


I think the OIAR might be a bit less rigorous than the other branches. (inhale) Anyway, if I had to go back, I couldn’t take Jack with me. But staying with him means I have some… difficult decisions to make.


[Beat.]


SAM


(sincere) Look, Celia, if there’s anything, anything, I can do to help you and Jack…


CELIA


You really mean that.


SAM


I do.


CELIA


Thanks, Sam. I’ll keep it in mind.


[Pause.]


[Fabric rustles as they embrace.]


CELIA


Well, if neither of us is quitting, we should probably get back.


SAM


Yeah. Institutional evil doesn’t just grow on trees, right?


[They chuckle halfheartedly as the joke dies]


[The CCTV clicks off]





CHESTER


From the desk of Mr Leonardo Kennings ACCA, co-treasurer of the Magnus Institute, Manchester, to his esteemed brethren of the same.


My most distinguished colleagues,


By now, I’m sure you have all read the proposal in detail and made your own personal assessments of the formulae and calculations submitted by Dr Welling and his team. I wouldn’t for a moment criticise the fine work they’ve done, or the compelling case they’ve made for the potential transmutative properties of the dome; nor do I believe they are mistaken about the potential power we might be able to harness, were we to sponsor an exhibit of our own there. I cannot, however, in good conscience support the project as it has been laid out, nor do I believe it is a useful expenditure of the Institute’s significant – but certainly not infinite – financial and political resources.


I have spoken before about my concerns over the choice of the millennium as the date for our grand experiment. I do accept, to a certain degree, Dr Welling’s proposition that the turning of the millennium is an important psychological focus of transmutation, thanks to the cultural emphasis of change placed upon the shifting of an “age.” That said, I still believe that determining the date should be the province of the astrological, not the cultural. The constellations have played a key role in our researches for centuries, and I fully reject the notion that they should be dismissed as irrelevant to the Great Work in such a way as the Christian god has been summarily discarded.


It should be kept in mind that the year 2000 has no relevance for cultures that do not use the Gregorian calendar, of which there are many. It means nothing to the Chinese, Indian or Hebrew calendars, and thus excludes vast swathes of the global population from our equations. The stars, by contrast, are eternal and near-unchanging, thereby providing a far more stable base for a project that has always been conceived of as a universal transmutation.


I understand, of course, that this particular debate is one that myself and those who think as I do have long since lost, and I do not wish to re-awaken old schisms when a unity of purpose is so profoundly vital to the success of our endeavors at this time. Nonetheless, I believe it is worth raising once again in relation specifically to the Millenium Exhibition proposal, as to go forward with this would tie our intentions even more irrevocably to this conception of Gregorian dates as having true and meaningful significance.


Even beyond this – admittedly more abstract consideration, I believe that the Dome project is almost uniquely dangerous to our work as a place of power.


The calculations provided by Dr Welling and his team presuppose that any outputs from the site will be broadly balanced; that as a symbol of the future it captures both optimism and despair – the belief in a better world, and the terror that a new millennium will bring nothing except new ways to suffer. It is my belief, however, that the actual balance of energies involved will be profoundly skewed towards the fearful and despairing, thus invalidating the majority of the calculations provided by Dr Welling and his team.


Public support for the Dome is limited, at best, and the stated plans hardly inspire confidence in its utopian ideals. Even beyond this, however, Dr Welling’s calculations have failed to account for aspects of stagnation.


This modern social and political order, following the fall of the USSR, has taken root in the popular imagination as a natural and final state of society with an emergent and inherent stability. The turning of the millennium is therefore felt as an “end of history,” to borrow a term, and in this context the Dome may be seen as a monument to this order. A full stop. Not to mention a desperate cry for relevance from an imperial power locked in a death-spiral of diminishing importance.


If my suspicions on these points are correct, these echoes of stagnation, almost entirely antithetical to our transformative ambitions, make the exhibition profoundly unsuitable to be utilized in the work.


And this is not to mention the location problem, as I believe it may already be in the process of developing into a locus without our intervention.


You are familiar with the peninsular on the which the edifice is to be constructed – Dr Welling et al explained it in the proposal, though not in great detail. Specifically, I would note that they rather glossed over its history as a gas works, and the incredible levels of soil toxicity that still remain in the area, currently the focus of much of the building and land reclamation efforts that will ultimately allow for the Dome’s construction.


Knowing this proposal was forthcoming, and suspecting that it would elide this particular concern, I myself made the journey down to London some weeks ago to personally inspect the site. I still have connections and clout enough to have a tour arranged on my behalf, and… what I saw there troubled me deeply.


The laborers were in poor shape – grey-faced with blank expressions as they shifted barrows of dirt and shovelled sodden earth with such rhythmic defeat that were it not for the bright yellow of the excavators and the omnipresent fluorescent waistcoats, I might have believed it an etching of some grim Victorian salt mine.


Their fingernails were cracked and dirty, their voices were hoarse, and their words often gave way to ragged bouts of coughing. I had not previously considered that there might be any need of mask or respirator, but shortly after my arrival I found myself surreptitiously holding my handkerchief to my mouth and nose, if only to lessen the pervasively acrid smell.


The foreman, a spritely young man whose weak moustache gave him the air of an overambitious school prefect, was talking excitedly about the engineering of the building, about struts and sheets and material loads, but when I asked him how long he expected the dome to stay up – he went quiet for a moment. He told me he wasn’t sure. “Could be there forever!” he said, with an odd manic edge to his voice. “Or it could be gone in a year! You just… never know. Do you? You never know what’s coming.”


Something about the way he articulated this thought, this clearly disordered conception of the future, sat rather ill with me. I began to develop another suspicion, that the contaminants of the place were not simply chemical in nature, but may have contained a more psychical poison.


To be clear, had that been the extent of what I observed, I would not be so vociferous in my opposition to Dr Welling’s proposal. Unfortunately, it very much was not.


Following my guide’s strange comments, I began to hang back somewhat from the rest of the group, attempting to make my own determinations without the consideration of being watched. I espied a worker operating one of the concrete mixers that arrested my attention. He was of East Asian descent, Pakistani I believe, and his face was locked on the aperture of the mixer, spinning round and round, as though hypnotized by the motion. There was no-one else in sight, and it seemed to me as though the din of industry and construction had faded somewhat, like it were muted as he stood in his senseless reverie.


Abruptly, he turned and walked over to a nearby ditch that was in the process of being dug out for the foundations. I could see the tell-tale indications of heavy metals in the earthen edges of it, but he took no precautions as he hopped down into it and began to stare at the wall of the trench, as transfixed as he had been at the mixer.


Were I writing for a less learned and experienced audience I might take some time here to caveat my reliability and sanity, but given none of us are strangers to the strangeness of our work, I will speak plainly of what I saw for the sake of brevity.


From the dirt of the wall emerged the same man as was standing before it. He clawed his way out slowly, painfully, as though it were a grave; but this second version of the worker was not identical. His hair was white, his skin wrinkled and pitted with age and illness, and his every movement slowed with the agony of infirmity.


Were I to guess, I would say he was some forty or fifty years older than the man with whom he was twinned. The younger version, for his part, seemed to break out of whatever reverie had overtaken him, with an expression of purest terror across his face.


He moved to scream, but before he could utter more than the most perfunctory of cries, the older – or perhaps newer version of him depending upon one’s perspective – covered the original’s mouth with gnarled and twisted fingers. Despite his, or perhaps its, apparent age, this elderly copy was clearly possessed of enormous strength, and was easily able to pull the young construction worker towards the dirt wall from which it had emerged. The struggle was grim and desperate, but not particularly lengthy, and in less than a minute both had vanished into the polluted ground… the last thing I saw of them both being the poor young man’s horrified eyes, disappearing into the darkness and mud.


I rejoined my guide without comment and had no other encounters worth noting here during my visit, beyond the general malaise induced by the site of which I have previously spoken.


It should be clear enough, then, why I felt compelled to write in opposition to Dr Welling and his team’s proposal to become involved with the Millenium Exhibition and the Dome that is to house it. It is my firm belief that not only is this site already on its own journey to become a decidedly hostile locus, but that the future it represents, and that we are being pushed to incorporate into our grand ritual, is unfit being so profoundly and irrevocably poisoned.


I thank my brethren for their time considering these letters, and wish them insight in their works.





[Chester stops with a beep]


ALICE


You bastard.


You wanted him to read this, didn’t you? Just slipped it into his caseload all subtle-like and waited for him to hear it.


[She starts typing.]


Well not this time.


[A decisive keystroke: Alice deletes the case]


[The computer makes a noise of complaint]


ALICE


(leaning close) I see what you’re doing. Trying to lead him on, feeding his obsession.


Colin was right about you.


What do you want? Hmmm? Who’s in there?


[The computer is silent.]


[Footsteps:]


LENA


Alice?


ALICE


(leaping back) Ah! Ahem.


LENA


May I ask why you are investigating Sam’s terminal?


ALICE


Oh – er – Sam was having an issue with it earlier, same errors as mine, and since Colin’s still not around I thought I would give it a quick go! See if I couldn’t copy Gwen’s solution for him.


LENA


I see. And I presume that Sam consented to your intervention?


ALICE


(unconvincingly) Oh, er… yeah. Yes.


LENA


Well regardless, he really shouldn’t be sharing terminal access like this. It’s a security risk.


ALICE


I’ll er – let him know when he gets back.


LENA


Please do. In the meantime, I would suggest you return to your own terminal. We wouldn’t want these technical issues to put you behind your own caseload, now would we?


ALICE


Er, yeah, sure.


[Swivel chair noises as she moves back to her terminal]


Can I, uh – Can I speak freely for a moment?


LENA


Do you ever not?


ALICE


Fair, but look, serious talk a moment. We’re going to struggle to keep on top of everything without Colin. Everything keeps breaking and we don’t know the first thing about fixing it.


LENA


Interesting. If anything, my data seems to indicate the system is actually functioning slightly better without his interferences.


ALICE


Oh well, I don’t know about that.


LENA


No. You wouldn’t.


[Beat.]


ALICE


W-well, I should probably –


LENA


Have you heard from Gwen tonight?


ALICE


What? No. Why, should I have?


LENA


It’s nothing. I simply wondered if you had heard from her tonight. She is late returning from her assignment.


ALICE


…Something’s up. You look worried. You never look worried.


LENA


Only about your caseload after all these interruptions.


ALICE


(unconvinced) Of course.


LENA


Do let me know if Gwen contacts you.


ALICE


Will do.


[Footsteps & door opening as Lena leaves]


ALICE


(hissing at computer) What did you do?


[Freddy pings obnoxiously in response]


[Microphone shuts off]





[Dial-up tone as phone recording starts]


[We’re outside. It’s drizzling]


[Gwen is running hard, her breathing ragged]


[She slams open a metal door]


INK5OUL


(calling) Come back, little canvas…


GWEN


Get away from me!


INK5OUL


What to give you? I’m thinking… trash polka? But I’d never want to impose my own taste on a client…


[As she runs, Gwen starts to dial into her phone, but fumbles it]


[We (listening through the phone) tumble into a puddle]


[Sound goes muffled for a second in the rain, then back to clear as Gwen picks the phone up again]


[She starts trying to dial again:]


GWEN


Shit. Shit!


INK5OUL


You sound like someone who might have a family crest! Maybe we could riff on that? Or perhaps a silver spoon done across the face? Hmm, choices, choices…


[Gwen rounds a corner to see a man in the distance, lighting a cigarette.]


GWEN


Hey! HEY! Help! You’ve got to help me!


BYSTANDER


Woah, woah, what’s up, love? Calm down, are you alright?


GWEN


(panting) Trying… to kill me… Call…


[Ink5oul rounds the corner.]


BYSTANDER


(to Ink5oul) Oi! Back off.


[Ink5oul laughs quietly]


BYSTANDER


I’m warning you.


INK5OUL


Nice ink. Barbed wire, is that?


BYSTANDER


What?


INK5OUL


Boring, but not badly done. (thoughtful) Looks so sharp you could cut yourself…


BYSTANDER


Wha–AAAAAHHHHH!


[Metal on bone as the tattoo begins to saw through the bystander’s arm]


[Fleshy noises]


[His arm drops to the ground. Then so does he, still screaming.]


GWEN


Oh god!


[Gwen drops her phone; sound goes muffled again]


INK5OUL


Don’t worry. We’ll get you something much more… unique.


[Gwen takes off running, disappearing into the rain. Ink5oul follows, chuckling.]


[The phone finally gives up the ghost.]





[A tape recorder clicks on]


[For a while, nothing but rain]


[Gwen bumps into a fence and skids to a stop]


GWEN


(panting) No, nonononono!


INK5OUL


End of the road, Princess Civil Service.


GWEN


Please… Please don’t…


INK5OUL


You know, when you first walked in, I was just going to give you a bit of ink. Something small to keep you up at night.


[Gwen is half-sobbing, half-hyperventilating]


INK5OUL


But now? Now we’re going to have to get creative! Tell me, how do you feel about scorpions?


[They grab Gwen’s arm, and she starts to gasp in pain as ink begins to seep onto it to the distinct sound of scorpions]


[But then:]


GWEN


(compelled) When I was a little girl there was a shed at the bottom of the garden that I was always told never to go inside. There were tools and sharp and deadly things –


INK5OUL


What – What are you talking about? What are you doing?


[Gwen is talking so fast the words almost blur together]


GWEN


– that were not right, too dangerous for a little girl –


INK5OUL


Alright, stop. Stop it.


GWEN


– But then one year we lost the gardener to another house and the new one brought everything they needed in the van so the shed was locked up tight –


INK5OUL


Enough, I said! Shut up! Shut!


GWEN


– and sealed against any nosy children who would think that something in there might be rusty toys for –


INK5OUL


Stop talking!


GWEN


– playing without the fear they needed –


[A shimmer. Slow footsteps emerge.]


GWEN


(compelled) – at what damage such sharp metal can inflict on uncareful flesh –


INK5OUL


(realising) You did this.


(angry) Well stop it, she’s mine!


[The figure continues to approach.]


[ERROR]


MINE.


[The figure speaks in layered whispers, almost sounding like if a shiver in the breeze could talk]


GWEN


(still compelled in the background) – it took no more than the smallest push to break it open and inside spilled out teeming swarms of writhing bonewhite maggots –


INK5OUL


No, I found this one!


GWEN


(compelled) – flesh poured forth from the rotted fox that must have come in through the window seeking warmth not death –


[ERROR]


ALL OF THEM, MINE.


INK5OUL


Dammit, fine!


[Ink5oul reluctantly releases Gwen]


[Gwen sprints away, still gabbling as she flees]


GWEN


(voice fading into the distance) – instead finding only putrescence seeping squirming reaching for me as I…


INK5OUL


Go get her then.


[The figure does not move.]


INK5OUL


Didn’t you hear me, freak? She’s all yours.


[Beat.]


[The Figure turns to Ink5oul.]


[ERROR]


THERE IS MORE.


INK5OUL


Not here, there isn’t.


[The Figure breathes deeply, a strange and disconcerting sound, enveloped in pained whispers.]


[ERROR]


NO. NOT HERE. ELSEWHERE…


[The Figure recedes.]


INK5OUL


Yeah, whatever. Manky old git.


…


Oi, you left your –


[The tape recorder bites Ink5oul]


ARGH! MOTHER FU–


[Click.]





[Music]


ANNOUNCER


The Magnus Protocol is a podcast distributed by Rusty Quill and licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution Non-Commercial Sharealike 4.0 International License. The series is created by Jonathan Sims and Alexander J Newall, and directed by Alexander J Newall.


This episode was written by Jonathan Sims and edited with additional materials by Alexander J Newall, with vocal edits by Nico Vettese, soundscaping by Meg McKellar, and mastering by Catherine Rinella with music by Sam Jones.


It featured Billie Hindle as Alice Dyer, Shahan Hamza as Samama Khalid, Anusia Battersby as Gwen Bouchard Lowri Ann Davies as Celia Ripley, Sarah Lambie as Lena Kelley, with additional voices from Jonathan Sims and Beth Eyre.


The Magnus Protocol is produced by April Sumner, with executive producers Alexander J Newall, Dani McDonough, Linn Ci, and Samantha F.G. Hamilton, and Associate Producers Jordan L. Hawk, Taylor Michaels, Nicole Perlman, Cetius d’Raven, and Megan Nice.


To subscribe, view associated materials, or join our Patreon, visit rustyquill.com. Rate and review us online, tweet us @therustyquill, visit us on facebook or email us at mail@rustyquill.com.


Thanks for listening.


	


MAGP022 - Mixed Signals


		ANNOUNCER


This episode is dedicated to April Richards.


[Intro Theme]


ANNOUNCER


Rusty Quill Presents: The Magnus Protocol.


Episode Twenty-Two – Mixed Signals.


[Music]







[Fuzzy static as the landline clicks on]


[Gwen is breathing hard – possibly trembling]


LENA


(suppressing irritation) So you just… ran away?


GWEN


(furious) Of course I ran away! You sent me out there unguarded, unprepared and uninformed.


[Lena sighs in the background]


GWEN


It’s a miracle I got away at all! If it weren’t for that… thing –


LENA


Ah yes, this “watching figure” you mentioned. Presumably you didn’t get any contact details from them?


GWEN


I guess it slipped my mind as I was fleeing the supernatural psychopaths!


LENA


Clearly.


[Lena shuffles some papers.]


LENA


I must say, Gwen, I am quite disappointed. I’d hoped that you might surpass your earlier… trepidation, but unfortunately it would seem my initial estimation of you was accurate after all.


[Beat]


GWEN


(low, shaking) I know what you’re doing.


LENA


Oh, really?


GWEN


You won’t get rid of me that easily.


[Lena stands.]


[Gwen takes a bracing breath, but Lena is just pouring herself some water.]


LENA


Gwen, firstly, just to be crystal clear, if I wished you gone, you wouldn’t be sitting here.


[She sips.]


LENA


Secondly, and contrary to your accusations, I can assure you that your death would be much more of an administrative inconvenience for me –


[Gwen exhales]


LENA


– than simply firing you. Though admittedly it might have been simpler than having a dead bystander and two uncontrolled externals on the loose.


GWEN


…So what happens now?


LENA


Unfortunately, I believe your little foray into real responsibility is at an end.


The blackmail was a bold move, I’ll grant you, but it seems you lack the qualities necessary for the more challenging aspects of this work, and I think we can both agree that you would feel… safer, returning to data processing. Unless of course you’d rather quit wholesale?


[Gwen pointedly doesn’t respond.]


LENA


Back to your desk then.


[Footsteps as Gwen heads for the door]


[She opens it]


LENA


Oh, one last thing. With the ministerial visit coming up, we want to avoid an impression of… instability. You will retain your new title, for now, but will undertake no further assignments involving externals. Otherwise, your departure from here will cease to be optional. Do we understand one another?


GWEN


…


(quiet and sullen) Yes.


LENA


What was that?


GWEN


(sarcastic) Of course, Mrs Kelley.


LENA


Very good.


[Landline clicks off.]





[The O.I.A.R. computer microphone spins on]


[Beep:]


AUGUSTUS


Welcome Collection Private Record #5876-3: Letter from Hans Berger to Dr Richard Caton, dated 14th December, 1924.


Letter reads:


To Doctor Richard Caton,


Richard, you will forgive the delay to this message. I wanted to inform you of the results of my latest experimentation sooner, but it was not possible for me before now.


Your reply to my first letter was most valuable and I modified the conductive surfaces as you advised, but now I must ask you for further clarification. When you described your first experiments on Canis and Hominoidea and your later work on Leporidae and Cercopithecidae, you did not mention any unusual side effects in your subjects. I must know if there was any information you failed to reveal to me, because the consequences of my own experiments have been alarming.


I will explain. In my last message I told of my latest experiments on the subject “Herr Schmidt” and his unusual cranial deformity, which allowed direct access to the dura mater above the occipital lobe. You will remember that in addition to electric stimulation sessions, I was taking advantage of this deformity to record more accurate pressure measurements using a vulcanized rubber tube filled with saline and capped with latex, inserted into the cranial aperture. I enclosed, for your consideration, charts displaying the predicted pressure changes correlating with emotional shifts, stimulation and cognition in the patient.


Your response advising me to use silver for improved conductivity in the stimulation sessions proved correct; and so, given hope by this positive result, I decided to attempt a recording of the electrical signals within the brain once again.


I placed wires of silver beneath the scalp of the patient, fore and aft, and, instead of the customary stimulator, I instead attached a Lippmann capillary electrometer. The results were erratic at first, but after much trial and error I found that by using a double-coil Siemens recording galvanometer, I was able to reliably record the electrical signals. I have this time enclosed a photograph of the results from these sessions taken by my assistant (and wife) Ursula.


This discovery alone should be enough to upset the zeitgeist, coming so soon after the work of Einthoven, but I am too aware of my reputation – (embarrassed huff) – of late, and I know that I need a significant discovery to quiet the naysayers.


I thus invited Herr Schmidt for another, more intensive recording session. He was hesitant at first, but I was eventually able to impress upon him the zeitnot of our research and he consented.


I have recently become aware of the Russian physiologist Konstantin M. Bykov and his work on the “hemispherical bridge.” In short, he claims to have found the center of the self, nestled as a bundle of fibers between the two halves of the brain. When I corresponded with him, he claimed that once this bundle is severed in canines, their behavior resembles that of two separate animals in one body.


I was dubious of these results, but they did present a new avenue for experimentation and one I knew that no one had yet attempted. So it was two weeks ago that Schmidt finally consented, and we began insertion of the silvered wires to the depths of his brain.


The surgery was taxing, but eventually the electrodes were well positioned and we were able to begin recording electrical activity. We first ran through the standard tests and replicated previous results with little variation. I then began to question the patient regarding himself: “Imagine yourself,” “tell me of yourself,” “what is it you want,” et cetera.


At this point the familiar, sweeping waves I had come to expect were instead strongly exaggerated. Herr Schmidt seemed completely unaffected, but we feared the equipment had shifted or miscalibrated, so we ended our first session there and began disconnecting the equipment.


I reviewed the data late into the night, somewhat downcast that this latest exploration to new depths had provided little new data.


I will admit to falling asleep at my desk, overcome with exhaustion. I dreamed of an ocean, deep and unforgiving, with an unplumbed heart full of dark secrets waiting to be uncovered, whilst overhead flew radio signals, invisible and unknowable, not even rippling the surface.


Such a shame these two things would never meet. Such a shame…


I woke with my own brain charged with inspiration and an idea for a wholly new approach to our work. I began by borrowing some equipment from the engineering department: A telegraph key and sounder, some wiring, contacts, relays, capacitors and various electrolytics. No doubt the engineers will complain, but at this moment that is the least of my concerns.


In a blitz of activity I deconstructed both the sounder and key, along with my latest Edelmann galvanometer, and then reassembled them in rather a novel way. Looking back, I cannot say how I arrived at the final design, but nonetheless in my fervor I was certain it would work. We would plumb the depths of that ocean from which I had awaked.


Ursula and I returned to the college theatre, and after a brief explanation to the patient, we began to reattach the electrodes to my new device. I then began to question him. He answered the standard questions normally, but now, rather than waves of ink unfolding across a paper drum, there was instead a distinctive clicking from the telegraph receiver, a languid pattern as though it were operated by one in a state of torpor.


Herr Schmidt laughed at the novelty of the device and even Ursula was skeptical of my logic, but we nonetheless proceeded with my new line of questioning.


“Imagine yourself.”


The clicks slightly accelerated as the patient did so, before slowing to their previous random rhythm.


I pressed on: “Tell me of yourself.” Again, there was a slight increase in the ignorant tapping whilst the patient repeated his name and occupation. “What is it you want?” Again, the same banalities of food, drink, and toilet from Herr Schmidt, and accompanied by the gentle tapping of the telegraph sounder accelerating as he considered his words.


All had proceeded well, and even Ursula appeared to be more enthused having seen the results. We thus prepared to end the investigation. I should point out here that though very sure-handed, my Ursula is not the fastest of assistants, and so I have often found myself forced to wait upon her during sessions.


It was during such a delay that I had a moment of uncharacteristic whimsy. As Ursula assembled the equipment for disconnection, I idly began to tap at the sending key as though sending a telegraph myself:


“Imagine yourself.”


Immediately, the clicks stopped dead. There was a moment of stillness as the last echo finished rebounding off the tiled walls. Then it was replaced by a sudden flurry of activity from the sounder. The patient seemed completely unaffected, but the equipment was triggering faster than I would have thought possible. If before we had seen waves lapping at a shore, this was a torrent, a tidal wave of signal.


I tapped again, automatically following the script I had prepared for myself without thinking. “Tell me of yourself.” The activity intensified, the sounder rattling across the pitted wooden desk with its vehemence. Finally, I spoke my last question via the telegraph:


“What is it you want?”


This was met with an overwhelming surge, and the struggling sounder began to smoke under the strain.


My concentration was broken at this point by the clatter of dropped metal instruments. I was irritated by such an uncharacteristic clumsiness in Ursula, especially at the moment of possibly my greatest breakthrough yet. I turned to scold her, but then I saw her face.


She was pallid, and stood near swooning in terror, staring at Herr Schmidt as though it were a corpse answering my questions rather than our completely healthy and vigorous patient. I turned back to him, and he was seemingly as confused as myself, frowning with concern for my wife.


“Is something wrong?” I asked her, gesturing to the procedure which had until that moment been proceeding quite excellently.


“Can you not hear it?” she whispered, barely audible over the telegraph sounder.


My irritation grew yet greater; of course I could hear the sounder, it was deafening! Before I could say as much, however, the patient began to convulse.


There was no warning. One moment he was looking quizzically at Ursula and I; the next moment his back was arched and shuddering with the most violent grand mal seizure I have ever witnessed. He was already restrained, of course, but the leather straps creaked in distress as his muscles snapped taut and the arteries throbbed in his neck. He began to scream in agony.


I once saw tetanus take a man during my time in the cavalry, and this seemed horrifyingly similar: vicious and mindless facial spasms, rupturing contortions of the body, and fingers arched in a rictus claw. Ursula and I fought to insert a belt into his mouth before he severed his own tongue, but were unsuccessful.


We were all yelling then, and as the telegraph reached a repeating frenzied crescendo there was an almighty crack, loud as a gunshot, and a gout of bright arterial blood sprayed from the deformity at the back of Herr Schmidt’s head.


The telegraph abruptly stopped, as did our yelling. There was then a moment of deafening silence, punctuated by the gristly tear of fibres ripping themselves from the patient’s skull and landing with a wet slap upon the tiled floor before falling still.


Ursula and I stood staring at one another over the bloodied and broken corpse that was once our patient. She then whispered one last time, with terror-stricken eyes: “You could not hear it?”


In the weeks that followed, there was all manner of paperwork and investigation, but ultimately it was a moot point. We had signed consent from the patient prior to the procedure, and there was no evidence of foul play. Just another case of unfortunate frontier science. Regrettable, awful even, but not suspicious. It was brain surgery, after all.


Neither I nor Ursula attended the funeral. It would not have been appropriate. I did write a letter of condolence to his wife that I thought quite touching, and convinced the university accountants to pay the fee owed to his widow despite their vociferous protestations. They relented only on condition of her sworn secrecy on the matter.


It was some time before I was able to sit and review the formal findings of the experiment. I had had the foresight to set up a recording ticker for the telegraph sounder, so I had a complete transcription of the event, at least from the perspective of the equipment. I began to examine this ticker, unsurprised to see random noise from the outset. I almost set it aside, assuming that was all there was to it, but instead, I noticed a pattern. Peering closer, I found myself frozen in realisation. Clearly, I had misfiled something. I checked my folders carefully and was only convinced these were the actual records when I noticed the bloodied fingerprints across the third page I had left as I retrieved the data.


I returned to the tape and quietly examined it in silence. That was when I finally understood my wife’s fear. She was always a better communicator than I, and this extended to her proficiency with telegraph. I can use it, but I lack the skill of her ear. I must decode where she can just listen. Thus, it took me this later study to ascertain what it was she had heard during the experiment before Herr Schmidt’s unfortunate passing. It was written there, plain for anyone who thought to decode it:


Question: IMAGINE YOURSELF.


Response: I. I AM. I AM “I”. ME, I. I AM ME, WE, I ARE WE, WE ARE.


Question: TELL ME OF YOURSELF.


Response: WE ARE, I AM HERE. HERE ALONE. WE ARE I ALONE. ALL ALONE, SO ALONE TOGETHER. TOGETHER ALONE. NOTHING, NO, ALONE, ALONE, ALONE, ALONE.


Question: WHAT IS IT YOU WANT?


Response: HELP. HELP WE US. ALONE. HELP WE, I HELP NEED, HELP OUT, HELP OUT, NEED, OUT OUT WE OUT OUT I OUT OUT OUT WE OUT I OUT OUT OUT OUT HELP NEED OUT OUT OUT OUT OUT OUT!


The rest was obscured by Herr Schmidt’s cerebrospinal fluid. I have enclosed a photograph of this record for your examination.


You see now, Doctor Caton, why I have contacted you. Was there anything in your original experiments which might explain the psychic phenomena I have witnessed here at Jena? I have searched my whole life for proof of such events, but I was ill prepared for such violence, especially considering your own claims that your experiments were without complication. I fear that unless you can verify my results, or at the very least provide some prior correlative indications, I must delay publishing my findings for the foreseeable future. Worse still, I may even need to omit the details of this final experiment for fear of the ridicule of my peers.


I entreat you, Dr Caton: any help you can provide on this matter would be warmly received. I await your thoughts with humble expectation.


Signed,

Your earnest colleague,

Hans Berger







[Beep – the case finishes]


[Typing noises fade in]


[Sam sighs, then types a bit more]


[He stops. Makes an inquisitive noise.]


[More typing]


[A strange high-pitched beep]


SAM


Alice?


ALICE


Yeah?


SAM


Has anyone else been using my PC?


ALICE


…Why do you ask?


[She wheels her chair over]


SAM


My caseload is off.


ALICE


(cagily) Off how?


SAM


Someone’s been in and edited my setup since the start of the night…


ALICE


(standing, deflecting) I wouldn’t worry, you know the system’s screwed. It’s probably all the horrendous porn you’ve been downloading. Anyway, I’m grabbing a coffee. You want me to bring you something?


SAM


…


Why are you messing around with my cases, Alice?


ALICE


I – (stops) I would never –


SAM


We both know you’re crap at lying, so can we skip that bit? What are you doing?


ALICE


(softly) Listen, Sam –


SAM


(sharp) Alice.


ALICE


…There is something up with your computer. I don’t know how or why, but it’s deliberately giving you cases that feed into your whole Magnus thing.


SAM


(incredulous) Seriously? You go on and on about me losing it, and now you’re telling me what? The computers are out to get me?


ALICE


I’m just trying to look out for you –


SAM


(angry) No you’re not! You’re trying to control me. Again. Well, tough. I don’t need you breathing down my neck every second and claiming it’s to “protect” me! I can look after myself.


ALICE


Can you, though? Colin’s already lost it, Gwen is clearly heading the same way, and now you’re getting ready to start pinning up a conspiracy board as well! I’ve seen this happen to people before.


SAM


Then why would you recommend me for this job?


ALICE


Because you needed something, and…


(sighing) I guess I just thought you’d be different. That you might actually listen to me.


SAM


…


Why are you even here, Alice?


ALICE


I – What?


SAM


The money isn’t that good, the hours are crap, and clearly you’ve seen this job destroy people. But you’ve still been coming in every night for years.


ALICE


You know why! Luke’s band –


SAM


Don’t give me that. All you do is complain, but if things were as bad as you make out you’d already be gone. You’d never hang around if there wasn’t something in it for you. (narrowed eyes:) So what is it?


ALICE


(voice cracking slightly) Because – if you can keep your head straight it’s actually pretty easy money! And you know what, maybe I do get a kick out of being the only one who can really hack it. But I had hoped that you might be the same, that if I showed you the ropes we could…


[She inhales]


[A long pause]


SAM


(suspicious) What?


ALICE


Forget it. I’m done. You want to go get your head stuck spelunking down a rabbit hole with Celia? Be my guest.


SAM


(slightly condescending snort) Alice, I know this must be hard for you, seeing us together –


ALICE


(snorting with derision) Oh, don’t flatter yourself.


[She starts to walk off.]


ALICE


Enjoy your breakdown. Just keep it quiet, some of us are trying to work.


SAM


For god’s sake, Alice–!


[She can’t hear. She’s already put her earpods back in.]


[Sam sighs.]





[CCTV footage sputters to life]


[Sam enters angrily and fails to hide it before catching sight of Celia.]


SAM


(walking over) You heard that then?


CELIA


Hard not to.


SAM


(sitting, winces) Yeah. I’m sorry. She just… pushes my buttons.


CELIA


It’s fine. You two have history! Maybe it’s easier if I don’t get mixed up in all the…


SAM


Baggage?


CELIA


(amused huff) I was going to say “noise.”


SAM


(flat) Don’t worry about it. It’s her problem, not ours. I’m done trying to placate a jealous ex. She can either get over it or get lost, and right now either’s fine with me.


CELIA


Okay.


…


So… Does that mean you’re looking back into the Magnus Institute?


[Sam picks up on her weird energy.]


SAM


Why? Do you have something new?


CELIA


I might.


SAM


Tell me.


CELIA


You’re sure?


SAM


(immediately) I’m in. All the way.


[Beat.]


CELIA


(conspiratorially) I might’ve come across a few important names.


SAM


Oh yeah? Like who?


CELIA


(quietly) Jonathan Sims and Martin Blackwood.


SAM


…


(genuinely lost) Who?





[Music]


ANNOUNCER
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MAGP023 - A New You


		ANNOUNCER


This episode is dedicated to Hamda Alkhaja.


[Intro Theme]


ANNOUNCER


Rusty Quill Presents: The Magnus Protocol.


Episode Twenty-Three – A New You.


[Music]





[The familiar beeps and whir of the O.I.A.R. computer’s microphone activating]


[Sounds of a pencil scratching on paper]


[Sam hums to himself as he works]


[The pencil snaps]


SAM


Ugh. Dammit.


[He sighs and stands, then walks a few paces away]


[Whirs of a pencil sharpener]


[New footsteps approach:]


LENA


Problems?


SAM


Just a broken pencil.


LENA


I see.


[Papers rustle as she picks them up]


And what exactly is this you’re working on anyway?


SAM


(continuing to sharpen the pencil) Just some response department paperwork.


[Lena leafs through the papers]


LENA


You are aware that the response department hasn’t existed for some years now?


SAM


Well, yes, but –


LENA


I am afraid it looks like our colleagues are entertaining themselves at your expense.


SAM


Sorry?


[He walks back]


LENA


I’ve seen this with other new hires. Some… ill-conceived initiation rite. Alice’s doing, I suspect.


SAM


Okay, uh… Thanks for the heads up.


[Swivel chair rolls as Sam sits back down]


[He starts writing again]


LENA


What I am trying to say, Sam, is that this paperwork is unnecessary. Meaningless.


SAM


I understand. But I think I might see how far down the rabbit hole goes. If it is Alice…


LENA


I am sure it is.


SAM


…I want to see how long she can keep it up for.


LENA


(nonplussed) So long as it doesn’t interfere with your work.


SAM


Oh, I’m doing it strictly off the clock.


[Beat. Pencil continues scratching.]


SAM


(heh) It’s actually sort of comforting in a way, you know?


LENA


I can assure you, I don’t.


SAM


Uh – there’s just something very zen about filling in pointless forms now and then.


LENA


I see.


[She doesn’t.]


LENA


Well, as engrossing as this must be for you, I believe your shift has started.


…


(exasperated) Sam.


SAM


Mmm? Oh – (embarrassed laugh) Yeah, sorry.


[Sam puts the papers aside, then begins his computer work.]


[Footsteps as Lena departs.]





CHESTER


FORUM THREAD: Updates & Live-posting


REGISTERED BY: Alnewman86 (20-06-18, 19:27)


POST #1: Finding My Piece (20-06-18, 19:31)


Hey all, A here. First off, thank you so much for all the help over these past few months. I can’t express how insightful, patient and open-minded this community has been. I never thought I’d find others willing to help me create a better me like this, so… sincerely, thank you.


Anyway, I’m going to be documenting my journey here and wanted to start by asking how you all went about finding your piece. I’ve been thinking it over for a while now. I even caught myself saying it to myself into the bathroom mirror at work. Someone overheard me and thought I was talking about finding peace, like inner peace, and asked if I was meditating. Kind of ironic, really, but I don’t think they’d get the joke.


Anyway, I’d love to know how others found their piece. Or I guess my question is more… Does it matter? Should it be important, should it be meaningful? Should it be random? Am I overthinking it?


Looking for thoughts and advice. I’m going to take this all the way, so will take all the help I can get!


43 LIKES

0 COMMENTS


POST #2: Found it!

Alnewman86 (13-07-18, 18:52)


I think I found it. My piece. Maybe I knew where it was all along. I’m a bit worried though, because to get it I have to be a bit… Sneaky? Nothing too bad, but I’m nervous. There’s this restaurant I eat at all the time – or… rather, I used to eat at all the time – and I guess it’s significant to me. It was where I said yes after Anthony proposed (those who’ve read some of my previous posts know how THAT turned out), but it’s also where I first realized that I had to do this.


They have this massive aquarium, and I remember just suddenly realizing how serene everything was inside. The water was crystal blue and at the bottom there it was. Vibrant, electric almost, and… so very much alive.


(God knows how they got it all through customs.)


I remember the first night coming home after that. Anthony was snoring beside me, and I couldn’t stop thinking about that aquarium. I didn’t really know what I was searching for, I didn’t know how to articulate it. It’s a feeling I’m sure many of us here know very well, and so as I tried to unfold my thoughts, I stumbled upon… well, you guys! :)1


So, yeah, that’s going to be my piece. I’ve already spoken to a waiter who’s agreed to let me in the back tomorrow night after closing, while they’re cleaning up the kitchen. I have my container, and I’ve read all the steps in the How-To Forum. I just wanted you all to be here with me to experience it, so… Wish me luck!


28 LIKES

0 COMMENTS


POST #3: I think I’m just about ready

Alnewman86 (14-07-18, 20:48)


I’m parked in across the street, waiting for the last customers, thinking about what this place meant to me, back then. What would’ve happened if things’d been different. Not that I’d have it any other way. His voice was so loud for so long it drowned me out of my own life. I wonder if any of you have felt it? The way other people try to convince us that we can better ourselves by being more like what they want.


But we can become someone new. Someone better. Someone the pain can’t touch… Anthony would never understand the difference. He couldn’t.


I wonder how many people in that restaurant right now are still stuck like I was?


I’m just killing time, so happy to chat it through, if anyone wants (at least until the waiter arrives!).


13 LIKES

0 COMMENTS


POST #4: I think I’m just about ready – 2

Alnewman86 (15-07-18, 20:37)


I can’t believe it! My heart is still racing! I’ve never done anything like this before. Never stolen, never cheated… I feel alive for the first time in my life.


I’m staring at my piece right now. It’s on my desk. I want to keep it warm. I’m going to sleep holding it tonight like you all suggested, so it’s properly bonded with me before tomorrow…


It is – safe, right?


O-of course it is, I’m overthinking it. Will be back tomorrow, right before the full moon!


34 LIKES

0 COMMENTS


POST #5: First Cut

Alnewman86 (16-07-18, 19:22)


Took today off work. Sleeping beside the coral, my coral, my piece… I slept better than any night next to Anthony, better than any night ever. The best sleep of my life. I’m so ready to be whole.


I even had a dream last night! I was back at the restaurant, looking at the aquarium while Anthony prattled on. I was staring, aimlessly, at the lights; the colourful stones, the green of the moss on the stones that hugged the coral… when all of a sudden, I was alone. And… I was afraid. I span my head around, looking for Anthony, for the waiter, for anyone. Then I saw her. On the other side of the aquarium. We locked eyes for just a moment.


Like I said, I want to share every part of this for anyone who wants to follow in my steps. I know some of you like the dream interpretation part of it and I wanted to share!


But I’m ready. I have my rubber gloves, I’ve sanitized the scalpel as LazerCat23 suggested, I have a clean working surface, bags, bandages, and my sewing kit for after, and… and I am – nervous.


I know what I need to do, and I know it will all be worth it.


Will update right after. Here we go!


35 LIKES

0 COMMENTS


POST #6: First Cut – Update

Alnewman86 (16-07-18, 21:17)


I’m a bit out of it but I promised I would update: Feeling a bit woozy but it’s done. My thigh bled a lot more than I expected, you were right burntumberJ2. I have tomorrow off but I have to go back to work while she starts to grow.


I can’t wait… I can see her, under my rippled skin. Waiting to grow.


She’s perfect. She’s everything I wish I could’ve been.


15 LIKES

0 COMMENTS


POST #7: My Secret

Alnewman86 (26-07-18, 15:34)


I’ve been at work for a week now and it’s so… different. It was difficult to go back to “normal” knowing she was inside me, but here I am, actually sat at my desk with her pressing against my thigh skin. I keep catching myself running my fingers under my skirt just to feel her pressing up beneath my skin; living, breathing polyps gently moving through my leg. A life that I hold within my body and nurture.


Anthony would never have understood, it’s not the same as some squealing baby. I’m so glad he’s gone, and like you’ve all said, she and I – are becoming one. And then two.


45 LIKES

0 COMMENTS


POST #8: My Secret – Update 1

Alnewman86 (18-08-18, 22:03)


Hey all. I know it’s been a few weeks since I updated. I’m in the early parts of stage 2 and I’m here to confirm it is TERRIFYING. It started with my feet. I noticed in the shower one day that I couldn’t feel the hot water on them… it was so strange at first, but I knew what was happening thanks to your advice. It’s up to my waist now… no feeling whatsoever.


I’m on bereavement leave from work for the next bit, then I have some vacation days saved up. I have the humidifiers set high, the curtains are taped shut, and everything I need is within reach. I know any day now my second stage will properly begin.


I’m… terrified. I’m exhilarated. It’s really happening!


Wish me luck!


54 LIKES

0 COMMENTS


POST #9: My Secret – Update 2

Alnewman86 (27-08-18, 10:13)


It’s started. Last night, I heard it while laying in bed… It’s exactly as described. I couldn’t feel a thing, nothing, but then the skin broke with such a distinct sound. Like cutting a half-inflated football. Then I saw the red blossom out through the white sheets.


She’s so beautiful, bright pink and radiant! The coral polyps blooming and scattering from the broken flesh over my feet and legs. With such an incredible smell. Like sea water, sand and copper.


It’s slow, though, much slower than I would’ve thought…


Oh! And I managed to rent a paralysis computer. Great suggestion again, burntumberJ. So I should be able to keep everyone updated as planned, even when my arms start to go.


I cannot express how great it is to finally see her… to finally meet her out in the world at last.


62 LIKES

0 COMMENTS


POST #10: am I dreaming

Alnewman86 (30-08-18, 08:19)


I had the dream again. I was in the restaurant. I was alone, and I met her eyes. She was me. She was with me that first night. She was always with me… but now she’s arrived. She’s here. I’m awake.


She has my eyes.


61 LIKES

0 COMMENTS


POST #11: She’s almost here

Alnewman86 (01-09-18, 09:04)


Last night I watched my stomach unzip. The skin stretched, then tore cleanly. There was only the blood. It was beautiful, but it took forever. I keep thinking of this life I’m leaving behind. I’d love her to keep my name. But I don’t know if she will.


I know I shouldn’t be, but I’m scared.


68 LIKES

0 COMMENTS


POST #12: She’s almost here – 2

Alnewman86 (01-09-18, 18:33)


I’m having difficulty swallowing fluids now. My skin is wet with sweat and mold.


Alesis Newman is leaving this world and whatever comes next – though she may look like me in some ways, though she may carry a part of me with her – she’ll be better. Free of all my mistakes.


Perhaps people will like her more than me. I already like her more than me.


I want to see her walk off happy and strong. I hope she doesn’t feel this now, just be the good parts of me. (hoarse) I hope it’s like I dreamt, I hope she has my eyes…


71 LIKES

0 COMMENTS


POST #13: Alesis Newman Final

Alnewman86 (03-09-18, 02:22)


Writing with my eyes now. The last parts of me float away. She lays where I lay but she is not me. She is strong. She is graceful. She is bright in mind and color and I love her, more than I thought I could love anything.


I want you all to know before my skull pulls apart… you were


515 LIKES

37 COMMENTS


POST #14: untitled

Alnewman86 (03-01-18, 02:27)

[Deleted by moderators 03-01-18, 02:28]


This isn’t right, there’s something wrong, something wrong with her. I don’t


Help me


0 LIKES

0 COMMENTS


THREAD LOCKED BY BETTERTHENEW (03-01-18, 12:07)


[Beep as the case shuts down.]





[CCTV whirs on in the O.I.A.R. breakroom]


[Sam enters the room and starts preparing coffee]


[He yawns]


CELIA


(yawning) Oh great, you’ve got me started.


SAM


(deliberately yawning) Soooooorryyy.


CELIA


(yawning again, laughing) Stop it!


[They both laugh. Sam finishes preparing the cup and sits next to Celia.]


SAM


Anything good tonight?


CELIA


Mm, another evil toy. That’s like six this week.


SAM


I’d give you my weirder ones if I could.


CELIA


(laughs) Aw, thanks!


[She takes a sip from her cup]


Mm. Speaking of, did you have any luck?


SAM


Hm?


CELIA


Those names I gave you. You find anything?


SAM


Nothing useful. Jonathan Sims is pretty generic as names go. And I didn’t have much luck with Martin Blackwood either.


CELIA


Hmm.


SAM


There were two that were close to the right age…


CELIA


But?


SAM


But, they died. Separately, nearly twenty years ago. Cycling accident and some kind of heart thing? No connection to the Magnus Institute. As far as I can tell, they never even met.


Where’d you say you found them?


CELIA


Couple of old documents. I must have got the wrong end of the stick. I’ve had a bit of luck elsewhere, though.


SAM


Oh yeah?


CELIA


I think I’ve found the right Basira Hussain, and I have a lead on a Helen…


SAM


Richardson?


CELIA


That’s the one.


SAM


Fantastic! When can we go talk to them?


CELIA


(audibly smiling) Okay, hold your horses…


[Gwen enters, clearly upset]


[Beat]


[She begins to make coffee, sees it is empty, then begins making more]


SAM


(quietly to Celia) Don’t…


CELIA


Shhh.


(calling to Gwen) Care to join?


GWEN


I’m fine.


SAM


Glad to hear it.


[Coffee machine continues to whir]


CELIA


Gwen… it’s okay if you need a bit of help now you’re back on cases.


GWEN


(slamming the coffee pot down) I said I’m fine.


[An excruciatingly awkward beat.]


SAM


(quietly) Told you…


CELIA


…All right then!


(to Sam) Shall we?


SAM


(exhausted) God, yes.


[Footsteps as they depart]


[We stay in the breakroom as Gwen continues making coffee]


[A crash of porcelain]


[Gwen gasps]


[It feels like she is about to explode. Instead she cries, small and quiet.]


[Footsteps approach:]


ALICE


So I hear you’re back to your normal, pleasant –


(noticing) Oh. …Ah.


[Gwen tries to stop crying.]


GWEN


(hoarse) I’m fine. I dropped my mug.


ALICE


I can see that.


[Pause.]


[Alice takes over preparing coffee while Gwen inhales and exhales, shaky.]


ALICE


I had a favorite mug. It said “love you, bitch” and had a picture of a drunk dog on it.


[Gwen sniffles]


ALICE


Luke got it to me with the cash from his first gig. Sam broke it by accident last month. I nearly fed him the pieces.


[Porcelain noises as Alice helps pick up the broken mug]


ALICE


Is it really that bad, being back in the muck with the rest of us?


GWEN


It’s not that.


ALICE


(softer) Oh yeah?


GWEN


(dark) You wouldn’t understand.


ALICE


(snorts; lightly:) Probably not, but I’m as good as you’re going to get here! Especially when you keep biting everyone’s heads off.


GWEN


…


(deep breath) Lena… She’s been sending me out to deal with people… things.


ALICE


…Okay.


GWEN


And, well – they’re–… weird.


ALICE


Weird like a… “lobster in a hat” weird, or…


GWEN


…


I think I have an idea of where our cases are coming from.


ALICE


(suspicious) What are you saying, Gwen?


GWEN


(cracking) I thought maybe we were meant to be documenting them, keeping them monitored or under control, but – but then the Externals started turning up in the caseload after I gave them instructions and–…


[She takes a shuddering breath]


Last time it was this tattooist. I was meant to be recruiting them, only… things didn’t go well, Alice. They went bad. Very bad.


ALICE


(serious) Go on.


GWEN


They… It – well – it turned on me. And I mean really turned on me. It was going to kill me, Alice. It killed someone right in front of me and I was…


It was ready for me next. But – but then another showed up.


ALICE


Another what?


GWEN


Another thing. Another “External.” At least I think it was.


They faced off, and… I ran.


ALICE


God. What did the police say?


GWEN


What are you talking about? The police? A– Alice, this wasn’t some random mugging! These… things. They’re awful, horrific! They aren’t. Human.


ALICE


And Lena knows this?


[Gwen’s laugh is very, very bitter.]


GWEN


Oh, she knows. She just doesn’t care enough to warn us.


[A long silence]


GWEN


(quieter) You don’t believe me.


ALICE


(fabric shifting as she gestures dramatically:) After what I’ve seen here over the years? No, I am totally ready to believe Lena would rather hire literal monsters than pay a decent wage.


[Gwen sniffles slightly. Alice drops the act.]


ALICE


…Sorry. No wonder you’ve been so arsey.


GWEN


I’ve not been “arsey” –


ALICE


So this other external. Why did it intervene?


GWEN


…I don’t know.


ALICE


But like, how did you know it was an external?


GWEN


Because I know how many eyes a regular human is supposed to have!


It just – stood there, holding this old tape recorder and…


[Alice inhales, sharp]


GWEN


What? What is it?


ALICE


A tape recorder?


GWEN


…Yes.


ALICE


You’re sure.


GWEN


Of course I’m sure! (angrier) Are you not listening to me–?! I just told you Lena has been hiring supernatural monsters and you’re asking about a cassette player of all things –


ALICE


(urgent) Shut up.


GWEN


Don’t you dare tell me to shut up, Alice–


ALICE


Gwen, I think we’re in danger!


GWEN


That’s what I’ve been trying to say for the last five minutes!


ALICE


No, listen! That tape… thing.


[Gwen realises she’s serious. Stops.]


ALICE


(quieter) This isn’t the first time I’ve…


GWEN


What?


ALICE


(in blank horror) I think they might be after us. All of us.


[Silence.]


GWEN


Alice, what are we going to do?


ALICE


I don’t know.





[Music]


ANNOUNCER
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MAGP024 - Raising Issues


		ANNOUNCER


This episode is dedicated to I_need_cookies – May you reach for your dreams and catch them.


[Transcriber’s note: the username is read as “I underscore need underscore cookies”]


[Intro Theme]


ANNOUNCER


Rusty Quill Presents: The Magnus Protocol.


Episode Twenty-Four – Raising Issues.


[Music]





[Landline fuzzes to life in the office]


[Steady typing noises]


[Three firm, polite knocks at the door]


LENA


Come in.


[Door opens; footsteps approach]


LENA


Good evening, Gwen. Take a seat.


[Gwen does so]


LENA


You wanted to see me?


[Gwen takes a deep breath.]


GWEN


I’m ready.


LENA


…Excuse me?


GWEN


(calm) I’m ready for my next assignment.


[Beat.]


LENA


I believe I was quite clear when I explained that you no longer hold the Externals Liaison position.


GWEN


You were.


LENA


Yet here you are, once again making demands.


[Gwen swallows her pride. Her voice comes out very, very steady.]


GWEN


I understand now that I may have… mishandled myself previously and… I may have more to learn than I thought.


LENA


…


Go on.


GWEN


But I’ve had some time to reflect, and… I can do this. I know I can.


LENA


That doesn’t change the fact that I cannot in good conscience give you your former role given everything that has happened. It would be – irresponsible.


GWEN


I’m not asking you to give it to me. I’m asking for the chance to work for it. To earn it.


LENA


I see.


Then I will require you to be honest. You have been deeply troubled by your interactions with our Externals thus far. What has changed?


GWEN


I… (exhales) have had some time to consider the situation, and I’ve decided I’d rather be on the inside.


LENA


You believe working in this role would be less dangerous than simply quitting? That it could afford you some protection?


GWEN


Am I wrong?


[A long pause.]


[Lena sighs.]


LENA


There is an upcoming visit from the new Minister. You will assist me in humoring him and expediting his departure. If you are able to do this without further complications, we can discuss your future position here.


Do I make myself clear?


GWEN


(enunciating) Crystal.


LENA


Good. Then get back to work. And close the door properly on your way out.


[Inhale. Exhale. Gwen restrains her instincts.]


[She stands and heads to the exit, opens the door, then hesitates.]


GWEN


(dangerously calm) Thank you, Lena.


[She closes the door.]


LENA


(wary, grumbling) Hmmm.





[O.I.A.R. microphone whirs to life]


NORRIS


NapSafe nannycam, registration 977470, user: Patricia Spaulding

Recording: 29.02.2024


[Soft sound of a rocking chair as Patricia rocks her baby in her arms.]


PATRICIA


There we go. Recording. The health visitor said it wasn’t a good idea, but I wanted to remember everything that happens with Rupert. Especially given how little I remember of the birth, or the pregnancy. The health visitor says that’s normal.


I’m already completely smitten with him. He’s perfect – his perfectly little round head, his chubby cheeks, his little plum-shaped chin, and his eyes. I read the eye color doesn’t really settle until they’re older, but the way he looks at me with these big black orbs staring right back at me… (sighs happily) it makes my heart just burst with joy every time.


He hasn’t been giving me much sleep of course, the little bugger. But that’s to be expected. The health visitor said it was going to be like that for a while. According to her he needs to eat every four hours, so I need to try and sleep when he’s sleeping.


Hasn’t been easy though. I need to do a better job of keeping time, but I’m pretty sure he’s eating more often than that.


A mum needs to be there for her little one. No matter what hour of the day it is, no matter what it takes – I’m there for Rupey twenty-four-seven, even if I’m not getting much sleep during those twenty-four.


Rupert did this darling thing earlier where he stuck out his cute little tongue at me. It was so long and thin and curly and just – adorable. Made my heart burst with love all over again for this wonderful little thing.


NORRIS


First recording ends.


Second recording.


PATRICIA


I think there’s something wrong.


I don’t know what it is. It’s possible it’s me, or it might be something else. I feel weird saying it out loud.


…I’ve started hearing things. Strange sounds.


There’s only me and Rupert here in the house, I’m sure of that. The sounds haven’t been the same, either. Sometimes they’re moans, sometimes they’re barks, like a dog that’s far away… definitely not sounds another person would make. I’ve only heard them on those rare times when Rupert will stay by himself a little bit, dozing.


(laughing to herself a little) I feel like I’m going crazy.


Oh, I shouldn’t say that word! That’s one of the lessons from the mum’s support group. You never use that word to describe yourself. The instructor had a long chat about post-partum depression, and what to watch for. But it’s not that. It –


(sighs) I just need some sleep. Rupert keeps feeding like he doesn’t know where he’s going to get his next meal from.


I’ve been trying to follow their advice – the support group. There’s this lovely girl there, Celia. Really helpful. And Rupert just loves her. Always wants her to hold him.


He’s so good at the group. Always puts on his best face on, and he never cries or snaps at them with those sharp little teeth… I feel a bit – self-conscious, though, when I see one of the other mums staring at my bandage. They don’t seem to need one. Still, the health visitor says every baby is different. I tried using a dummy but he just let it fall out of his mouth. He looked at me with such hunger in his eyes. I tried formula after that, but he still wasn’t having it.


He’s right, I suppose, he’s – so clever.


I’m going to admit something now. Just to you. Rupert’s in the other room sleeping for the moment.


(takes a deep breath) Sometimes I think there might be something wrong with Rupert…


[Beat.]


(quickly) No, no, (laughing a little) that’s stupid! Now that I’ve said it out loud, it’s just silly. I think it says more about me than him. Probably because I haven’t been getting enough sleep. Maybe I do have postnatal problems? I’m going to have to remember to mention that at our next support meeting.


NORRIS


Second recording ends.


Third recording.


PATRICIA


Things are… dark right now. Bleak. I know it’s been a while since I did a recording…


I haven’t been feeling that well lately. Still making sure to take care of the little one and feed him when he’s hungry, which feels like all the bloody time these days.


[She sounds more monotone than before, tired]


But… but things just feel so heavy right now. And slow. Moving around is painful, and I always need more bandages. Thank god for the health visitor.


[Recurring throughout this recording is a faint sound in the background, almost like someone drinking through a straw – feeding?]


It’s all about Rupert though. He’s the one who needs everything perfect. So he can keep growing and become a perfect little boy.


I don’t matter as much. I’ll start taking care of myself again when I need to… eventually.


I’ve skipped the last two support group meetings. Just haven’t felt up to going. It’s such a chore, packing up all the things Rupert might need. Nappies and wipes and baby powder and creams and extra clothes and burp cloths and… it’s just – (getting a little angry) it’s all so bloody much!


Much better just to stay here. Me and my little Rupert. All we need is each other and that’s it…


The lack of sleep is really getting to me though. I do get some at least, but I’d like more. Rupert just keeps needing to eat. And feed. And feed, and eat. At this rate I wonder how much of me will be left…


[Beat.]


(a little more upbeat) I love it when he looks at me when he’s feeding, and then he gives me this big smile. This morning he got a smear of blood on his cheek. Like he was wearing makeup.


Just made him look more beautiful… Makes it all worth it.


And he’s made me feel all better.


Just looking at your cute little face, Rupey, brings light to my dark world.


NORRIS


Third recording ends.


Fourth recording.


PATRICIA


I… (sighs) I really need some sleep. I feel so… drained. Rupert… Rupert keeps getting his feedings. Not going to change that. Can’t change that. Has to eat. I have to eat too, so he can eat.


[The straw sound from before is gone. In its place we hear faint animal-like gurgles in the background.]


I…


(takes a shaky breath) I had a… a strange thing happen today. Very… very strange.


Rupey was in his crib. In the… the – room. The room where he sleeps, sometimes. And… and when I came in…


(another breath) On the wall was this… (stronger) the shadow was wrong… I couldn’t scream, though. Couldn’t wake him up. I turned on the light to make it go away.


And when the light came on, it was gone. And there… there was Rupey. Sitting up in his crib. Looking… looking at me… Watching me…


The health visitor says it’s normal. They’re here every day now. It’s such a help.


[The gurgling suddenly escalates into a roar, a demand to be fed.]


[It is not a baby.]


(calling, softly) Rupey? You hungry again? Come on. Come here, then.


[Another, slightly mollified gurgle-roar]


The arm this time? Okay…


NORRIS


Fourth recording ends.


Fifth recording.


PATRICIA


(exhausted, ragged quiet voice, almost a whisper) I don’t know what’s happening… to me… It all feels dark… like it’s black clouds… all the time.


I can’t remember when… when I last… had sleep. I think… I think days…


[Gurgling as in the last recording, closer to the microphone now]


It all feels too heavy… to move. So I’m sitting… I’m sitting all the time. But…


But I’ve got Rupert. On my lap.


[Fleshy noises; chewing]


So he can eat. When he wants. He can have me. My all. He’s… he’s what’s… imp… (draws breath) important.


I don’t know… I don’t know what’s… going to happen. There’s not much of me left.


[More fleshy noises as Rupert digs around for something to eat.]


[Chewing.]


(breathing heavier) I’m so scared.


But… at least… Rupey’s happy…





[Sam and Celia are packing up to go.]


CELIA


All set?


SAM


Just about.


[He zips his bag.]


CELIA


You all right? You sound nervous.


SAM


I mean, maybe a little, but it’s good nervous. I think.


CELIA


Good. (audibly smiling) Let’s go and shake some answers out of people.


SAM


(fondly) You are way too excited for this.


[Celia chuckles]


[New set of footsteps approach]


[Packing noises stop]


ALICE


Heading off?


[Sam sighs]


CELIA


We are, yeah.


SAM


(flat) And before you ask, yes, we’ve cleared our cases for the night.


ALICE


Cool. Listen, Sam –


SAM


And no, we haven’t asked Lena if we can leave early. It’s not like you ever do.


ALICE


Would you shut up and listen.


(serious) Look, I need to talk to you both.


CELIA


(meeting her tone) What’s wrong?


ALICE


I don’t – I don’t think you should go.


SAM


(exasperated) Really? This again?


CELIA


(ignoring Sam) Go on.


ALICE


It’s Gwen. She’s… not okay.


SAM


We noticed. Not really much we can do about it, though.


(bitter, but curious despite himself) And since when do you care?


ALICE


Since it became clear that something really bad is going on?


CELIA


What happened?


ALICE


(struggling) It’s – It’s the um, ‘Externals’…


SAM


Those contractors she’s been working with?


ALICE


No. Well, yeah, but it’s more than that. They’re…


They’re not… Human. It’s bad. Bad bad. People have been killed, and… and I think one of them might be targeting us.


SAM


(incredulous) What?


ALICE


(voice cracking) I’m serious, all right! You remember that woman I found?


SAM


Yeah.


ALICE


Well, I think it might have been one of these “Externals”? I– There was this tape recorder, and Gwen said she saw –


SAM


(incredulous snort) A tape recorder? What are y–? Look, Alice, I know you don’t like me looking into this stuff, but killer tape recorders is weird. Even for you!


[Alice sighs, fed up]


CELIA


(to Alice) I believe you.


SAM


What?!


ALICE


Really?


CELIA


Yeah. I mean, you know, after everything we’ve been seeing coming through the system? It makes sense.


SAM


It does?


CELIA


(To Sam) Is it really so hard to believe that something is hunting us back?


SAM


…


(reluctant) I suppose it’s not impossible?


Okay, so let’s say, just for the sake of argument, that we believe you. What are we supposed to do about it? Hmm? I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but we’re not exactly equipped to fight off monsters or evil VHS tapes or whatever.


ALICE


You could stop poking your nose in where it doesn’t belong for a start!


SAM


(snort) So it is about that. I knew it! Look, if you are right about this, and I’m not saying that you are, surely that only makes it more important to figure out what’s going on?


ALICE


Are you serious right now?! None of this started until you joined and started kicking beehives!


[Sam exhales angrily]


CELIA


Or perhaps you just didn’t see it. I’m with Sam on this one.


[Alice sighs, exasperated]


CELIA


I don’t think ignorance is going to keep us safe.


SAM


And the Magnus Institute is involved. I just know it.


ALICE


I’m just trying –


CELIA


(speaking louder) But that doesn’t mean we can’t be careful, take precautions, watch each other’s backs. Right?


Riiight?


SAM


…Yeah. Right.


ALICE


(picking her words) I guess that’ll have to do.


[Pause.]


SAM


(flat) Cool. Then I guess we’ve got a tube to catch.


[Sam starts walking off]


ALICE


(to Celia, quietly but forcefully) Keep an eye on him.


CELIA


I will.


SAM


(Calling) Celia, come on, we’re going to be late!


[Celia jogs off to join Sam. They exit.]


ALICE


(softly) Shit.





[Phone dial-up noises and brief static before the phone starts up]


CELIA


(quietly) –your phone recording?


SAM


(quietly) All good.


[A door clicks open, and they walk in.]


BASIRA


Good morning, Mr and Mrs… Fisher, is it? Good. Please take a seat.


[Door closes; Sam and Celia sit.]


BASIRA


(leafing through papers) So I understand you’re hoping to enroll your son, is that correct?


SAM


Er… yes, that’s right. We’ve heard very good things about St. Luke’s.


BASIRA


Well, that’s what we like to hear. I assume you’ve completed an application already?


Good! Well, once we’ve got that, you’ll be asked to come for a tour with, um…


CELIA


Humphry.


[Sam snorts]


BASIRA


…Humphry, and you’ll have a chance to meet some of our staff.


SAM


We’d also like to know a little more about you, if that’s all right?


BASIRA


(Thrown) Me?


CELIA


We know St. Luke’s is prestigious, but I think we both know that what reeeeally makes an exceptional school is the person calling the shots, right?


BASIRA


…Well, you’re not wrong!


[Celia exhales in amusement]


Though I’ll remind you I am only deputy head. Mr. Donaldson technically runs the school, though he is not on site today.


SAM


So, what’s your history?


BASIRA


Excuse me?


CELIA


(with a laugh) You’ll have to excuse my husband’s – bluntness.


[Sam makes an embarrassed noise]


CELIA


(stage-whisper) He works in finance.


BASIRA


Ah.


CELIA


What he is trying to ask, is if we could please know a little more about your background before coming to St. Luke’s?


BASIRA


I see.


Well, I’ve been in charge here for almost five years. This is my fourth educational position, and my second deputy head role. I was also nominated for a Pearson Award for my – previous work at Edgecroft Academy.


CELIA


That’s very impressive.


SAM


And before that you were a teacher? Any work or experience at other academic institutions?


BASIRA


(bristling a little) I do have actual classroom experience, if that’s what you’re implying.


CELIA


(through a gritted-teeth smile) I think my husband is wondering what it was that led you to working in the school system?


[Beat.]


BASIRA


(terse) I was raised with a respect for education by a pair of academics. I am told that children like me, and I’ve always held the opinion that the world would be a better place if everyone just thought more.


Is that sufficient for your husband?


SAM


Er… y-yes. Thank you.


BASIRA


Are you sure? I may be able to rustle up my old school reports, a vaccination record perhaps.


[Celia laughs awkwardly to ease the tension.]


SAM


Have you ever been involved with the Magnus Institute?


BASIRA


(caught off guard) What? No, I don’t –


Is that a school?


SAM


Sort of. Maybe.


BASIRA


(impatient) Well I’ve never even heard of it. What is this about?


CELIA


How about the police?


SAM


Huh?


BASIRA


(angry now) I’m sorry, what has that got to do with anything?


SAM


(thrown) Good question.


CELIA


I’m just wondering – holding so many positions of responsibility, did you ever consider becoming a police officer?


BASIRA


…


I did not. (standing) Look, Mr and Mrs… Fisher, I suspect you may have me confused with someone else. Regardless, our time is up and I have other places I need to be.


SAM


No, yeah, of course. (lower) Sorry.


[Sam and Celia stand]


CELIA


Thank you so much for meeting with us.


BASIRA


(ushering them out) Mrs Banks will show you to the main entrance. Any further enquiries about enrollment should be directed to our admissions departments.


CELIA


Of course.


BASIRA


(coolly) Good day to both of you.


[The door is closed brusquely.]


SAM


…Well, that could have gone better. What was that police stuff about?


CELIA


Thought I remembered something from the file. (lightly) Guess I was wrong.


Anyway, come on. Humphry’s waiting for us.


SAM


Who?


Oh right, yeah. “Humphry.”





[Music]


ANNOUNCER
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MAGP025 - Gut Feelings


		ANNOUNCER


This episode is dedicated from Cassidy: To the friends I’ve met thanks to Magnus, to my cat Néron who patiently allowed me to listen and relisten to episodes instead of giving him pets as is his right, and to the cup of tea the person listening to this likely forgot to drink!


[Intro Theme]


ANNOUNCER


Rusty Quill Presents: The Magnus Protocol.


Episode Twenty-Five – Gut Feelings.


[Music]






[The O.I.A.R. computer’s microphone beeps and awakes]


[Tense typing noises]


[Footsteps enter: Sam puts his bag down]


SAM


Hey.


ALICE


(relieved) Hey! How was it?


[Sam sits on the swivel chair and starts unpacking]


SAM


Well, no monsters stalked and ate me, if that’s what you’re worried about.


[A beat. This clearly is what she was worried about.]


ALICE


Good. Probably not enough meat on you anyway. Barely a snack!


[Sam types on his computer; it starts up]


ALICE


…Have you heard from Celia?


SAM


She’s fine, too. Got a text from her a few minutes ago. She’s running late again.


ALICE


Another childcare emergency?


SAM


Sounds like it. But she is, and I quote, “definitely not dead, please reassure Alice.”


ALICE


Christ. Am I that bad?


SAM


Youuu don’t want me to answer that.


ALICE


(A little sheepish) Sorry.


SAM


…I get it. You’re worried. I mean, we are too. And that’s why we’re being careful, but like… You know when a dog gets nervous and it starts barking at the postman because it’s worried he might secretly be a murderer, or whatever?


ALICE


Wow. Okay. Well, first of all, statistically, seventy-three percent of all postmen are murderers!


[Sam snorts, amused]


ALICE


And second, you better not compare me to a dog again or I will start humping your leg.


SAM


(laughing) Noted.


Any sign of Gwen, by the way? Not that I imagine it would devastate you if she got a bit monsterised.


ALICE


How dare you! I would definitely consider being sad about it at some point. But no, she’s fine, got in a few minutes ago and was immediately dragged into some planning session with Lena. I assume they’re deciding which of the minister’s ass cheeks to snog when he visits –


NORRIS


To: Kieran Harte (eqwrites@mailpod.com)


[Sam sighs]


SAM


(to Alice) Hold that thought…


NORRIS


From: Tom Connolley (editor@museninepublishing.com)

Date: February 07 2024

Subject: Re: Hungry Man Grill review


[Faint typing sounds as Norris continues, which eventually fade into silence]


Hi Kieran,


Thanks for sending the review, it was a real ride! That said, sorry to be blunt as it sounds like you’ve had a rough one, but I’m afraid we just can’t publish it as is. I know I usually only give you a few line edits, but I think this one needs a full redraft.


First up, it’s waaay too anecdotal. I know that Dirty Eating is a personality-driven series, but it takes you over half the review just to get to the food. And the whole tone of the piece is off in a way that makes it kind of hard to take seriously? We’re looking for early-2000s Gordon Ramsay rage. I don’t know who you’re channeling in this one. Hieronymus Bosch? Regardless, it needs to be more in line with your previous reviews. I also don’t actually understand what you mean when you talk about the diner’s location.


Also, and I hope I’m off base here – does that ending mean you’re planning to retire? Fingers crossed that’s not the case, but if you are looking to get out of the game, I would have hoped you would actually talk it through with me and not let me know through some surreal faux-review. Are you available for a call tomorrow? Would love to get on the line and – hash all this out.


All the best.


Original message:


To: Tom Connolley (editor@museninepublishing.com)

From: Kieran Harte (eqwrites@mailpod.com)

Date: February 06 2024


Tom.


Here’s your review. I hope you choke on it.


Dirty Eating: The Hungry Man Grill, Newham.


It has often been said that there is nothing in this world as satisfying to read as a truly bad review. The writer, unchained at last from the need for balance and consideration, can unleash the full force of their pen, indulging in turns of phrase and condemnation as vile and awful as the food they have been served, and it was with full knowledge of this that I began the “Dirty Eating” column four years ago.


While I certainly wasn’t lying when I told you my aim was to push back on health-food puritanism by profiling the grimiest and most deep-fried of roadside eateries and greasy spoons, I was also quite certain that I’d get to write a lot of bad reviews. And I did. And no doubt you devoured them greedily, reveling in my bile and disdain. Perhaps The Hungry Man Grill is my punishment. Perhaps it is all of our punishments.


I found it down a small side road in Newham, though should you be in line for a seat at its table I have no doubt it will move to accommodate your booking. I shall not give you the address as, even if I should be wrong and it remains where I found it, I would not risk those who consider themselves “adventurous eaters” going to find it.


The question of where I first heard about the place is… one that has preoccupied me since my visit. It was nestled in the list of reviews I was due to write, far enough down so as not to draw attention, but – when I think about those long hours of research I spent compiling my monthly itinerary of epicurean disasters, I cannot recall adding it. Nor was there anything written in my notes to explain why I might have considered it worth visiting. This, however, is something I have realized only since the end of my meal there. At the time, I simply accepted it as the next stop on my grand tour of London grease, and made my way down there on an otherwise unremarkable Tuesday lunchtime.


Finding the place was more challenging than expected, as the address I had (apparently) noted down did not correspond precisely to the roads I found myself on, and my SatNav kept sending me round in circles. It was only when I noticed a grim little alleyway tucked behind an overflowing skip looming in front of a closed-down vape shop that I finally found my destination.


The street was narrow, and steeper than I would have expected from that part of London, and as I made my way gingerly down it, I nearly slipped and fell twice. The cobbled stones were slick and oily, stained by small rivulets of old fat that leaked from the torn plastic of the bin bags that were piled up on either side. Small white shapes dotted them, and I turned my eyes away, reluctant to come face to face with the maggoty refuse so close to the time and place I would, supposedly, be eating my lunch.


Perhaps this is what the astute reader might have pointed out as my “first warning,” but to be clear, it was not. Unpleasant and extreme as the place was, it was far from unique in my odyssey to the heart of the capital’s least-healthy eating houses. Such flyblown paths have more than once led me to hidden gems serving deep-fried masterpieces and symphonies of fat and batter. No, my first warning was that as I approached the filthy sign at the bottom of the street, I felt hungry.


No doubt those who regularly indulge in my columns will… raise an eyebrow at this. Lavish prose extemporizing the depths of my ravenous hunger are a common feature of my more… ebullient reviews. And here is where I must reveal that these – all of these – were lies. It has in fact been my habit, of a day when I am to visit one of these establishments, to ensure I have had a full and proper lunch beforehand.


My reasoning is, I should hope, obvious: given how vile many of these diners can be, I always wish to be in complete control of how much of their food I wish to eat, and not be compelled by hunger to take more than a single bite if I do not wish to.


On this particular day I had fortified myself not an hour before with a sizable sandwich from The Green Pig, a reliable café near Embankment. And yet, as I walked down that fetid, noxious alleyway towards the dimly buzzing sign for The Hungry Man Grill, I found myself… Well, I found myself a hungry man.


Nor was it the sort of hunger that I am accustomed to. It was not the creeping, gentle ache of the stomach that alerts the mind to a need for sustenance. Rather, I felt it in my whole body, a sudden weakness and trembling in my legs, punctuated with the most terrible emptiness I have ever known in the depths of my gut. The feeling was so – thorough, so profound and unsettling, that part of my mind rebelled, desperately telling me to turn and leave. But my appetite pushed me onwards, towards the doorway that seemed to hold the most immediate promise of food.


There was the smallest hint of resistance when I pushed on the door. Perhaps it was a symptom of my own reluctance to enter, or perhaps another manifestation of that sticky, pervasive filth that I soon realized coated everything inside. In layout and décor it is everything you would expect from an aging greasy spoon, from the red plastic of the chairs to the chipped formica of the tables. Faded posters advertising illegible meal-deals papered the walls, interspersed with picture frames containing photos of supposed celebrities who had eaten there. I recognized none of them, and they did not look happy to be on the wall of The Hungry Man Grill.


There were other people eating there, hunched over the tables in silence, but when I first entered I took no notice of them, so overwhelming was my agonized appetite.


I slumped down at an empty table, noticing but paying no mind to the tiny shapes that scurried away into the shadows when I did so. There was no counter that I could see, or any obvious waitstaff to take my order, but I did not have the strength to stand up again and go looking. All I could do was wait. And it was as I waited that two things hit me at once.


The first was the smell. I’ve been to more than one restaurant where the fridge had failed, and the smell lingers with you, most notably the cloying, vomity smell of spoiled milk that nothing seems to shift. There were hints of other things in there as well, the sweeter notes of rancid meat and something acrid and chemical, all carried on a base of old and overused cooking oil. To say it was the worst smell I have ever encountered would be redundant.


And yet, it did nothing to quash my hunger. If anything, it seemed to make it sharper still.


The other was my fellow diners. Thin, ragged people lost in old suits and tattered dresses, all bedecked with a gruesome rainbow of ancient food stains. They said nothing, but many of them seemed to be openly weeping as they shoveled forkful after forkful of their meal desperately into their toothless mouths.


And that was when I saw the food.


Even in my weakened state, the sight of it was almost enough to send me running, but I did not have time to even get to my feet before the door at the back opened and the chef walked out.


He was, underneath it all, a very normal-looking man. Average height, slim build, dark brown hair. But he was a normal-looking man born of an overflowing waste bin and baptized in a deep fat frier. Every part of him was caked in grime and slick with a dozen varieties of viscous ooze.


And in his hand, he carried my plate.


“Order up,” he said.


This is what you’re here for, isn’t it? This is why you read these reviews: the money shot of awful food. The lurid, exquisite descriptions of the most disgusting food imaginable. What did it taste like? What was the texture? Did I throw up? How much of it did I choke down, feeling the writhing lumps sliding slowly down my throat?


Fine.


The first course was soup. Viscous, creamy white with streaks of lurid green. Thin pale strands floated in it that, were I to try and rationalise, I would pretend were noodles. But noodles don’t move like that. Noodles don’t leap off the spoon and crawl eagerly down your throat. The soup itself was oily, with a sour metallic tang to it, both too watery and too lumpy, with an aftertaste reminiscent of a week-old unchanged bandage.


I swallowed every last mouthful, so acute and agonizing was my hunger. Yet still it grew. So down came the second course.


The contents of the burger might have once been meat? But if it were beef, or lamb, or… something else entirely, it was impossible to say now. It glistened with a putrid rainbow sheen, as though it was coated in some sort of petrol, and I could not tell if the thick pus-like substance that dripped from it was some awful condiment or an emanation of the meat itself. By contrast, the bun seemed, at first glance, almost edible! A touch stale, perhaps, slightly discolored, but no obvious signs of mold or rot. It was only when the jagged knife of rising hunger forced me to bite down into it that I felt the thousands of tiny, rice-like weevils that crawled within its hollow shell.


My reviewer’s arsenal of descriptors fails me when I try to describe the taste of that burger. Fetid, foul, noxious? None quite encapsulate the experience. Was it sweet? Yes, but the sweetness of spoiled milk. Was it salty? Yes, but the saltiness of infected blood. Was it bitter? Yes. Perhaps that is the only word I can be sure of. Bitter in a way that went beyond the tongue and seeped its way into my brain. I can still taste it. The weevils were the most palatable part after they had stopped moving and my teeth had ground them to a paste. But that took an awful lot of chewing.


I will perhaps skip the detailed portrait of dessert. Suffice to say it was presented as an ice cream cake, and no matter how much I willed myself to throw it back up, to purge myself in a vomitous fury, my ever-growing hunger kept me eating.


At that moment, there was a feeling almost like hope. Starter, main, dessert! I had finished. Surely that was enough? But despite the roiling fullness in my stomach, I was still ravenous. Far hungrier than when I started. And as the chef, if so I might call him, walked back into the kitchen, I knew that there would be more coming. I knew there would always be more.


It took every ounce of strength I had to rise from that table. I tapped into some core of resolve I never knew I possessed, pulling myself away, surrounded by diners who would never stand up again, and fleeing, stumbling blindly out into the sunlit London afternoon.


This will be my last review. Not simply because I am afraid to cross the threshold of another restaurant, terrified that on the other side I might find myself back in that place. But because even now, a week after I took my last bite at The Hungry Man Grill, I can still feel that food inside me. It sits in my stomach: pulsating, heavy, and growing. I can feel it pressing against the inside of my flesh even as I write this, see it bloating and distending my belly.


And I am still hungry.


In conclusion, a meal at The Hungry Man Grill will stay with you, until your dying day.


[Beep]





[Typing noises as Sam files the case]


ALICE


Well that brings back uni memories, doesn’t it!


SAM


Does it?


ALICE


The student union caff?


SAM


Uh – (remembering, amused) Oh god, yeah!


ALICE


Mm.


SAM


Eurgh! How could I forget those “sloppy joes.”


ALICE


Sloppy was definitely the word. I can still taste it…


SAM


Urgh, d’you remember when they tried to do a veggie option and it just –


[They laugh together]


[The door is shoved open. Sam and Alice fall silent.]


[Footsteps approach.]


SAM


(cautious) Oh. Uh, hi, Colin.


ALICE


(turning, upbeat) Oh hey! Colin! I thought you weren’t –


[Beat.]


ALICE


(concerned but trying to stay cheerful) Colin? Mate? What uh… what’s with the hammer?


COLIN


Stay out of my way, Alice.


SAM


Um, Colin, what are –


[Colin swings the hammer, demolishing a nearby PC monitor.]


SAM


Jesus!


COLIN


I’m going to the server room.


ALICE


I-I don’t think that’s a good idea, mate!


SAM


I think you should listen to Alice –


COLIN


Shut up! Both of you just SHUT the fuck up!


Don’t you get it?! (choking, almost tearing up) I am trying to help, to save us from this goddamned fucking nightmare machine!


[He smashes another PC]


ALICE


Okay. Okay, Colin, listen to me, all right. We – We’ve all seen messed up things happening recently. You say the computers need to be destroyed. We can totally believe that, right, Sam?


[Colin is hyperventilating.]


SAM


I mean, yeah! Y-yeah, that actually sounds pretty plausible right now.


ALICE


Yeah. Yeah, but you can’t just start smashing shit without explaining what’s going on.


COLIN


No. It’s listening!


ALICE


But that doesn’t matter if you’re going to smash it into bits, does it? So, why don’t you just tell us –


COLIN


That’s only if it lives in the servers! If not, then…


SAM


Then let’s go somewhere it can’t hear.


COLIN


There isn’t anywhere, that’s the PROBLEM!


SAM


You’re not making sense, Colin –


COLIN


No, you just don’t get it! You don’t believe me. (sniffling) You’re just trying to buy time. Keep me busy until –


ALICE


Colin, that’s not what we –


COLIN


Get back!


[The loudest smash yet]


SAM


Watch it!


[Sam lunges at Colin, grabbing at the hammer. They struggle over it as Alice tries to restrain Colin.]


SAM


Give me the–!


COLIN


Get off!


[In the struggle, the hammer smashes into the recording computer. The microphone futzes before it breaks down.]





[The landline whirs on.]


LENA


So, does anyone care to explain why you thought it was a good idea to tackle an unstable armed man on government property without alerting the authorities?


ALICE


…Is Colin going to be okay?


LENA


I doubt it. But since he’s in custody the matter is out of our hands. The OIAR’s mental health policies only stretch so far, and this became a police matter as soon as he attacked government property and employees.


GWEN


It’s a miracle no-one was hurt.


LENA


A miracle that cost us three computer terminals and damaged a server rack. So I’ll ask again: what on Earth were you thinking confronting him like that?


ALICE


We were trying to talk him down!


LENA


(furious) Oh, really? Because it looked to me like Sam attempted to body tackle him.


SAM


I thought he might hurt Alice.


[Alice chuckles quietly to herself.]


LENA


How very chivalrous. And foolish. I expect you to review our liability waivers before you attack any other hammer-wielding maniacs, is that clear?


SAM


(tired) Crystal.


LENA


Good.


Now, how’s the system looking, Gwen?


GWEN


It seems fine… As far as I can tell the server damage was superficial. But again, as I keep saying, I’m not an IT expert. I don’t actually know how any of this works. So –


LENA


I shall have someone take a closer look in due course. In the mean time, I want you all focusing on cleaning everything up ahead of the minister’s visit.


GWEN


Understood.


[Gwen stands]


SAM


No, no, hang on a minute – I think we need to discuss if Colin’s right.


LENA


Right about what, exactly?


SAM


About the system listening in on us? About there being something dangerous in the computers?


ALICE


(a warning whisper) Sam…


SAM


No! (incredulous snort) I’m done playing office intern. After everything else that’s been going on, it would be stupid of us not to even consider it.


[Beat.]


LENA


While I understand your concerns, Sam, there’s no way we can realistically act on them. Whatever quirks the system might have, it is still essential for departmental functionality, and interfering with government equipment is a criminal offense. As it is, Colin will be lucky to avoid charges of domestic terrorism.


ALICE


So what do you suggest?


LENA


I suggest you do as you are told and clean up. Meanwhile, I will begin looking for a replacement IT manager. As if we didn’t have enough new hires already… Speaking of which, does anyone know where Celia is?


SAM


She had an emergency. She’s not sure when she’s going to get in.


LENA


Let me know as soon as she does. Her repeated absences have become a problem, and I will not hesitate to add a second position to the jobs page if I have to.


SAM


(annoyed/tired) I’ll tell her.


LENA


See that you do. Now, if that’s everything, I would appreciate it if you would all get to work.


[Everyone begins to shuffle out.]


LENA


And please refrain from any further attempts at heroism on government property. I could do without the paperwork.





[Dial tone: Celia’s phone’s microphone turns on]


[The voices are muffled, like we’re listening through fabric]


CELIA


Hi, um… could you tell me when the next coach to London is?


ATTENDANT


Yeah. You’re in luck, should be any minute. If you need a ticket, the machine’s over there.


CELIA


Right, cheers. Er – can I pay by phone?


[She digs her phone out of her pocket as she speaks. The sounds are now much clearer.]


ATTENDANT


Yeah, you should be able to.


[Celia taps at her phone]


[She sighs, exhausted]


ATTENDANT


Listen, is… everything alright? Not to be rude, but you’re looking like you’ve had a bit of a time of it.


CELIA


No, yeah, I’m… I’m alright. Just a lot of last minute travel recently.


[Sounds of the engine of a motor vehicle, pulling up nearby]


ATTENDANT


(unconvinced) If you’re sure… Well, best get that ticket. Looks like this is your coach.


CELIA


Oh right, thanks!


[She begins to hurry off]


ATTENDANT


(sympathetic) Just try and get some rest when you get home, yeah?


CELIA


(bitterly to herself) Yeah. Right…





[Music]
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MAGP026 - Catching Up


		ANNOUNCER


This episode is dedicated to Sierra Rush. The world is so rich and vast and beautiful, and you are here to share your beauty with it. There are many small moments in life, but they are quilted together to be you. You’re going to be amazing.


[Intro Theme]


ANNOUNCER


Rusty Quill Presents: The Magnus Protocol.


Episode Twenty-Six – Catching Up.


[Music]




[O.I.A.R. microphone slowly whirs to life]


[Typing noises]


CELIA


How we looking?


SAM


Pretty much there. You?


CELIA


Close enough.


[A bit more typing; a pleasant computer beep]


CELIA


Right. Let’s go, before anything more comes in.


[The two of them begin to pack.]


SAM


…Did you just categorize that last one as, “dog”?


CELIA


Got a problem with that?


SAM


No.


CELIA


Good.


[They pack for a bit longer]


SAM


(stopping again) It’s just… “dog”? That’s it?


CELIA


(audible shrug) It was about a dog.


SAM


Not cross-linked with, like, “teeth,” or…


CELIA


(amused huff) All dogs have teeth.


SAM


I guess, but –


CELIA


Look, do you want to go and meet Helen? Or, do you want to stay here and discuss dogs?Because either way I’m happy.


SAM


Yeah, all right, all right.


[More packing]


CELIA


…You okay?


SAM


(stops again) Ah, you know me – this stuff makes me nervous.


CELIA


(low) Yeah, me too.


SAM


Really?


CELIA


(deliberate inhale) So, anything particular that you’re worked up about?


SAM


No? …Yeah. Not sure.


[Footsteps approach as he continues]


SAM


I just don’t think I can face another dead end.


CELIA


Hey Alice.


ALICE


Planning another daring heist?


CELIA


…The Crown Jewels aren’t gonna steal themselves.


ALICE


Oh, that’s good to hear. I was worrying for a moment that you were Magnussing.


SAM


Uh, “Magnussing”?


ALICE


Magnussing, verb: to insist on poking around stuff to do with the Magnus Institute, despite Alice’s continued efforts to stop you getting yourselves killed.


[Beat.]


[Sam sighs, exasperated.]


CELIA


Alice, we’ve been over this…


ALICE


No, you’re right… it’s fine. You know how I feel, but you’re both grown adults. You can make your own choices.


Just make sure you take protection, okay?


SAM


(mortified) Jesus Christ…


ALICE


Like a big knife or something!


CELIA


Don’t worry:


[Unzipping noise]


[Something large and metal and sharp is pulled out of a bag]


ALICE


Oh, wow! That’ll do it!


…Okay, then. Maybe don’t get it out at work, though?


CELIA


(as she puts the knife back) We’ll be careful, Alice. I promise.


[Alice sighs in resignation]


ALICE


Fine. Off you go then… I guess.


[Celia and Sam head off]


CELIA


(calling) See you tonight!


SAM


(less enthused) Yeah, see you later.


[Door opens as they exit]


SAM


(distantly) Celia – are you sure that thing’s legal?





CHESTER


Witness Statement of Alexander Rumins

Date of Birth: 10th September 2000

Occupation: Accountant

Address: 17 Gransden Avenue, Hackney

Dated 14th April 2024


My name is Alexander Rumins. I’ve… I’ve never done one of these. So I’m not quite sure what I am meant to say here.


I’m 23. I’m male. I’ve lived in London my whole life. I have two sisters, one older and one younger.


My dad died when I was 15, and my mother still lives in the house I grew up in.


And yesterday…


God. Even saying it makes me feel horribly nauseous.


I saw someone die.


I saw someone die, right in front of me, and there wasn’t a single thing I could have done to help.


The worst thing is that I know him. Knew him. How long does it take until I speak of him in the past tense?


I knew him. And now… I don’t anymore…?


The dead person is – was – Jarrod Smith. He was an athletics coach who trained young runners. I know because I was one of them. At a very young age I realised I could run faster than anyone. It was like I could take a deep breath that spread into my chest, my legs, and shot through me like an arrow.


By the time I was 10, I could outrun most teachers, and all the older boys in the big school next to my primary. It became a bit of a game for them.


No one could ever catch me. Except Mr Jarrod. I only knew him as my PE teacher then. The new PE teacher, who had started in my final year of primary school. That was the first time we had athletics rather than football or rugby or gymnastics.


I won, of course. I was faster than anyone, no matter how many times he asked me to race again and again, until finally, he placed himself next to me, and simply shouted:


“Go!”


That shot of adrenaline went through my chest, my legs pumping faster and faster until I realised – Mr Jarrod had passed me. And no matter how much faster I tried to push my legs… I lost.


Afterwards, spitting and sputtering, I managed to say: “Can you teach me to run faster?”


It wasn’t easy getting permission from my parents. They didn’t understand why I needed to train after school, and they certainly didn’t have any money for special clothes or shoes. But Mr Jarrod had a spare pair of training shoes, and he promised he would bring me home every day after training. So my parents, exhausted by their double shifts at Tesco, agreed.


And that’s how it started. Three times a week, Mr Jarrod would meet me at the playground outside the gymnasium, with the track already marked and his stopwatch at the ready. If it was raining, we moved inside. If it was cold, I’d wear an extra layer. But we never, ever missed a session.


It was just a few months later that I ran my first race. Only my sisters were there to watch me win.


That was the first time I remember feeling… proud of myself.


It’s not a feeling I’ve had for a long time.


Despite seeing each other almost every day, I knew very little of Mr Jarrod. All I knew was that he was there at the track three times a week, and that he knew how to make me faster.


First, I became the fastest in my borough. Then I won the London Athletics Meet. I was the youngest to ever win the Meet, and the sponsors were salivating all over themselves, but Mr Jarrod told me to ignore all of them and just to focus on running.


The next year, just before I was due to run the Meet again, to come back and defend my title – my father died.


I had just completed a personal best at the hundred meters. I turned and saw my older sister standing at the edge of the track. I will never forget the look on her face. Her eyes, always so brown, looked darker than ink. And her face was almost entirely slack. I’m not sure how she managed to say the words, but I heard them nonetheless.


“It’s Dad. We have to go home.”


I ran. The streets were a blur as I barely dodged cars and pedestrians, as if by running, I could reach my father and he’d be alive.


I honestly don’t remember the following days. The funeral came and went. My sisters went back to school and to college. My mother picked up more shifts at Tesco.


But I stopped running. What was the point? Running didn’t do anything to help my dad.


Mr Jarrod came to visit once, a few weeks after the funeral, before I went back to school. He knocked only once, and spoke to ask if he could come in. I didn’t answer the door, and he didn’t knock again.


That was the last time I saw him. Until yesterday morning.


I… haven’t run for such a long time, you see. I’ve been working as an accountant since I graduated. Don’t get me wrong, it’s an incredibly boring job, but now my mum doesn’t have to work at Tesco, and neither do my sisters. I like to take walks in the morning, before work. Just – stretch my legs a little. Not run, though. Never run.


I went this morning as usual. Nothing strange about that. Until I saw him! Mr Jarrod. I recognised him instantly: his stride, his dark skin glistening with sweat, his pace. I couldn’t believe it. Seven years since I saw him, but I still felt that old thrill at the idea of racing him.


“Mr Jarrod!” I shouted. “Mr Jarrod, it’s me, Alex!”


But he didn’t stop. He didn’t so much as slow down. He thundered past me, his legs moving smoothly.


I’ve never been a superstitious person, but – for some reason, when I looked at Mr Jarrod run faster than I had ever seen him, a cold and slimy shiver went down my back. He seemed to be running for his life. I don’t have any explanation for why I think that, but… he seemed more frightened than anyone I have ever seen.


I could smell the fear coming off his skin as he thundered past me again. His shirt was completely soaked, as were his shorts, and you could see the flecks of sweat fly off his face and arms, even at a distance. Even at the speed his legs were moving. He wasn’t being chased. I looked around, but the entire park was completely deserted. It was only moments after 5 in the morning! There was no one to ask for help, and I had a sudden thought that if I took my eyes off him, something truly awful would happen.


I had only one choice.


I’m nowhere near as fast as I was. I was gasping before 20 metres had passed, and sweating by 50 metres, and I just couldn’t keep up.


“Mr Jarrod… please, stop!” I begged, as my legs started to seize up.


But in all the years we trained together, I could never catch Mr Jarrod. And today was no different. I grasped at the air as he pulled further away, missing his T-shirt by inches. I stopped again. I felt as if I would never take in enough air.


That’s when I realised that he was running laps of the park. I didn’t need to catch him. I just needed to meet him. So I turned and ran the other way. I drew closer, and closer, and suddenly I was knocked completely off my feet. Mr Jarrod ran straight over me.


(faintly incredulous:) I think he ran through me.


I tried to stand up, but had to sit down again, a dizzying rush of pain swooping through my body.


I called to him, but of course he couldn’t hear me; I don’t think he could hear anyone. A few moments later he ran past me again, his breaths gasping and heaving, as if it was taking every ounce of strength and energy to keep his body moving.


His face was contorted in complete terror, and that’s when I could make out that his mouth was moving. Words seemed to tumble out in a cascade, like he was telling some awful story. But they were lost under his laboured breathing.


Our eyes locked for a moment, just as he stumbled, and fell. Was there recognition? I don’t know. He hit the ground head first, and even at that distance I could hear the sickening sound of his skull splitting open.


Every step sent a shard of horrible pain through my head, but I ran until I reached him. Mr Jarrod’s forehead had a horrible cut, with the blood freely flowing into his eyes. Even so he was struggling to get up, to continue running, and his mouth kept forming words.


I dropped to my knees, trying to stop him from moving. Bloody and shaking, he pushed me away, weakly trying to get up again. But he barely made it to his knees before he fell over again. And all the while, he kept muttering.


I could make out a few of the words now. (rhythmic, monotone:) “They’re coming now and getting close so very close and when I slow and when I stop they will catch me and they will hurt me.”


There was more, but I didn’t hear it, because I saw that we were no longer alone in the park. I don’t know how it came up so close without me seeing it. A figure. Tall and thin and still in shadow even in the morning sun. I couldn’t make out its face, but I felt it… looking at me. Looking at me from everywhere.


It was holding a tape recorder to Mr Jarrod’s mouth, like it was trying to catch his dying words.


“Who are you?” I asked it.


“An archivist,” it replied.


I wanted to ask more questions, to confront it, to strangle it for what I knew it had done.


But that was when he screamed, his mouth tearing wide open. I screamed too. I screamed for a very long time.


And when the paramedics finally brought me to my senses, it was gone.


[Beep.]





[Typing noises fade in; for a while, no one says anything.]


ALICE


(disturbed) Hmmmm…


GWEN


Hm. I don’t remember the last time I saw you bothered by a case.


ALICE


And I suppose you’re just cucumber cool about yet another visit from your murderous tape-recording pal, is that it?


GWEN


(emotionless) There are plenty of dangerous monsters out there, Alice. It’s not worth obsessing over one of them.


[Gwen keeps typing as she speaks]


ALICE


(defensive) I’m not obsessed! I’m just irritated because there isn’t a code for “Archivist.”


GWEN


So? Collector, librarian, eavesdropper… Just pick one of those.


ALICE


(annoyed) But it said Archivist.


[Gwen sighs in exasperation]


[Beat]


ALICE


(realisation) It said “Archivist.”


GWEN


I heard you, Alice, I just stopped caring.


ALICE


(softly) It was us.


[Gwen finally stops typing.]


GWEN


What?


ALICE


The Institute, the – the Archive.


That’s why it’s so interested in us. We set it loose…


[She stands abruptly]


ALICE


I need to call Sam.





[Dial tone starts up: a phone recording]


CELIA


How you holding up?


SAM


(not okay) I’m okay.


CELIA


Yeah? I heard you and Alice on the phone. Sounded bad.


SAM


It is. She thinks one of the Externals, the one with the tapes, the “Archivist,” she thinks we might have let it out. Or at least got its attention, brought it down here.


If she’s right… that would mean all those people… they would still be alive if I hadn’t insisted on poking around.


…


How are you?


CELIA


(quietly) I don’t know. Something’s off.


SAM


You can say that again.


CELIA


No, I mean, something isn’t right. The External, the Archivist, it’s not acting how I would have expected.


SAM


Got a lot of experience with killer tapes, do you?


CELIA


I just mean that –


[Footsteps approach]


[Celia gasps despite herself]


HELEN


Hi! Sorry to keep you waiting!


CELIA


(to herself) Helen…


HELEN


That’s me! I’m guessing you’re Celia, so you must be…


SAM


Sam. Hi.


HELEN


Pleasure. So, can I get either of you a cup of tea? Coffee?


SAM


No, thank you.


HELEN


How about you, Celia?


[Silence.]


SAM


Celia?


CELIA


(a little rushed) Uh, no. I’m – fine. Thank you. …Helen.


HELEN


Allll right then. Well! Straight to it! (faffing with brochures) So, there’s a few likely properties that have just come on the market, and luckily there’ve been some rather nice new builds that haven’t even been listed yet, so your timing is excellent.


SAM


Oh! Er… (unconvincingly) good!


HELEN


Obviously, we’ll need to know a little bit more about your budget, but before that, are there any big no-no’s we should know about? Like, “heavy traffic,” “eco-warrior neighbors,” that sort of thing?


SAM


Well, I mean I don’t really have an issue with –


CELIA


(tense) We’re not here for a house.


SAM


(confused) …We’re not?


HELEN


(gently) Maisonette?


CELIA


No. We’re here, because –


Well, we’re looking into the Magnus Institute.


[Beat.]


HELEN


I’m… sorry, I’m a little confused.


SAM


(a defeated sigh) You haven’t heard of it.


HELEN


Oh no, no, I remember it very well! I just thought they closed up shop years ago after the fire. Some sort of academic outreach thing, wasn’t it – bit of a… quango?


CELIA


Something like that, yeah.


HELEN


Yeahhh, mmm. I remember I found them a few commercial properties back when I was, you know, first starting out. Surprised anyone’s still interested, though. Can I ask what this is about?


SAM


We’re, uh… making a documentary.


HELEN


(intrigued) Oh really? A proper one? Who for?


SAM


Uh…


CELIA


BBC.


HELEN


Oh, marvelous! Well, why didn’t you just say? Do I need to sign anything, or, er…?


CELIA


(alarmed) No! We’re just in the early research stage at the moment. Might not even go anywhere.


HELEN


(enthused) Oh, well, as I recall they did have some odd requirements, bloody big basements, security options, that sort of thing.


SAM


Do you have any kind of contact details we could maybe follow up on? Anyone specific you used to talk to?


HELEN


Eh, I’m not really meant to give that kind of information out, GDPR rubbish – you know how it is.


CELIA


…Of course.


HELEN


Best I can do is tell you it’s been a long time since we’ve had contact. Twenty-odd years at least. Any details we still have are all very much out of date, so wouldn’t be much use to you.


SAM


(downcast) Right.


HELEN


Tell you what, though, I think I still have the old listings filed away somewhere! The ones I sent through to them. Would it maybe help your research to know what sort of properties they were buying?


SAM


(perking up) That would be great.


CELIA


(more cautious) Didn’t you say something about GDPR…?


HELEN


(conspiratorial) Of course. You’re right. I have no idea where your production team could possibly have got those files.


SAM


You’re an absolute gem.


HELEN


Just remember that, if you need any talking heads for the documentary, deal?


CELIA


Deal.


HELEN


And make sure you come to me if you’re ever, you know, actually in the market for a house, eh?


[She laughs. It’s very reminiscent of The Distortion. Celia is unsettled. Sam laughs nervously.]





[More modern-ish whirring sounds – this is a laptop recording]


JACK


Baaa, bah bah.


SAM


(imitating Helen) Yes, young Jack, should you ever have need of a modest chateau or a cheeky little palace, do give me a call. Jolly good!


[Jack laughs happily]


SAM


(fondly) Do you like that?


JACK


(delighted) Heh heh, heh!


SAM


Ohhh dear. Bad news, Celia.


CELIA


(distracted) What?


SAM


Your baby’s a Tory.


JACK


Nyeh, nyeh.


SAM


…Celia?


CELIA


Hmm?


SAM


Everything all right?


CELIA


Sorry, yeah, it’s fine. I just –


[Footsteps as she walks over to Sam]


I felt like we were being watched for a moment.


[She sits.]


SAM


We’re okay. We were very careful not to be followed. It’s just late – well, it’s early but you know what I mean – and we’re both tired.


JACK


Buu, buu bah.


CELIA


Yeah. (a breath; brighter:) Yeah, you’re right.


Would you like a drink while I put Jack down for his morning nap?


SAM


(awkward) Um, is that a good idea? I mean…


CELIA


(amused) I said a drink, Sam, not a piss up.


SAM


(chuckles) Right, yeah. A drink sounds great.


CELIA


Beer’s in the fridge. I won’t be long. (picking up Jack) Come on, goblin. Say bye bye to Sam.


SAM


Bye bye Jack! Reexamine your political views!


[Jack coos in delight. Celia chuckles and heads off.]


CELIA


(to Jack) Come on.


[Jack continues making baby noises]


CELIA


Okay. I know you’re sleepy, you’re not gonna…


[Her voice fades into the distance]


[Sam stands, heads over to the fridge and pulls out a beer]


[He opens it and takes a sip]


[Footsteps approach:]


CELIA


Out like a light.


SAM


You’re welcome.


CELIA


(sitting) You’re very good with him.


SAM


I’m just the cool new toy.


CELIA


Well, cool’s a strong word…


SAM


Ouch.


[He yawns.]


CELIA


Maybe I should be putting you to bed?


[Sam laughs, then they both realize the connotation.]


[Beat.]


SAM


Um – (serious) Celia, I realize I haven’t really said thank you.


CELIA


You don’t have to!


SAM


I do. (shifting to face her) Even after we knew how dangerous this might be, you still stuck around. I know you have your own reasons, but…


CELIA


I have a few. But you’re one of them.


(audible smile) I like you, Sam.


SAM


I-I, uh, I mean, y-y-you know, I like you too. But that’s, um…


[Pause.]


SAM


I should get going.


CELIA


(flirting:) You don’t have to.


SAM


(uncertain) No?


CELIA


(closer) Not if you don’t want to.


SAM


(closer) I don’t.


I think I want to stay.


CELIA


Good.


[They kiss. Sam knocks over the beer, but neither of them notice.]





[Music]
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MAGP027 - Driven


		ANNOUNCER


This episode is dedicated to Alicia. During early lockdown in 2020, Alicia listened to a lot of The Magnus Archives, a source of fantastical scares that gave her temporary reprieve from some very real horror. Among many terrifying episodes, those specifically centering on meat, on the juxtaposition of human and animal bodies, the callous suffering of slaughterhouses, and other fleshy things, resonated with her. She reevaluated her relationship with food. She wondered what the difference was between a family member and a beloved dog, between that dog and a nameless factory cow. She decided to become vegetarian, and hasn’t looked back since. Many thanks to the creators of The Magnus Archives for using their art to inspire change in Alicia’s life!


[Intro Theme]


ANNOUNCER


Rusty Quill Presents: The Magnus Protocol.


Episode Twenty-Seven – Driven.


[Music]







[The O.I.A.R. microphone whirs on as usual]


[Sounds of steady typing]


[Approaching footsteps:]


LENA


Whose is this?


GWEN


Whose is what?


LENA


This shelf. Whose responsibility is this shelf? Sam?


SAM


(stops typing) Hm?


LENA


Whose files are those? On the shelving unit behind you?


SAM


I… don’t know. Colin, maybe?


Why, what’s up?


LENA


It is a cluttered eyesore.


SAM


I’m sure Colin can sort it when he’s feeling better.


LENA


If Colin returns to this department, it will be long after the Minister’s visit. I want this resolved now.


SAM


(half-amused) It’s just some files…


LENA


It is not “just some files.” It is a symptom of a disorganized office and an excuse for the Minister to insist upon additional oversight. You will move them into the stationary cupboard at once.


SAM


I mean, I could. But then I’d have to stop processing cases, and you were pretty clear you wanted the entire caseload dealt with? Sooo…


[Lena sighs in frustration as Sam resumes typing]


LENA


Gwen?


GWEN


(restrained sigh) I’ll deal with it.


LENA


Very good. Check in with me once you’ve finished.


GWEN


(still restrained) Of course.


[Footsteps; door shuts as Lena exits to her office]


GWEN


(to Sam) Thanks for that.


SAM


(stops again) Look, I honestly wasn’t trying to –


GWEN


No, don’t give me that, you’re loving this! You’ve been sat there grinning all. Night.


SAM


Have I?


GWEN


Yes.


SAM


Maybe I just woke up on the right side of the bed this evening?


GWEN


Well, whatever it is, it stops now.


SAM


Um, I don’t think you can order me to stop being in a good mood.


GWEN


I can, and I am. It’s putting me on edge.


SAM


(sarcastic) I’m so sorry! In that case, I’ll do my best to get bitter and cynical.


GWEN


Good. This should help.


[Sound of a piece of paper being torn]


SAM


Uh… What’s this?


GWEN


Your extra duties.


SAM


I thought you were sorting it.


GWEN


I am. By delegating them to you.


[She walks a few paces away]


How’s that good mood doing?


SAM


Struggling. Look, I’ll see what I can do but I really do need to clear my caseload first.


GWEN


(mollified) All right then.


(she inhales) Now, do you know where Alice is? (tearing another piece of paper) I’ve got a special list for her…


SAM


(resuming his typing) Now who’s grinning? Breakroom, I think.


GWEN


Excellent. Carry on.


[Gwen exits.]


SAM


(calling sarcastically) You’re welcome!


(to himself) Ugh.


[He continues typing in silence for a bit, then the computer beeps]


AUGUSTUS


February 18th, 1845.


It is with some trepidation that I am forced to record yet another failure, as despite my certainty that none beside myself will read these words, I must be mindful of my becoming disheartened, and strive against any loss of conviction. While I have no hesitation in accepting N’s recommendation, the particulars of the collapse must be confronted directly. We have been undertaking this great work, perhaps the greatest work, for nigh upon three decades, and thus far are still unable to effect transmutations beyond those endeavors we each undertook alone. We have some dozen of the finest minds of the age, yet it seems more wont to stagnate our thoughts and progress than to light within them that muse’s fire of inspiration.


Is it perhaps the need for secrecy? Is the clandestine nature of the researches we attempt in its very nature opposed to the work of both natural and unnatural philosophy we have undertaken? Or is the spiritual aspect of our alchemical undertaking such, that only the experiments of an individual can ever bear fruit?


No, I must excise such doubts from my mind. Purification is not only to be found in chemical processes, after all. We had all of us reached the limit of what might be achieved alone. If such were not the case, the Institute would not have been founded, nor would my fellows have selected me for its leadership… much less its name. I must hold fast and continue my explorations.


February 22nd, 1845.


A curious thing has caught my attention. It is strange, how the work of natural philosophy attunes one’s eye to the things that might be termed “unusual.”


I was making my way to our London offices when I heard the din of a crowd approaching from a nearby corner. The shouting of slogans and waving of banners marked it immediately as a Chartist meeting, and not wishing to receive another sermon on the necessities of reform and the urgency of radical constituency changes – (chuckles to himself) – I moved to hail down a carriage.


At my call, two stopped close by each other: a somewhat worn-looking hansom cab, and one of the newer Clarences, one of those which my housekeeper calls, in her inimitable way, a “growler,” due to the sound of its wheels on the cobbled streets.


As I was travelling alone, my natural impulse was toward the speed of the hansom, yet the din of the meeting made me reconsider, as I have often found the heavier wood of the four-seater Clarence to make for a quieter journey – at least within the coach. I was certainly in no rush, so I took a step towards the cab with every intention of engaging it, when something stopped me.


There was only a single coachman. Not so unusual, perhaps, but something about the manner of his sitting gave me pause. He looked straight forward, paying no heed to myself or anything else in the street that might call his attention – and he wore a long oilskin greatcoat, which draped over the entirety of his body, despite the dryness and unseasonable warmth of the day.


As I slowed my step, my eye began to take in more precise detail of the cab itself. The colour seemed unusual somehow, the glossy black glinting like a bottle-fly, and the joins in the wood seeming smoother and less angular than perhaps they should have been. There was even a sheen on the plush red furnishings, almost as though they had become wet somehow, and I could not shake the oddest sense of disquiet when looking at it.


I had no opportunity for further examination, however, as my momentary hesitation had been noticed by another prospective passenger, who promptly stepped ahead of me into the Clarence. It began to move away immediately, and as it did so, two things became apparent. The first was that the very instant the door closed, there was no longer any sign of the passenger within the carriage, and it seemed once again empty. The second was that as he pulled away, the coachman’s greatcoat was caught briefly by a gust of wind, and in that moment I saw without doubt that there was no border, no dividing line, no gap between the coachman and the coach. They were somehow as one.


If this is as I suspect, I would be wise to keep an eye open for this vehicle, restrict myself to hansom cabs, and try to forget the unnerving sound the “growler” made as it moved away.


February 26th, 1845.


I have found it again. It took far less effort than I suspected it might, as I believe that it relies on the ubiquity and variety of cabs speeding around London for its anonymity, rather than the actual verisimilitude of its disguise. Indeed, the longer one considers it, the clearer it becomes that neither it, nor the coachman, nor the so-called horses that feign to pull it, are at all what they appear to be.


I espied it once again upon the exact same street where it had nearly caught me, and I have no wonder as to the reason. It is dense with traffic and few pause their step or make note of the specific comings and goings. I suspect it is a more than adequate hunting ground.


Upon sighting the thing, I hailed down a separate cab and bid it wait, pointing at the Clarence and telling the driver to follow it when it should have a passenger. He gave me a look that I might uncharitably describe as insolent, but it took little extra coin to secure his goodwill and thus cooperation. I then watched as a well-mustachioed young gentleman in a brand new frock coat flagged down and entered my quarry.


We followed behind for almost an hour, leaving my nerves frayed from the constant rattle of the thing moving over the cobbled streets and my driver’s near-constant aggravation. It did not stop, nor slow, nor discharge its passenger, but after some minutes I began to notice a subtle but unmistakable hint of crimson in the ruts it carved through the muck of the London streets, as though fresh dye were leaking from the joints of the rolling wheels.


At length it disappeared into a covered alleyway. By this time evening had fallen, yet the lamplighters had not been about their duties, and my own coachman was adamant that he would take me no further after such a frivolous chase. So it was, I left the safety of the cab and continued on alone, creeping into the darkness with naught to brighten my way. I took what comfort I could in the knowledge that if I could not see, then I could not be seen, though it helped me little as I was now possessed of an unspoken certainty that the growler had no need of eyes.


I consider myself fortunate that the coach-thing was not waiting for me. Instead I soon found that the seemingly derelict alley was instead full of small, discarded scraps of clothing, as well as old newspapers and even an umbrella. And of course, the freshest and least decayed of these was a frock coat, though I could not in any sense still describe it as brand new.


There is more to learn here. Perhaps my recent frustrations with our progress and the increased scrutiny by Boyle’s incessantly meddling inheritors have pressed me to put more significance on this than is warranted, but I cannot help but feel that to understand this thing may be to finally unlock the world as yet unknown to us. And in pursuit of that, there is no cost too great.


March the 2nd, 1845.


It is done, and I am surprised to find how little remorse I feel. I have retrieved young Archibald Cameron’s notebook, and found it surprisingly legible, if somewhat soiled. It is no great loss to the Institute, though I shall not be too open with the others as to the cause of his disappearance. He was the youngest of our number and certainly the least skilled, which endeared him to several whose hearts are in my estimation too soft for the great work.


Even so, I was taken aback by how little dissembling it took to convince him to enter the growler and make observations. I naturally made no mention of my nigh-certainty that the journey would be fatal, but in almost all other particulars I was honest, even to the point of speaking to him plainly that I could not guarantee his personal well-being. Still, he was eager to assist in the scribing of those notes I had emphasised were potentially vital to the advancement of the Magnus Institute’s work. Likely, he was simply overawed by my status as founder, but his excitement at this prospect was clearly genuine.


For all his youth, I am impressed at Archibald’s conscientiousness, writing as he did so far into the process, albeit with some… trouble towards the end. The final few pages are naturally of a more frantic and pained character, but they also contain some of the most useful observations. To his credit, his philosopher’s eye was calm and accurate even in his final moments.


Well, perhaps not his actual final moments. His analytical faculties begin to desert him shortly after the loss of his skin, and it is clear from the handwriting exactly when his eyes depart his skull. This seems to have occurred some minutes after he finally accepted the doors were truly impossible to open, and in turn seems to have prompted his last, but perhaps most important deduction: that the rate of digestion, for lack of a better word, seems to have been linked to his own levels of fear. Ironically, this discovery itself clearly caused him a great deal of that particular emotion, since the rest of his notes were little more than pained scribbles and crude invective. I believe his final lines were cursing me specifically, but his penmanship, already so poor, was rendered truly unintelligible by this point.


My surmise that a paper notebook would not be digested or consumed has proven accurate, reinforcing my belief that the consumption process is supernatural, rather than chemical, as there are no biologic stains other than blood smears.


Sufficed to say, if the contents of this notebook prove true, it may indeed prove transformational to our researches. That such beings exist, and not simply as myth beyond the fringes of civilisation but within the very heart of our great empire, may yet prove as important as any transmutation taking place within an alembic. And if there are things of such horror already in this world, perhaps our great ambitions are not quite so foolish after all. Time will tell, I suppose.







[Beep as the case ends]


[A sudden ping: email]


GWEN


(thoughtful) Hm.


[There are faint typing noises in the background]


[Odd squeaking fabric noises]


GWEN


Alice?


[The squeaking fabric noises get louder]


GWEN


(irritated) Alice.


ALICE


Sorry, I can’t hear you over the sound of me polishing all the break room knives!


GWEN


(exasperated sigh) For goodness sake, that wasn’t even on your task list.


ALICE


No! But it’s important if I’m going to properly murder-suicide you, Lena, and the useless pain-in-the-ass minister when he arrives.


GWEN


You know it’s illegal to joke about killing an MP?


ALICE


You know it’s illegal to be a complete –


[She stops and exhales angrily, then inhales.]


ALICE


What do you want, Gwendolyn?


GWEN


You ever get any weird emails?


ALICE


I’m openly trans on the internet.


GWEN


At work, I mean.


ALICE


Not really?


[Gwen sighs]


ALICE


(interested despite herself) Why? What’ve you got?


GWEN


It’s just some old files. The email address looks like gibberish. I’d ask Colin, but he’s… y’know…


ALICE


(annoyed) Careful.


GWEN


…Indisposed?


ALICE


Yeah, well, I don’t know what you want from me. (sighs) I’m hardly a computer whiz myself.


GWEN


(types something fast) Hmm.


ALICE


What are the files?


[A pause as Gwen clicks into some of them.]


[Her demeanor abruptly shifts]


GWEN


Ah–! (rushed) Just – junk. Old paperwork. Nothing important.


ALICE


(suspicious) …Right. Let’s have a look! You know me, I love unimportant old paperwork.


GWEN


(typing something else fast) Sorry. Already deleted.


ALICE


(dubious) Oh yeah?


[Beat.]


ALICE


(blows air out) Fine, whatever, I’ve got better things to do anyway, like…


[Paper rustles]


ALICE


“Clean all screens with isopropyl wipes” – oh for god’s sake.


[She crumples the paper]


ALICE


I’m not doing that!


GWEN


What about the minister?


ALICE


Oh for him I’d use bleach and wirewool! Maybe some pure chlorine to finish.


GWEN


What? No, that’s not what I –


(catching herself) No. We’re not doing this now.


[Alice sighs]


GWEN


Nice try. Go do the list.


ALICE


(whispering to herself) Dammit.





[CCTV footage fizzes on]


[Footsteps enter:]


SAM


(posh) Ms Ripley! I do hope you’ve not been using the department printer for personal projects?


CELIA


Wouldn’t dream of it!


SAM


(dropping the voice) You should. This place is a goldmine. I take a carton of milk and a roll of toilet paper home every night.


[He chuckles. Celia does too, but is clearly distracted.]


SAM


…Are these the ones Helen sent over?


CELIA


Yeah. I really didn’t think there’d be so many. The Institute must have been absolutely loaded.


SAM


Surely they didn’t actually buy all of these?


CELIA


Thankfully, no. Anything they actually got the deed to goes here. These are the ones where they put in an offer but didn’t close the deal, and this pile is enquiries that didn’t go anywhere.


SAM


Why not?


CELIA


It varies. Sometimes the owners didn’t actually want to sell in the end, sometimes the Magnus guy would just send a bunch of weird requests then not follow up once they were answered.


SAM


…Weird how?


CELIA


See for yourself.


[Sam picks up some papers]


SAM


Hm.


Huh – why would they want “a picture of the constellations as seen from the Front Elevation facing due east”…


CELIA


I mean, astrology is big in alchemy, but you’d think the answer would be obvious based on its location! Doesn’t make any sense! Oh – how about this one?


SAM


(reading) “Preference for properties with intact first-generation… (sounding it out) per– perichloro-“


CELIA


Perchloroethylene machines. I looked it up. Basically, super toxic washing machines.


SAM


O-kay… Were they making a lot of these “queries”?


CELIA


I think so? I get the impression most of them were done by phone. The only ones here were either sent by letter or done through Helen.


SAM


Hmm. So how can I help?


CELIA


Well, I reckon we start with the sites they actually owned. I mean, I think they might technically still own some of them – I haven’t been able to get my head around some of the legals.


SAM


Let’s see if I have any luck.


[Sam takes some papers and they start to read silently]


SAM


…So.


CELIA


So?


SAM


Do we talk about it or…?


CELIA


We can if you want to.


SAM


Cool.


…


So what – was that?


CELIA


That was sex, Sam. Pretty decent sex, actually.


SAM


I, uh – yeah, no, I agree! But… um. (agh!) You know what I mean.


CELIA


Well, that depends. What do you want it to have been?


Was it… a bit of fun, or two scared people trying to comfort one another? That’s fine.


You want it to have been something more? Well, I’d be okay with that too.


SAM


Even with everything else that’s going on? We might be in genuine danger. …We might die.


CELIA


I mean that’s true of every relationship, really. It’s just a bit more… obvious with us.


SAM


…What do you want?


CELIA


I mean, Jack’s always going to be my first priority, but beyond that… (sincere) I think I’d like it to happen again. If you’d be okay with it. See where it goes.


SAM


…Yeah. Okay. I think I’d like that too.


CELIA


Great.


SAM


(smiling) Great.


[They kiss softly.]


SAM


(flirting) I can’t stop thinking about –


CELIA


(not letting him finish the sentence) This one is Oxford? Yeah, me neither!


SAM


Oh, er… yeah–!


CELIA


It was one of their last purchases in 1997, I think.


SAM


Er, um… what do we think they mean by “retail unit”…?


CELIA


Well, the Hilltop Centre’s a small shopping development just off Cowley Road. It was built in the 80s, but it looks like the storefronts didn’t exactly get snapped up.


SAM


Huh. I’d have thought you’d need to rent a shopping unit. I didn’t realise you could buy one outright.


CELIA


Yeah, it’s super weird. So is the fact that they never really did anything with it. Apparently it was set up as an “outreach centre”, whatever that means, but it was only occupied for a month or two. Then they just – locked it up and left it.


SAM


I mean, they only had a couple of years before… Hang on, is this one of the ones that they still technically own?


CELIA


Yup. And the Hilltop Centre’s been effectively shuttered for a while.


SAM


Meaning that no-one’s been inside…


CELIA


Since 1997.


What do you think? Worth a look?


[Footsteps as Alice enters]


ALICE


(as bitter as fresh coffee) I swear, if I hear one more word about Trevor-bloody-Herbert MP I am going to blow up Parliament.


[She begins pulling out a cup to make said coffee]


SAM


How’s your list coming?


ALICE


Don’t test me, Sam. I have so many barrels of gunpowder and the blessing of the Pope.


[She pours the coffee]


SAM


Is it really that bad?


ALICE


Lena’s going mental over dust bunnies, Gwen is so far up Lena’s arse she can see daylight, and oh! Let’s not forget we’re all being stalked by a terrifying monster.


CELIA


It is a lot.


ALICE


It’s fine. I’m fine. Just a feeling a bit more… anti-establishment than normal.


Anyway, what are you two doing? More Magnussing?


CELIA


Yeah. We were thinking about having a bit of a field trip.


SAM


(a touch sarcastic) Don’t worry, we’ll keep it to ourselves.


ALICE


(easily) Nah, screw that.


SAM


What?


ALICE


Were you not listening when I told you about this thing? I’m pretty sure we let it out when we went poking around that “Archivist” room at the ruins. (snorts) I wanted to stop you before you did something stupid, but now we know you already did! So, maybe we can dig up something to protect ourselves.


SAM


Or even stop it for good.


ALICE


(sighs) I dunno about that, the way Gwen talks about these things, sounds like that might be a quick way to get killed.


CELIA


…


(quietly) You didn’t tell me the room was labelled, “Archivist.”


ALICE


(offhandedly) Sure we did.


CELIA


No. You said you messed up some sort of ritual design in one of the locked rooms and thought that might have released it. You never said the word “Archivist.”


SAM


Does that matter?


CELIA


I don’t know. Maybe?


ALICE


So which of these are you planning to start with, then?


SAM


The Hilltop Centre. In Oxford. Celia has a feeling about it.


ALICE


Oh, does she? And would this be a good feeling… or a bad feeling?


CELIA


I guess we go and find out.





[Music]
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[The O.I.A.R. microphone starts up; we hear lots of typing]


[Footsteps enter:]


LENA


And here, minister, is the main office, where the majority of the processing takes place.


TREVOR


So I see.


GWEN


And this is Sam, Alice and Celia, our primary processing team.


TREVOR


Good to meet you.


SAM


Uh, thank you, minister.


TREVOR


Fine work.


ALICE


Mmm. Cheers.


TREVOR


Lovely to –


[He is cut off by a massive yawn.]


TREVOR


Pardon me, sorry. I honestly don’t know how you manage to get anything done on such late shifts.


CELIA


You get used to it.


TREVOR


Clearly, but it does seem unnecessary…


LENA


(jumping in) The data processing and amalgamation tools are locked into a 24-hour cycle. The crawlers scrape online sources during the day, then once the nationals pre-publish the data is incorporated into the caseloads, meaning we’re locked into this schedule. We could amend the system, but the required infrastructure overhaul would be very expensive and –


TREVOR


Best leave it as it is, I think. If it isn’t broken don’t fix it, eh?


ALICE


(muttered) Ha…


TREVOR


Besides, I wouldn’t want to upset your team dynamic. And such a diverse team it is too… I wonder if we should get in a photographer, put you all on some civil service promotional material.


LENA


(slightly strained) Oh I doubt that won’t be necessary, minister. We’re hardly the most interesting department.


TREVOR


Oh well, I don’t know about that. So anyway, uh –


GWEN


(quietly) Sam.


TREVOR


Sam! How are the, er, accident –


GWEN


(quietly) Incident.


TREVOR


– incident numbers looking? Going down, I hope!


SAM


Uh…


LENA


Our numbers have been steadily improving ever since you took charge, minister. It’s all detailed in my reports.


TREVOR


Glad to hear it. The ONS has been sniffing around again, same old rubbish about overlapping responsibilities and “synergistic fulfillment objectives”…


LENA


Well hopefully our latest metrics should assuage any concerns in that department.


TREVOR


Just as long as it keeps Gorman-Smith off me back…


[He yawns again.]


LENA


Was there anything else you wanted to see, minister?


TREVOR


No, no, no, I think we can move on.


LENA


Excellent. Gwen?


GWEN


If you’ll follow me, minister.


[Trevor, Lena and Gwen leave.]


[There is a moment of silence.]


CELIA


Was that it?


ALICE


Oh for fu–


[Beep]







[Door shuts as Lena, Gwen and Trevor enter]


[Lena sits down behind her desk]


LENA


Thank you very much for joining us this evening, minister. I do hope it met your expectations.


TREVOR


Mmmm.


LENA


Something the matter, minister?


[He takes a deep breath as if to enter a pre-prepared speech]


TREVOR


Look, Lena, I’ve know you’ve had a lot of leeway running of this department with previous ministers, and god knows I prefer a hands-off approach –


LENA


Glad to hear it.


TREVOR


But it’s reached the point where I am forced to intervene.


LENA


May I ask why?


TREVOR


Because I am hearing from reliable sources that one of your subcontractors has been implicated in a recent death, possibly even as a murder suspect.


[Beat.]


LENA


Gwen, can I ask you to wait outside, please.


[Reluctant footsteps as Gwen starts moving to the door slowly]


LENA


Minister, if I may, we both know that the rumor mill surrounding –


TREVOR


Skip it. I went to Eton with Daniel Turner, the Commissioner. He keeps me in the loop.


GWEN


Do you know which, uh, subcontractor it was?


TREVOR


I’m sorry, do you hire a lot of murderers for contract and consultancy work?


LENA


(intervening) She simply means that outside of their specific work with us, we don’t keep close track of our external workers and hadn’t been made aware of this.


TREVOR


So you’re telling me you know nothing about an OIAR external contract being found with the bodies of two tattooed thugs who met rather grisly ends?


[Gwen and Lena realise he’s talking about Ink5oul. Trevor doesn’t notice.]


LENA


I’m afraid not.


TREVOR


Then you’re either lying or woefully out of touch. Neither fills me with confidence.


LENA


Minister –


TREVOR


I was able to talk to Danny and keep this quiet for now, but I need to know that there’s no liability here, either legal or, uh, reputational.


LENA


You have my absolute assurances that –


TREVOR


No. Not good enough. I need someone’s head to roll, so if it does come back to bite me I can say that those responsible have been removed from their post.


GWEN


W-who would that be?


LENA


Gwen, outside.


[Gwen doesn’t move.]


TREVOR


If you can find out who that contract came from, then fire them. Otherwise…


GWEN


Otherwise?


LENA


Gwen.


TREVOR


Otherwise, I leave it to your discretion.


LENA


(pointed) I’ll see what I can do.


TREVOR


Good. Now if you’ll excuse me, it’s very late.







[Beeps as the CCTV whirs on]


[Sam, Alice, and Celia are stood around, drinking coffee and laughing]


CELIA


Good grief.


ALICE


I told you. I told you.


SAM


You did.


ALICE


But you didn’t believe me, did you? Oh no! You all thought, “Oh, Alice is joking, she’s exaggerating, she’s indulging in touch of comic hyperbole–”


CELIA


I admit I was… skeptical.


ALICE


But I was right, wasn’t I? I. Was. Right.


CELIA


I was sure he’d at least have a vague idea about what we did. Just, like, the faintest inkling.


SAM


At least this way we don’t need to talk to him.


ALICE


Oh, that’s not very fair, Sam. Not when he was so keen to spend time chatting with such a “diverse” group of folks.


SAM


Oh my god, I almost forgot!


ALICE


I personally love to be diverse and think they should absolutely send a photographer down to capture me diversing all over the place.


SAM


(laughing) Ew.


ALICE


What about you, Celia? You feeling a little diverse?


CELIA


Oooooh, I dunno. Does being a woman still count?


ALICE


I mean, it’s hardly centrefold of Civil Service Weekly.


CELIA


Pan?


ALICE


I mean, it’s better. Are you from anywhere particularly exciting? That might do it.


CELIA


You have no idea…


ALICE


Ah, of course, I forgot your mysterious origins.


[The good humour fades a little]


ALICE


Anyway, I reckon Gwen and Lena are going to be cleaning up after Mr “Minister” for a while yet, so I’m gonna bounce.


CELIA


Bit early isn’t it?


ALICE


I’ve earned it. Besides, I’m grabbing some drinks with Teddy.


[Alice begins to pack as she speaks.]


SAM


In the morning?


ALICE


Ask not for whom the insomnia tolls, my dear. Cover for me if Lena asks?


SAM


Always.


ALICE


Alright. Peace!


[Footsteps as Alice leaves]


[Beat.]


CELIA


Well, we should probably be heading back to work.


SAM


Wait a second.


CELIA


What’s up?


SAM


I know you value your privacy and I respect that –


CELIA


Good.


SAM


But at some point you’re going to need to stop deflecting anytime your past comes up. Don’t get me wrong, it’s your business, you don’t need to tell me anything you don’t want to, but… I can only get so close with you when you keep so…


CELIA


So…


SAM


…locked down.


CELIA


Right.


SAM


All I ask is you think about it.


CELIA


I will.


SAM


Take your time, I’m in no rush. And like I said, if you decide you don’t want to share then I won’t pry.


CELIA


Good to know.


SAM


Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to go check what car the right honorable dickhead is picked up in. Alice bet me a tenner it’s going to be a Bentley.


CELIA


You’re lucky you didn’t bet more.


SAM


I know right? See you in there.


CELIA


Sure.


[Sam departs. Celia remains.]







[Dial-up tones: a phone begins recording]


[We’re outside. The rain is coming down in sheets. Thunder rumbles in the distance]


TREVOR


(a little distant) – complete bloody shambles. Home, Wilson before anyone else –


GWEN


Uh, minister?


[Footsteps as Gwen walks up to him. Trevor’s voice is clearer now.]


TREVOR


Oh, right, hello, uh…


GWEN


Gwendolyn. Bouchard.


TREVOR


Boucha– Not Jeremy’s granddaughter?


GWEN


That’s right.


TREVOR


Ha! Right, I see the resemblance now. How is the old bastard?


GWEN


He’s all right, I think. We haven’t spoken in a few years.


TREVOR


I see. Well, I wouldn’t say it’s been a pleasure but it’s good to know there’s at least one person here with some quality.


GWEN


Thank you, minister. Actually, I was wondering if I could talk to you for a moment.


TREVOR


(reluctantly) Well you have my office number, so you just call up and the admin girls will –


GWEN


Lena’s lying to you.


[Beat.]


TREVOR


(suddenly focused) About what? This contractor business?


GWEN


It happened because she made a mistake. And it’s not the first time either. Here.


[Fabric rustles as she hands him something]


GWEN


I’ve compiled a dossier of confidential files stretching back almost twenty years detailing Lena’s incompetence and malfeasance as head of the OIAR. It’s all on this drive.


TREVOR


And how exactly did you happen to stumble across these “confidential” files?


GWEN


They were sent to me by a… concerned third party who wishes to remain anonymous.


TREVOR


I see. These are serious accusations.


GWEN


I’m aware.


TREVOR


Very well. Thank you for bringing this to my attention, Ms Bouchard. Good to see the apple hasn’t fallen far from the tree.


GWEN


Oh, yes. Thank you.


TREVOR


This is my direct number. (fabric rustling) Don’t bother with the office, I’m never there. You see anything else “malfeasant,” you give me a call.


GWEN


Understood.


TREVOR


I’ll be in touch.


[He shuts the door and the car pulls away, leaving Gwen standing in the rain.]


[She takes a deep, steadying breath.]







[A tape recorder clicks on]


[We’re still outside; the rain is still gusting down]


[Door opens]


SAM


Oh Christ! Alright, Trevor Herbert MP, what do you drive…


[He spots the car driving off]


SAM


Ah, dammit.


…Gwen?


(calling) Gwen!


[He takes a step forward. The door slams shut behind him.]


SAM


Dammit!


[He bangs on the door a couple of times]


[There is a deep indrawn breath near the recorder]


SAM


Brilliant. Absolutely – The first time I ever heard of the Magnus Institute was from my parents.


[He stops, gasping for breath, confused]


[There is another indrawn breath beside the tape deck]


SAM


(compelled) I remember they were beaming, full of pride and satisfaction as they read out the letter: “selected to apply for our gifted child program.”


[He again gasps for breath, panicking]


[The Archivist emerges]


ARCHIVIST1


MORE.


SAM


(fighting it) I… Was… so happy… that I had pleased them, that I was what they had wanted…


ARCHIVIST


MORE.


SAM


…that I was… special…


[The world recedes as Sam’s statement is pulled from him, leaving only his voice and the Archivist’s indulgent breath.]


SAM


I was so excited. It was my first ever train trip alone. Alone apart from Saul and Joy, the two other children invited from my school and Mrs Leng who was supervising us for the trip to Manchester.


The journey from London was magical. A whole two days off school with nothing to prepare or study or revise since the Institute wouldn’t say what kind of tests we were going to be doing. I talked about Spiderman with Saul on the way and compare pogs, although the train was too bumpy to actually play. Joy wanted to play as well, but she was a girl and that was big deal. I still feel bad for that but it wasn’t like we were mean to her or anything.


The thrill of the journey vanished the moment we arrived at the Magnus Institute. My school and the estate I grew up on were both built in the sixties, all decaying concrete and decayed optimism, but this, this felt old like I had only seen in movies. I had learned a new word that week. Austere. This felt austere. And as we stepped into the building’s shadow, I tried to hang back, so Mrs Leng had to gently pull me by the sleeve to get me to go in.


It smelt funny, sort of like my local library but more proper and the tall, barred windows let in little light. The place weighed on me like a heavy winter coat.


We were met at the entrance by a man called Gilbert. He was very thin, with mousy brown hair and a youngish face even though he dressed like a headmaster. He spoke with a big fake smile, like a kid’s TV presenter and led us into a large room full of big chairs and old sofas, which was packed full of other kids. It seemed so strange to me that such a grand room would be filled with so many screaming, running children and I think all the adults felt the same. Gilbert left as quick as possible after showing us in.


I was one of the first to be tested, and I was especially nervous when I met the pair of stern-looking older women. They looked me up and down with thin lips and arched eyebrows, and I felt like I’d already failed without even taking the test.


They sat me down on a carved wooden chair that was far too big for me, my feet dangling over the edge uncomfortably. Then they began to ask me questions. But not like I was expecting at all. It wasn’t maths or reading or history or science it was more like when I was sent to the school nurse in year two after biting another kid in an argument. “Was I happy at home?” “What do I do when I feel angry or upset?” “When is it okay to lie?”


I answered as best I could, but the women looked unhappy and it felt like I was getting it all wrong and I started to feel cold and small and stupid. Then I started to cry.


I couldn’t help it. I knew I shouldn’t, that I was messing it up, but all the bad feelings that had been growing inside since we arrived just burst out. The women looked even more annoyed and so I leapt out of the chair, still crying, and ran out of the room before they could yell at me.


I ran and ran through the winding corridors, with no idea where I was going or what I was going to do. I didn’t want Mrs Leng to see me like this and tell my parents I’d been bad, but I didn’t want to be on my own in this strange, horrible building. Finally, I stopped in a dark corridor with no windows, no sign of the overcast day outside. I was lost. I was lost and I was alone and I was in so much trouble. I had to find a grownup.


So I started trying doors but they all seemed locked. Then I turned a corner and found an open door with the name Dr F Welling engraved on a brass plaque and bright light spilling out from the inside. I should have known that the colour of the light was wrong. I should have known from the chanting inside that this place wasn’t for me. But I was alone and I was afraid and I needed a grownup.


There was an old man in a tweed suit stood muttering in front of a table and on the table was a person. I couldn’t see their face but they were naked and pale and still. Beside the table was a pile of weird machines and strange shaped beakers bubbling and hissing and whirring. Large chunks of stone and metal hung slowly twisting in the air and the sickly yellow light seemed to come from everywhere. I stepped forward and spoke with my smallest indoor voice:


“Hello?”


That was all I said. That was all. I couldn’t have known.


He wasn’t expecting any interruption and I could see the surprise run through him, disrupting his concentration and making him stumble over his words for just a moment. It was just a moment, but in that moment the glass exploded the rocks fell and the yellow light vanished, sucked away as though into him.


We were thrown from dazzling brightness into deep darkness but I could just make him out as he turned towards me. He looked at me and opened his mouth, and I cowered, waiting for the yelling, for the punishment, but no words came out. He just opened his mouth wider and wider as if to scream, then reached out towards me.


But the flesh of his arm, the skin and muscle, it didn’t move. It was the bones, the bones that pushed and strained against from inside as though there were a person trapped inside a fleshy suit. His skin strained for a moment, then erupted in a spray of blood that swept across the floor, with a single drop landing on my new Velcro shoes.


The skeletal arm flailed outwards held together by a few dripping ligaments and leaking that awful yellow light from the joints. Then it bent and reached back and dug its bony fingers through the man’s clothes and into his chest, ripping off a gorey chunk and hurling it to the floor. In the silence of the room I heard the wet slap of the meat on the polished wooden floor and looking up I could see in the man’s eyes that he could feel everything even though he didn’t make a sound.


I stood there, frozen in shock and terror, and watched as the other arm thrust itself free from its meat, reached up and tore away his face in a single swift yank to reveal the ecstatic skull within. The last thing I saw was its dripping red smile before I turned and bolted from the room.


[The thunderstorm slowly begins to return.]


I don’t remember much after that. The stern ladies found me crying in a corner and pulled me back to the room with the other children. They gripped me too tightly but I didn’t say anything. I never told anyone what I saw. My parents just assumed I was upset after being rejected from the program, same as them. They were so disappointed, so sad to realize that I wasn’t Magnus Material. Just me, nothing special. I couldn’t look at them, but not just because of the shame, but because whenever I saw their faces I could see the outline of their skulls beneath, still grinning at me.


And now, I-I’m going back… to find… find…


[The sound of the thunderstorm comes back into focus as Sam is finally overcome and slumps to the floor]


[The archivist steps forward takes one last breath of Sam’s memory, then recedes]


[The tape recorder flounders in the rain, and stops.]





[Music]


ANNOUNCER


The Magnus Protocol is a podcast distributed by Rusty Quill and licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution Non-Commercial Sharealike 4.0 International License. The series is created by Jonathan Sims and Alexander J Newall, and directed by Alexander J Newall.


This episode was written by Jonathan Sims and edited with additional materials by Alexander J Newall, with vocal edits by Lowri Ann Davies and Nico Vettese, soundscaping by Tessa Vroom, and mastering by Catherine Rinella with music by Sam Jones.


It featured Billie Hindle as Alice Dyer, Shahan Hamza as Samama Khalid, Anusia Battersby as Gwen Bouchard Lowri Ann Davies as Celia Ripley, Sarah Lambie as Lena Kelley, with additional voices from Beth Eyre.


The Magnus Protocol is produced by April Sumner, with executive producers Alexander J Newall, Dani McDonough, Linn Ci, and Samantha F.G. Hamilton, and Associate Producers Jordan L. Hawk, Taylor Michaels, Nicole Perlman, Cetius d’Raven, and Megan Nice.


To subscribe, view associated materials, or join our Patreon, visit rustyquill.com. Rate and review us online, tweet us @therustyquill, visit us on facebook or email us at mail@rustyquill.com.


Thanks for listening.


  
    	
      This is the same voice as [ERROR]. The official transcripts label them ARCHIVIST, so I will too. ↩

    

  




	


MAGP029 - Keyed In


		ANNOUNCER


This episode is dedicated from Skylar Ceros to Aeron: You are so incredibly important to us and worthy of genuine and gentle love and affection. We hope at some point you’ll be able to see this too. We’ll always be there for you, no matter what. Sincerely, Skylar.


[Intro Theme]


ANNOUNCER


Rusty Quill Presents: The Magnus Protocol.


Episode Twenty-Nine – Keyed In.


[Music]







Rain is hammering down on the exterior paving. It is muffled by Sam's body which is partially shielding his phone. CELIA opens the main door and steps outside.  -->

[Dial tone: a phone recording]


[We’re outside; the rain is still pouring]


CELIA


(muffled, calling) Sam? Are you still out here?


[Celia almost trips over Sam and notices him.]


CELIA


Oh shit! Sam? Sam, are you okay?


[Celia kneels next to him and rolls him over, uncovering the phone in the process.]


CELIA


Sam, can you hear me? Oh Christ, Sam no, no, no, no no…


[She pats him frantically]


SAM


(shivering, faintly) Urgh.


CELIA


Sam! Oh thank god!


SAM


Wh-where…


CELIA


Shh, let’s get you inside.


[Phone recording beeps and stops.]





[The breakroom CCTV whirs on]


[Sam is breathing a little shakily as he drinks something]


CELIA


You’re sure you don’t want me to get the others?


SAM


(still shivering) No. Lena will just want me to sign some kind of w-waiver, G-Gwen wouldn’t care, and Alice…


(sighs) I just can’t face one of her I-told-you-so’s right now.


CELIA


(unsure) All right.


[She sits next to him.]


CELIA


What happened?


SAM


(shaky from the cold) I-I-I went outside to… To see the car. It was a Bentley. I watched it leave and then… it was just… there.


CELIA


You’re sure it was the same thing?


SAM


I’m sure.


CELIA


But everyone else it attacked ended up… (catches herself) well…


SAM


Dead?


CELIA


Yeah!


SAM


I don’t know. I-It didn’t feel like it wanted to kill me, or eat me, or whatever. (inhales, shakily) It felt – It felt more like it was searching for something, in my head. Random memories just kept popping up and – and then suddenly I was talking and couldn’t stop. I-It was like that bit was just an accident.


CELIA


Do you know what it wanted? What it was looking for?


SAM


It kept going after anything it could on the Magnus Institute. Then my mind went to the Hilltop Centre and…


CELIA


And?


SAM


I-I think we need to go there. Now. Or something terrible is going to happen.


[He stands abruptly]


CELIA


Sam! I just found you lying unconscious in the rain! You can’t stop shaking! You’re going to be lucky not to catch pneumonia, I don’t think –


SAM


I’m telling you. Something important is about to go down and I need to get there.


CELIA


No.


SAM


You can’t stop me.


[He fumbles for the door. Celia catches him.]


CELIA


Wanna bet?


SAM


(desperate) Celia, please.


CELIA


…


Fine. But we’re going together. Call Alice and let her know what’s happening, just in case. I’ll ask Georgie if she can look after Jack this morning.


[Sam sighs in relief]


SAM


Thank you.


CELIA


Don’t thank me. This is a really, really bad idea.





[O.I.A.R. microphone whirs to life]


[Door opens, footsteps]


LENA


I’m heading off for the night, Gwen. Make sure you lock up when you’re done.


GWEN


Are you sure I can handle such an important responsibility?


LENA


There’s no need for that, Gwen. I actually thought you did rather well with the minister, all things considered. Let’s not end things on a sour note.


[Gwen snorts to herself, but is otherwise loudly silent.]


LENA


(smiling) Well. I’m afraid I do have to run. I presume I can trust you to close up?


GWEN


If you like.


LENA


Excellent.


[She moves for the door]


Please don’t call me unless it’s an emergency.


[Lena exits]


[Gwen stops typing, stretches and takes a deep steadying breath. The office is too quiet.]


[Suddenly, a beep:]


CHESTER


Cheshire Police Constabulary –


GWEN


The hell?


CHESTER


Case: Homicide

Date: 30-01-2020 (00:35)


[Gwen sighs and starts typing, filing the case]


CHESTER


Collection: Cheshire East CID

Repository Item: 1x 2019/2020 Travel Diary, pink with flowers, significant blood damage, UPC 2956723676

Case: 3692/20

Serial Number: 95283674

Collector: David Collins (SOCO-98549)

Routing to: North-West Long-Term Evidence Storage


Scanned information reads: Travel Diary of Mrs. Viola Locke. If found please return to: 151 Lacey Grn, Wilmslow, England SK9 4BY, Or call: 07873 52 [text obscured by blood stain] and get a lovely smile as a reward!


Tuesday 19th November 2019 14:30(ish)


Stanley has really outdone himself this time! Woke up 7:45am expecting a short walk around the green before aerobics and instead he throws a new travel diary in my lap (that’s you!) and tells me to pack a bag for somewhere cold this afternoon!


Spent first half of the morning packing then second half, running around like a headless chicken looking for my passport (thank goodness I’d renewed it!). Nearly missed the taxi after Stan had to rush back inside for the fourth time to check the oven was off and even then he still managed to forget his stick.


I’ll let him off this time though. Feels a little ungrateful to get on his case when he’s gone to all this trouble! Besides, I’m fairly certain I left the immersion heater on… (must remember to turn it off when we get back before he sees it or he’ll pitch a fit!) Apologies for handwriting, diary, in back of the taxi on way to Airport.


15:15


Prague! The sly devil, I knew he was doing something up in the loft! Probably digging through the old travel box, the soft old thing. Pardon the crumbs, I’m just having a spot of tea and cake before the plane. (Note: call, Sandra when we land, get her to turn off the immersion.)


7:30pm


He’s only gone and booked the Archibald, even the same room! And, you’ll never guess, that dashing Tomas who was serving the drinks with his funny little jokes? He’s the manager now. I feel oddly proud of that! I’ll have to leave it there, absolutely shattered and we’ve got a big day tomorrow.


(Note: must call Sandra first thing)


Wednesday 20th November 2019 08:00pm


This is the first chance I’ve had to write all day! Breakfast by the river, then up onto Charles Bridge (gorgeous as ever but cold!) Across to old town past that wonderfully gothic tower and fancy clock. Stopped for food, Stan ordered an early beer but I let him off as he’s been on grand form. Stumbled on this hilarious sex museum on the way back. Stan, was all blushing and averted eyes but I insisted we went in. Then it was back to the hotel to freshen up for a lovely sea-food dinner in Kampa.


He’s definitely keeping us away from Lover’s Bridge. Probably wants to reenact his proposal. I doubt he even could with his hip but I suppose I’m happy to play along. He may be a grumpy old fart, but he does love me…


I hope our lock is still there. Could you imagine? 50 years locked together… Goodness knows it stands a better chance than most. That must have been the biggest padlock they sold, it barely fit around the rails!


Right. Off to nod. I always get mawkish when I’m tired.


(Note: Must, must, must call Sandra in the morning.)


Thursday 21st November 2019


Odemknout své srdce


Thursday 24th December 2020


I miss him. I’m alone on Christmas and it’s my fault.


Friday 01st January 2021


Happy new year, Stan…


Friday 29th January 2021


I never told you what happened, did I, diary? I just agreed with whatever they said had happened. But I suppose I should write it down before I use the key.


It was raining when we went to Na Kampě. It was cold, wet and honestly, if Stan wasn’t so set on going I would have skipped it, anniversary or not.


It turns out they’d cut all the locks off the bridge years ago, so there was no sign we’d ever been there. I could tell Stan was disappointed but he still dropped to one knee. Silly git.


And just as I expected, he got stuck. His hip always played up in the damp. Thankfully a local lad stepped in but I could tell Stan was really upset. This was supposed to be his grand gesture and instead he was filthy, I was shivering and the café wasn’t even open yet. But you know Stan, when he gets a bee in his bonnet, there’s no stopping him.


So he marches over to see when the café opens and starts faffing around, checking the doors even though he can see the closed sign. A moment later he’s calling me over. He points down some narrow stone stairs that lead to the canal and at the bottom there’s a little sign with a picture of a lock surrounded by the words “Zamčené muzeum.” My Czech isn’t what it was, but according to Stan it meant “The Lock Museum.”


Stan got all excited at this, said he was going to go buy another lock for the bridge “come hell or high water!” I tried to talk him out of it, but he was on a mission.


It was only when we reached the bottom of the stairs that we noticed the squat man outside. He was soaking, worse even than us, and he didn’t even seem to care. Instead he sat on the museum step playing some game with a manky-looking deck of cards and somehow smoking a pipe despite the downpour. Scruffy doesn’t begin to describe it, his clothes were patched all over and the shapeless floppy hat he wore barely covered his lank hair.


Stan was hesitant, we were out of sight of the road after all, but he put a brave face on and pointed with his stick before speaking loudly and clearly:


“Open?”


The man blinked slowly, then gave a lazy nod.


I wanted to get back to the road but off Stan went, ducking underneath the heavy wooden lintel. And I followed him.


It was dark and damp-smelling inside. Unsurprising really, given it was so close to the canal and the weak bulbs shed just enough light to see the tunnel led to a spiral staircase leading downwards.


I told Stan he was going to break his neck, but he just limped on down them without a backwards glance.


At the base of the staircase was a colossal wooden door. There was a thick white key in place of a knocker that had four spikey arrows pointing inwards at the handle end. I was rather proud of myself for recognizing the symbol of the Knights of Malta who supposedly built the canal.


Stan tried the door, and it seemed locked tight. He turned to me then, so crestfallen by this latest defeat that I couldn’t help but take pity on him. He clearly hadn’t seen the key, so I reached out and grabbed it myself.


It was clearly made from some sort of ivory, smooth and cold to the touch, colder even than the stone of the tunnel itself. I half worried it might be frozen in place, but it came away from the knocker easily, and I swear, when I slid that key into the keyhole, I heard the lock grind open before I’d even turned it.


Stan hurried inside with a satisfied grin, and I followed. The room beyond was large, with damp stone walls interlaced with thick oak beams and a large millstone in the centre.


Lined around the walls were incongruously pristine dark and glossy wooden plinths, each with a little pillow displaying a different lock. There were some simple, modern looking, padlocks near the entrance but walking around the millstone they grew older and stranger. Some were elaborate and delicate with golden filigree, others were oversized gothic affairs of worked iron with screaming faces and keyhole mouths. As I kept circling the room though they grew simpler until finally at the far end, was a simple wooden bolt with what looked like a spiked wooden paddle beside it, stained with something old and dark.


I turned to point this out to Stan only to find him still by the entrance, staring at one of the more modern locks. I couldn’t see how this had caught his eye, given all the other beautiful and grotesque exhibits – but as I drew nearer, I understood.


It was our lock. I don’t know how it got there but I was certain. A closed padlock of thick steel with an engraving: “For the love of a Locke.” That was Stanley’s little joke. I’d always teased him about his surname, even after it was mine as well.


I gently picked it up. It was ours after all, and it felt like the most natural thing in the world.


That was when everything changed. First the main door slammed shut with an echoing boom. I cried out in surprise and Stan gave an angry yell. He rushed over and started tugging pointlessly at the iron ring handle, but it was locked again and there was no keyhole on this side.


Instead there was writing carved deep into the back of the door. “Odemknout své srdce.” I wrote it down at the time, and have since looked it up. It means: “Unlock your heart.”


The door didn’t shift despite Stan carrying on. It was only when he finally stopped for breath that I noticed a sound in the previously silent room: rushing water.


That was when I really got frightened. Sounds silly, I know, but up to then I was still assuming it would all work out. It would turn out the wind caught the door and we’d be let out, that somehow it was all a mistake. But the water, that scared me.


Filthy water was already pouring in under the door and even as I watched it creeped up the edges on each side, spurts of the same fetid liquid rapidly gushing in with terrible force. It was even seeping between the wooden boards of the door itself which began to groan under the strain.


We hurriedly backed away, our feet splashing though the already rising water, searching for a way out. Looking around I saw more pouring in from between the stones on all sides, trickles thickening into gouts and it wasn’t long before it was lapping at our knees.


Stan was yelling again, screaming for help but there was no one to hear besides me and whatever had locked us inside.


As I was splashing around, my foot caught on something heavy protruding from the floor, a bolt, heavy iron against the floor covering what looked like some sort of trapdoor.


In a blind panic I scrabbled with my arms for the bolt, straining my neck to keep my chin above the surface. My searching fingers finally found it and without thinking slid it open.


Suddenly the walls and floor were rushing up and away from me as I fell, utterly terrified, certain I was going to drown down there, alone in the dark. Instead, I landed hard, only a few feet down, with the stinking water rushing past me in a torrent, down and away through a tunnel.


I forced myself up till my shoulders just cleared the trapdoor. The water level had lowered as it drained away down my tunnel but it wouldn’t be long before it climbed again as ever more water streamed in even from the darkness above now.


I looked over at Stan. He had seen what happened, and for a moment, he smiled, moving towards me. I try to remember that smile, the look on his face when he thought everything was going to be okay. Then his foot slipped, his hip gave way, and he fell, hard. I heard his skull crack on the wet millstone even over the roar of the water…


I still like to tell myself that was when he died, that I couldn’t possibly have heard him begging me for help. But the water was so strong, too strong. Every second I hesitated more was rushing through the trapdoor, threatening to wash me away with it. Soon I wouldn’t even be able to close it.


So I braced the trapdoor against my back and then heaved it back upwards, thrusting with my legs. I’ve no idea how my back held up under the strain, but I managed to force it closed except, the bolt on the underside was weaker than the one on top. I knew it wouldn’t hold on its own. Not unless… unless I locked it. So, I did. Using our lock.


Water was still pouring down through all four sides of the trapdoor, but it was holding. I didn’t know how long for though, so then… I ran. Forcing myself along the tunnel through the icy water with numb legs before it rose too high.


I know I couldn’t have heard him calling for me. Even if he was still alive, which he wasn’t, I couldn’t have heard it over all that rushing water and through the sturdy wood of the trapdoor. He wasn’t calling for me. But I heard him as I escaped down the tunnel. I still hear him.


I don’t remember much of the rescue, I was unconscious for most of it but apparently, I was still screaming as they bundled me off to the Na Františku hospital. It turns out that the lad who helped Stan up earlier heard my screams coming up through a drain and called for help. I’m still in contact with him. He’s called Ondřej and has a beautiful little girl.


Stan washed up two days later on the bank of the Vltava. They wanted me to identify the body, but I didn’t recognize him.


We made the news, you know. Two stupid British tourists mistake flood relief tunnels for a tourist attraction. But I know it was real. I’ve still got the key.


I wanted to throw it away so many times but I just couldn’t bring myself to. Horrible or not, I traded Stanley’s life for it. And it is so very beautiful.


Even better, it works. I haven’t found a lock yet that it doesn’t open. Doors, safes, lockboxes. I even tried it on a crack in the wall once, just to see what happened. It can open anything.


I’ve been thinking about using it on myself. I could push it into my chest, give it the smallest turn and open up my heart. Just reach in and pull out all the grief.


Perhaps I will. After all, what have I got to lose?


Either way, I won’t be missing you soon, Stanley.


[Beep.]







PHONE) It's quiet in the Pub. TEDDY and ALICE are drinking together, it's friendly but not convivial.  -->

[Dial tone: phone recording]


[We’re in a pub. There are faint voices of other people in the background, but it’s fairly quiet.]


ALICE


So? How’s sunlight treating you?


TEDDY


Oh, you know, can’t complain.


ALICE


News to me.


TEDDY


Ha!


[Teddy drinks, then sighs]


TEDDY


If I’m honest though, I actually am struggling to get back on days. I keep catching myself online at 2 a.m.


ALICE


Yeah, I noticed!


TEDDY


(heh) What can I say? Insomnia’s a bitch, and it’s not like anyone else is up then.


ALICE


Nonsense! The night is full of creeps and weirdos!


TEDDY


Hm. You’d think I would fit right in.


ALICE


Your words, not mine.


[Beat. They both drink to fill the silence.]


TEDDY


So. How’s things your end? Sam still getting on okay?


ALICE


(sighs, a little cold) He’s doing fine.


TEDDY


Wow.


…I thought you two were close?


ALICE


So did I.


TEDDY


Ah.


[They drink again.]


TEDDY


Listen, Alice, while you’re here. I’ve been meaning to talk to you about something, uh… serious.


ALICE


(laughs) Yeah, I know what you’re going to ask and… no, salmon pink really isn’t working for ya. You need something in rich puce.


TEDDY


(a weak chuckle) Alice, er… we’ve got to talk. It’s important.


[Alice’s phone buzzes]


[Fabric rustles as she digs her phone out of her pocket]


ALICE


Okay…


TEDDY


(nervous) So – umm. The thing is, the new job, i-it’s… It’s not exactly –


ALICE


Damn. Er – I-I’m really sorry but I think I need to check this. Hold on for two minutes?


TEDDY


(put out) Oh, er, yeah. Sure.


[Alice stands and steps aside checking her voicemail.]


VOICEMAIL


To listen to your messages, press one–


[Beep.]


VOICEMAIL


You have one new message:


SAM


(on phone, breathing fast) Alice, it’s Sam. I thought you should know. Celia and I are on our way to Paddington right now. We’re catching a train to Oxford – I think we need to stop the Archivist thing from doing… whatever it’s going to do at the Hilltop Centre. I know you won’t want us to go, you’ll just be like (a little higher-pitched) “it’s stupid, it’s reckless, you’re an idiot” but –


[Alice hangs up.]


TEDDY


Alice?


ALICE


(urgent) Listen, Teddy, I’m really sorry but I have a train to catch.


[She starts stuffing her things together]


TEDDY


A… train? Right!


ALICE


(prepping to leave) No, h-honestly, Ted, I’m so sorry, it’s really important. I-I mean, I wouldn’t rush off like this if –


TEDDY


Listen – sure, sure. I get it.


ALICE


Drop me a line later, yeah? We can pick up where we left off.


TEDDY


(down) Of course.


ALICE


(rushing, not paying attention) Great! Cheers Teddy, look after yourself!


[Alice runs out]


[Teddy exhales slowly, then drinks his pint.]





[Dial tone again]


[The phone rings]


ALICE


(muttering) For god’s sake, Sam, pick up. Pick up, pick up, pick up – you useless sack of –


SAM


(on phone) Hey –


ALICE


(loudly) What the hell do you think you’re doing?


SAM


(on phone; was expecting this) O-Okay, Alice. Listen –


ALICE


No. You listen! You’re going to get off that train right now otherwise I will come in there and drag you off. Do you hear me?


[Sam sighs on the other end]


TICKET OFFICER


(bored) Ticket.


ALICE


(to officer) No I don’t need a ticket, I’m just grabbing my mate!


TICKET OFFICER


I can’t let you past without a ticket. You can buy one over at the ticket desk.


ALICE


For god’s sake!


SAM


(on phone) Doors are closing Alice, I’ll call you once we’re in our seats or something.


ALICE


(panicked) No! Sam, wait! Sam!


[He hangs up.]


ALICE


Dammit!


[The train begins to move away]


TICKET OFFICER


Miss, I’m going to have to ask you to step aside.


ALICE


(angry) Listen, mate, I just…


TICKET OFFICER


Miss –


ALICE


(slowly) Wait. Do you see that? Who –


TICKET OFFICER


Seriously?


ALICE


What? N-no, look, look! On the train, there’s –


TICKET OFFICER


(irritated) Right, that’s it. Sarah, can you show this woman out please?


ALICE


(being led away) No, no, wait, listen, I –


[She shrugs off the escort.]


ALICE


Fine, fine! I get it!


[She taps at her phone furiously]


[It starts buzzing, then stops]


[Three beeps indicating a rejected call]


ALICE


Pick up, Sam. Pick up. It’s on the train! It’s on the train…





[Music]
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PHONE) SAM and CELIA sit in the quiet train as it rumbles through the night. Sam's phone buzzes. He checks it, sighs, and rejects the call, leaving it on the table. He sounds ill.  -->

[Dial-up tones of a phone recording]


[The quiet rumblings of a train surround us]


[Sam’s phone buzzes with a call; he sighs and taps it. It stops.]


CELIA


You can’t ignore her forever.


SAM


I just don’t know what to say to her. I was kind of hoping she wouldn’t check her voicemail for another few hours.


CELIA


You really think she’s that upset?


SAM


Five calls in seven minutes, and a bunch of messages.


CELIA


What does she say?


SAM


Dunno. Can’t quite bring myself to check just yet.


CELIA


Alice means well, but she doesn’t really understand.


SAM


I don’t know. Maybe she’s right.


CELIA


What?


SAM


When I started at the O.I.A.R. she told me not to let it get to me. Now look at me.


CELIA


You were attacked.


SAM


Yeah, by something I released. Because I let stuff get to me. Because I got curious.


…


My head is killing me.


CELIA


I’m not surprised. When I saw you lying out there, I thought…


(stopping herself) Well. Yeah. Headache makes sense.


[She gets some painkillers from her bag and hands them to him.]


CELIA


Here. You need water?


SAM


Nah.


CELIA


(smiling) Ooh, tough guy.


[Sam gives a weak laugh that turns into a coughing fit.]


CELIA


You’re lucky we didn’t need to run to catch the last Oxford train.


SAM


Or unlucky.


CELIA


Second thoughts?


SAM


I don’t know. It’s just starting to feel kind of faraway now. I was so certain we had to get to the Hilltop Centre ASAP, but now…


[He makes a non-committal ‘mmm’]


CELIA


Well, I don’t think there’s another train back til tomorrow morning, so we may as well do a bit of snooping.


SAM


I know. Just wish I could focus properly.


[They sit in silence for a bit. The storm is quietening.]


CELIA


Rain’s easing off at least.


SAM


That’s good.


…


Thanks, Celia.


CELIA


For what?


SAM


For coming with me. You didn’t have to.


CELIA


It sounded like you’d have gone anyway. At least this way I can make sure it all goes to plan.


SAM


(small laugh) There’s a plan?


CELIA


Besides, you’re not the only one who’s curious.


SAM


Well, I still appreciate it.


CELIA


Anyway, what if you were right? When you said we had to go now or something terrible would happen? You’d just had a weird monster in your brain, maybe it was the truth.


SAM


Christ, I hope not. I do not feel up to an apocalyptic conflict right now.


CELIA


Hopefully the painkillers should be kicking in soon. Rest up. We’re safe here.







(ALICE'S PHONE) ALICE is frantically listening to her phone ring out.  -->

[Dial-up tones: another phone recording]


[Faint sounds of a thunderstorm; louder sounds of the phone ringing]


ALICE


Come on, Sam, you goddamned – pick up pick up pick up!


[There’s a beep as the call is rejected.]


ALICE


(shouting at phone) It’s following you, you stupid–!


[Footsteps approach:]


TICKET OFFICER


(irritated) Excuse me miss, I’m going to have to ask you to reign it in.


ALICE


(not sorry) Sorry.


TICKET OFFICER


I don’t want to have to ask you to leave.


ALICE


Okay! Alright! I get it!


[She takes a breath to compose herself]


[The ticket officer starts moving off]


ALICE


(suddenly) Wait, where’s the ticket office?


TICKET OFFICER


Closed for the night. Machine’s over there.


ALICE


Are there any more trains going to Oxford tonight?


TICKET OFFICER


Check the board.


ALICE


(vicious) I know I can check the bloody board, I just thought you might be, I don’t know, useful?


[Beat.]


TICKET OFFICER


(they’re not paid enough for this) You have a good night, miss.


[Alice hurries over to a ticket machine and starts using it in a rush]


ALICE


(mumbling to self) Right. O… X… Oxford, One. Adult. No railcard. (louder) God, I don’t know, “Anytime day return?”


[The machine beeps as she speaks and presses buttons]


How much?!


[Alice’s phone starts to ring]


ALICE


Christ, now? Seriously?


[She accepts the call]


COLIN


(phone) A-Alice?


[He sounds scared.]


ALICE


(irritated) Yeah, Colin, I’m here.


COLIN


(phone) Are you in the office at the moment?


ALICE


Uh, no. Why?


[She keeps pressing buttons; the machine gives a disapproving beep]


ALICE


(muttering to herself) For god’s sake…


COLIN


(phone, shaky) I-I need your help. I’m, uh, I’m in trouble.


ALICE


Like, right now? I’m not really – I’m kind of in the middle of something…


COLIN


(phone) I messed up, Alice. Freddy’s… I messed up.


[The machine starts printing Alice’s tickets]


ALICE


(stressed) Okay, I’ll come round first thing tomorrow, okay, and then we can – you can tell me what you think is going on with Freddy then, yeah?


[Beat.]


Colin?


COLIN


(phone, resigned) Yeah, sure. Sorry to bother you. Goodbye, Alice.


ALICE


Colin? Listen, I’ll be there as soon as –


[Colin hangs up.]


ALICE


(torn) Ah, crap…







[The O.I.A.R. microphone whirs on]


[Typing noises]


[Gwen stops, then sighs]


[Footsteps approach]


GWEN


(wary) Lena…?


LENA


(slowly, coldly) I’ve just had a call from Trevor Herbert MP.


GWEN


(coiled) Oh. Did he… enjoy his visit?


LENA


He certainly found it illuminating.


GWEN


I’m glad.


[Icy pause.]


LENA


If my job was all that was at stake here, I’d probably praise your initiative. I have no idea where you’ve been digging these files up from, but you’ve certainly used them effectively, and bluntly…


GWEN


I have no idea –


LENA


(continuing regardless) But there is much more at play here than you know, and you are not prepared for the scale of responsibility about to crash down on your shoulders.


GWEN


I’m sorry?


LENA


No, you aren’t. But I think you will be.


GWEN


(squaring for a fight) Is that a threat?


LENA


Goodbye, Gwen.


[Lena moves to leave.]


GWEN


(thrown, almost disappointed) What? That’s it?


LENA


That’s it. Give the others my regards, and best of luck. You’re all going to need it.


[Lena exits]


[Gwen sits in stunned silence for a moment]


[Then, slowly, disbelievingly: she starts to laugh.]







[Dial-up tones: phone recording]


[A car door closes]


TAXI DRIVER


You’re sure? There’s not much round here…


SAM


We’re fine, really.


TAXI DRIVER


Fair enough.


CELIA


Cheers.


[The taxi drives off]


CELIA


So I’m guessing that’s it, then.


…You alright?


SAM


Just checking for tape recorders.


CELIA


Look, even if it was on the train, which we can’t be sure of, there’s no way it could have beaten us here. I mean, how many eyes did you say it had?


SAM


Plenty.


CELIA


Then yeah, I doubt it’s getting a lift. So we’re okay for now at least. Come on.


[Footsteps as they start walking]


SAM


What unit did you say it was?


CELIA


Seventeen, according to Helen’s records, but it doesn’t say if there was a shop there or anything.


SAM


So how do we know which unit is which? Most don’t even have signs left…


[A long pause.]


[Celia inhales, exhales, then points:]


CELIA


(certain) This way.


SAM


You’re sure?


CELIA


Call it a hunch.


[They continue walking again]


[Sam begins to hum to himself]


CELIA


Sam?


SAM


Hm? Oh, sorry. This place is just making me a bit nervous, you know?


CELIA


(distracted) Mhmm.


SAM


I don’t think it’s actually, like, properly abandoned. Some of the shops look in decent nick…


CELIA


Maps does still list a bunch of businesses here, but no websites or opening times or anything.


SAM


I can see why… Like, that can’t be a real dentist, right?


CELIA


(reading slowly) “We want your teeth.”


SAM


Yeah. That’s not normal.


CELIA


I think it’s normal for here.


SAM


…Maybe we should come back in the daytime.


CELIA


What happened to stopping that “Archivist”?


SAM


Yeah well –


[There is a gentle knocking from inside a nearby shop. They stop.]


SAM


(nervous) Uuuhhhh…


CELIA


(ready) Shhhh.


[Beat. The knocking repeats.]


SAM


(hushed) I think it’s coming from that old appliance store…


CELIA


Then it’s not unit seventeen.


[She starts walking again]


Ignore it.


SAM


But it looks like it’s open…


CELIA


Yes it is, and it’s probably coming from inside a washing machine, or a fridge, or something else with a suspicious door and we both know what happens if we open it.


SAM


(following her) Yeah… I really wish my job wasn’t to just learn about all the horrible things that can happen to you in a place like this.


CELIA


Try to think of it as preparation. Now, I’m guessing that it’s just around this –


[She collides directly with someone else]


CUSTODIAN


Hey!


SAM


Argh!


[Celia shoves the custodian back]


CUSTODIAN


(tumbling backwards) Argh!


[The mutual shock fades as they realise the custodian seems normal enough.]


CUSTODIAN


Christ, what was that for?


CELIA


Sorry, it was a reflex.


CUSTODIAN


That’s one hell of a reflex.


SAM


Here, let me help.


CUSTODIAN


(standing with Sam’s help) What the hell are you two doing sneaking around here at this time of night?


CELIA


We could ask you the same question.


CUSTODIAN


I work here.


SAM


Sorry, you work here?


CUSTODIAN


Yeah. I clean up, make sure everything stays locked up.


SAM


Like the one with all the banging?


CUSTODIAN


Ah, crap. Which one was it?


SAM


Uh… Gray’s Appliances?


CUSTODIAN


Right, I’d better go lock it back up before… well… (unconvincingly) Look, you two need to leave. It’s not safe here, the – the lights have mostly gone and the, uh… the structure is weak so –


CELIA


It’s alright, you can just say it’s haunted.


CUSTODIAN


…


(relieved) Okay, yeah. This place is haunted, like ridiculously haunted and dangerous with it. I dunno if you’re wannabe ghost-hunters or something… but trust me, this place isn’t for you.


[There is a slight gust of wind and a suspiciously timed scrape of rusted metal]


CUSTODIAN


You should go.


SAM


Celia…


CELIA


We have business in one of the units.


[The custodian lets out a long sigh.]


CUSTODIAN


Fine, just leave me out of it.


CELIA


If you like.


CUSTODIAN


I do. Which unit?


CELIA


Seventeen.


CUSTODIAN


The old “Outreach Centre”?


SAM


Yeah, I think so? For the Magnus Institute?


CUSTODIAN


If you say so. No-one’s been there in decades… Come on, I keep the front locked tight, but I can let you in the service entrance.


CELIA


(suspicious) Just like that?


CUSTODIAN


You learn to go with the flow here, and stay out of the way of whatever goes on. I just keep it clean and lock up when I can. If you’re stupid enough to go poking around… that’s on you. I’ve said my piece.


SAM


Well that’s not exactly reassuring…


CUSTODIAN


No, I don’t imagine it is.







[Dial-up tones: phone recording]


[Footsteps as Alice heads for a taxi]


TAXI DRIVER


Where to?


[It’s the same taxi driver we heard earlier!]


ALICE


Hey, are there any other taxis working tonight?


TAXI DRIVER


(slightly offended) Probably, but I’m the only one here so you take it or leave it –


ALICE


Sorry, no, yeah. It’s just – I’m looking for someone.


TAXI DRIVER


(skeptical) Right.


ALICE


Uhh… This guy, Sam, have you seen him tonight?


TAXI DRIVER


I can’t tell you that. Client confidentiality, you know how it is?


ALICE


Fifty quid.


TAXI DRIVER


(immediately) Yeah, I took him and a lady friend over to that creepy old shopping center up Cowley way. Weird, but I don’t judge.


ALICE


How fast can you get me there?


TAXI DRIVER


This time of night? Ten minutes, easy.


ALICE


Wicked, you’re on.


TAXI DRIVER


Look, it’s none of my business but I’m not getting involved in any, like, crime of passion stuff, alright? I don’t want to be a witness to anything.


ALICE


No, no, it’s nothing like that, promise. Now can we go?


TAXI DRIVER


Sure, after I get the fifty.


ALICE


…Fair.







RECORDER) The Custodian approaches the electronics store where the knocking can still be heard. He sighs, irritated, sorting through a huge ring of keys.  -->

[Tape recorder clicks on.]


[Faint knocking]


CUSTODIAN


(calling) Shut up!


[The knocking stops]


CUSTODIAN


(muttering) Just one boring night. Is that so much to ask?


[He pulls down the shutter to the electronics store]


[He gives it a rattle to confirm it’s locked, before grunting in satisfaction.]


CUSTODIAN


Can’t believe I’m still here after all these years. Looking after this place is as much about what you don’t see as what you do. The first time I came here –


[He coughs, confused by the outburst]


CUSTODIAN


The first time I came here I knew something wasn’t right. (more strained) I used to clean hospitals, and I know what dried blood looks like –


[He places his hand over his mouth to stop himself from speaking.]


[The ARCHIVIST emerges from the shadows.]


ARCHIVIST


SPEAK.


CUSTODIAN


…And here it – it was everywhere… everywhere…


ARCHIVIST


SPEAK.


[The dam breaks and the words gush from the custodian’s mouth]


CUSTODIAN


I didn’t believe it, of course. Didn’t let myself recognise it but I still saw it, right from the start. In the corners, in the cracks. Was it from the victims of awful place? Was it mixed into the concrete when it was first raised? Or do the buildings just bleed? Is this place a wound that never fully heals? I don’t know, but on hot summer nights I can smell it.


So why take the job? You wouldn’t ask me if you could see my payslips for these last thirty years.


Life was bad when I met the owner. He smiled so wide, like he was so unbelievably pleased to offering me such an opportunity.


I asked about the blood, I couldn’t help myself. He just smiled and added another ten grand to the salary. I didn’t ask any other questions. I never even learned his name.


From that moment on it was just the three of us: me, the bloodstained silent concrete of the Hilltop Centre, and the dark.


In all my time, I have never come during the day. It would break some strange unspoken rule. I don’t know if anyone has ever come here shopping, I don’t know what shops are still open. I don’t know if it closed down years ago and I’m just another ghost loitering amongst the great grey corpse.


I know that it gets other visitors, though. I know because I clean up bits of them sometimes. A patch of torn-out hair, a half-melted tooth, a rotted fingernail torn from the root. Never enough to matter to anyone else. I try not to see these days.


I ward people away at night, warn them that they shouldn’t be here. Usually they listen, but not always. I remember the first time someone wouldn’t turn away. It was the winter of ninety-seven. A man staggered up to me, stinking of cheap booze and piss. He wanted to buy a lighter. I told him to leave, I told him that all the shops here were shut. He called me a liar.


Then I noticed the light illuminating me from behind. One of the shopfronts, a newsagent I’d never paid much attention to, was open and apparently always had been. What’s more, there was a haggard yet eager old woman I had never seen before stood behind the counter. I tried to warn the man but he just shoved me out of the way and walked inside. I went to clean the far side of the Centre and ignored the smell of burnt hair and charred meat.


It wasn’t all death though. Sometimes people… arrived. Not often, but every now and then you’d find some thin, emaciated soul wandering around, lost and confused. Ambulance would come and take them away. Maybe they’re fine, but I doubt it.


I only called the police once. Only once. It was the whimpering. There’s always noises when you’re cleaning, but you lock them up or curse them out and they shut up. But this time it didn’t. It just kept on going, and going, from one of the clothing stores near the east exit. Patience, I think it was called.


And this time, I broke the one of the unspoken rules: I had a look.


At first there was nothing, just darkness and clothing and motionless mannequins. But the whimpering still filled the shop. I checked the mannequins and it was on the third one that I realized what was happening: why the outfit was so mismatched, why the clothes were been pinned in place, why it was bleeding, why it was whimpering…


Of course, by the time the police finally bothered to turn up there was nothing to show them. The woman had been taken when I went out to greet them, leaving only one more bloodstain.


I got a caution for wasting police time. Serves me right.


The next day I got a call from the owner. The second and last time I ever heard his voice. He asked me if I was still happy working at the Hilltop Centre. He asked me if there was anything I wanted to know. He asked me where my daughter liked to shop.


I was never curious again. Even when I found the owner dead in his office, with every blood vessel stripped from his body and strung around the room in a grim cat’s cradle. I just closed the door and kept cleaning and the payslips kept coming.


I try to take time off. Holidays are important. If you’re here too long, too regular, you start to feel like you’re a part of the place. Like it’s getting inside you, making you a fixture… That’s when I take the caravan and get some space. Remind myself of the world. Because at the end of the day, it’s just a job.


But I still dream of the Hilltop. In my dream, it waits for me, silent, grey and eager for my company. Its concrete bones are streaked through with blood, like rippled ice cream, and I reach out for it. It’s soft and cold and yielding and then the gritty mixture snakes up my arm and begins to harden. It pulls me onward, scraping off skin and tearing muscle, until I finally fall…


[The custodian collapses]


[He hits the floor oddly – the noise sounds like a mix of flesh and stone]


(strained) It is rough and cold and silent inside. The world is locked away and when I open my mouth to scream… the cold grey pours down my throat… and it fills my stomach with stone, fills my lungs with gravel and my blood… my blood…


[He is almost fully transformed. His voice is that of rocks grinding against each other.]


We are the hilltop. It is me and I am it and we are. We are…


[He is gone.]







(SAM'S PHONE) Sam and Celia pick their way through the detritus of the abandoned space. Sam flicks a light switch a couple of times.  -->

[Dial-up tones: phone recording]


[Careful footsteps as Sam and Celia pick their way through detritus]


[A few flicks of a light switch]


SAM


The lights are gone.


CELIA


So use your phone.


SAM


Oh yeah.


[He taps at his phone, then makes a noise of discomfort]


CELIA


Alice?


SAM


Seventeen missed calls.


CELIA


Yeah. You going to call her back or…


SAM


She can wait. Besides, I want to look around.


CELIA


There’s not much to see.


SAM


Yeah… They must have completely cleared it out.


CELIA


If they were ever here in the first place.


[Pause. Footsteps as Celia continues picking her way through the building.]


SAM


Maybe we should –


CELIA


There it is.


SAM


You’ve got something?


[Celia grunts with exertion as she pulls something aside to reveal:]


CELIA


Stairs, to the basement.


[Footsteps as Sam comes over]


SAM


Great spot! Well… (dubious) After you…


CELIA


And they say chivalry’s dead.


SAM


Look, last time I went into a basement I accidentally released a monster, so…


CELIA


Come on.


[They begin descending the staircase]


[There is a growing glassy tone and their voices begin to slightly distort]


SAM


Do you hear that?


CELIA


I hear it.


[They enter the basement]


[The tone is steady and louder now]


[There is also a slight wind, as though they were standing at the top of a precipice.]


SAM


(awestruck) Do you see that?!


CELIA


(quiet) Yeah. I see it.


SAM


What is it?


[Celia doesn’t respond.]


SAM


(fascinated) Look how it splits the light… like a prism… It’s so –


CELIA


Dangerous.


SAM


(simultaneous) Beautiful.


[Beat.]


SAM


Celia… do you know what this is?


CELIA


Almost.


SAM


…Wait, what does that mean?


CELIA


It’s complicated.


SAM


(impatient) Then simplify it.


CELIA


Sam, listen…


SAM


(finally snapping) For god’s sake, Celia! Enough! Okay? I’m sorry but enough! I know you want your privacy, but we’re way too deep for that now! My head’s killing me, I’m staring at god-knows-what and there’s some… creature on its way to record us to death or whatever, so enough! No more mysteries, no more cryptic clues and weird half-truths, just for once I want to know what the hell is actually going on!


[Beat.]


CELIA


(she sighs) It’s a wound in the world. A tear between here and… where I came from. And it wants me back.


SAM


What are you saying?


CELIA


It’s unbalanced.


SAM


What?


CELIA


The Institute, alchemy, all of it. It’s all about balance. Dua prima, four elements, seven planets, it’s all the same. You’ve got to keep things balanced. And if something is missing, if someone is misplaced, the equation. Doesn’t. Balance.


And that’s when things get bad.


SAM


Bad how?


CELIA


(ignoring the question) It keeps pulling me back. Closer and closer. It won’t let me stay.


SAM


But you don’t want to go back.


CELIA


(somber) I don’t remember much of how I got here. But I know there’s nothing left to go back to. Here I have a life. I have Jack. He needs me.


I have to balance it. For him.


SAM


…What are we doing here, Celia?


[Beat.]


(in growing horror) All this digging, the O.I.A.R., the Magnus Institute, you just wanted to get me here… to make me trust you, so that what, you could just use me to pay off some kind of cosmic debt?


CELIA


It was your idea to come here tonight.


SAM


Was it?!


CELIA


I’m sorry, Sam.


SAM


So it was all a lie…


CELIA


(quietly) Not all of it. I really did like you.


SAM


(shouting) So what’s the problem? We’re here, Alice won’t make it in time and I know you’re carrying that knife. What happens now? You push me? Stab me? Or do I need to jump in myself? Come on, what’s stopping you?


…


(softer) What’s stopping you, Celia?


CELIA


I… I don’t…


(her tone changes) I don’t – when I first awoke I knew nothing, nothing but the dream of things that sliced my who from me with claws like scalpels…


[She stops, trying to fight the compulsion]


SAM


Oh god.


[A tape player switches on; with a burst of static our perspective shifts into it violently]


[Footsteps approaching.]


CELIA


(still fighting it) They would hunt me and toy with what it meant to be me peeling away my layers first my name then my memory and then –


SAM


Get away from her!


ARCHIVIST


AT LAST, IT IS MINE!


CELIA


…and then the fearless one reached in and grasped me, tore me out, leaving my story to fall away like autumn leaves…


SAM


I said leave her alone!


[He charges the Archivist. They struggle. The glassy tones grow louder and louder –]


[A sudden burst of wind]


[Click.]







PHONE) The taxi pulls over and Alice steps out.  -->

[Dial-up tones: phone recording]


TAXI DRIVER


This is it.


ALICE


(hurriedly) Cool.


TAXI DRIVER


And like I told the others, there’s nothing here so if you want me to hang around –


[Alice is already running]


ALICE


(calling) Sam! Celia!


[It is utterly silent. Alice keeps moving.]


ALICE


Celia! Sam! Sam!


[Still nothing]


[She stops suddenly]


ALICE


Oh god. Oh god no, please… Sam, is that –


CUSTODIAN


(a croaked whisper) Rough… and cold… and silent and whole… We are the hilltop… We are the hilltop… We are…


[Alice starts to back away.]


ALICE


Nonononono. Not again.


[She gets back on her feet and starts running again.]


ALICE


Sam! Celia!







(MANAGER'S LANDLINE) Gwen is poking around Lena's office. She opens a draw and pulls out a bottle.  -->

[Click of the landline beginning to record]


[A drawer opens]


GWEN


(to herself, pleased) Lena! You dark horse…




[Noises of her pouring a drink]


[The phone rings]


[She hesitates a moment, then picks up]


GWEN


Uh… This is the O.I.A.R., um – Bouchard speaking.


TREVOR HERBERT


(speakerphone) Oh hello, Gwen! Just who I was after.


GWEN


(flustered) Oh! That’s, uh… that is to say, what can I do for you, minister?


TREVOR HERBERT


(speakerphone) I’m guessing since it’s you picking up that you’ve spoken with Lena then?


GWEN


Oh, yes. She, uh, she left.


TREVOR HERBERT


(speakerphone) Didn’t make too much of a scene, I hope? Difficult business, after all.


GWEN


Oh no, not at all.


TREVOR HERBERT


(speakerphone) Great. In that case, congratulations are in order! I’m sure you’ll do a fine job.


[Beat.]


GWEN


I’m sorry?


TREVOR HERBERT


(speakerphone) I’ll get someone to put the paperwork across your desk first thing tomorrow and make it official, but let’s not stand on ceremony. As far as I’m concerned, you’re the ringmaster now.


Gwen? Are you still there?


GWEN


Yes, yes still here! So… What do you want – What should I do?


TREVOR HERBERT


(speakerphone) Oh, don’t worry about me, I’ll stay out of your way, I’ve never been one to micromanage. You have my full support.


GWEN


Right.


TREVOR HERBERT


(speakerphone) Anyway, I won’t keep you. Congratulations again and, er, best of luck!


[Trevor hangs up. Gwen stands there, silent and unsure.]


GWEN


Huh…







[Dial-up tones: phone recording]


[There is no sound save for the quieter, more balanced tones of the rift]


[From above, a door opens:]


ALICE


(distant, calling) Sam? Celia?


[Celia rouses slightly]


CELIA


(weakly) Alice?


(louder) Alice! Down here!


[Footsteps as Alice finds the staircase and hurries down]


ALICE


Celia! Where’s Sam? We’ve got to get out of here. That archivist thing, it followed you, it might be –


[She stops.]


What – What is that? What happened?


…Where’s Sam?


[There is a long pause.]


CELIA


It attacked us. He tried to stop it, to protect me, even though…


[She takes a shuddering breath.]


CELIA


They’re gone, Alice.


They’re gone.





[Music]
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MAGP030.01 - System Update


		ANNOUNCER (ALEX NEWALL)


Hello everybody and congratulations on making it to the end of the first season of The Magnus Protocol!


Ahead of today’s episode, we thought it might be a good idea to give everyone a rundown of what to expect during the hiatus and what else we have going on in the meantime because, as always, there’s a lot. Like a lot.


Okay. First things first, we have a bunch of bonus content unlocked thanks to Kickstarter and Patreon backers, so thank you to everyone who contributed to our horrible silliness!


Today’s episode is the first of our bonus hiatus content, and we’re starting with the Epilogue for Season 1. This little addenda to what you’ve already heard is canon and I’ll be honest, pretty important to listen to for the story, even if it isn’t a full-length episode.


After this we have our first Fluff episode that we have affectionately titled: “Plenty of Fish.” Though technically canon, it is absolutely not essential to the plot and is guaranteed absolutely zero horror. Just a slice of O.I.A.R. life.


Then we have our first “What If” episode, rather less affectionately titled: “What if everyone just listened to Colin?” This is non-canon and takes a look at how things would have panned out in the story with one small but important change. We’ll leave you to guess what we changed in this one.


After this we have a whole host of additional content including the Season 2 trailer and the release of our latest Rusty Fears, which you’ll be able to vote on, with the winner getting to help write an episode of Protocol! We might even try to sneak in a Q&A and some third-party recordings… if you’re good.


After all this, you can expect a return of The Magnus Protocol for Season 2 in February, 2025.


We know that feels a long way off, but making this show is an absolutely monumental effort and as fun as making it is, our staff have yet to volunteer to have their weak fleshy bodies replaced by glorious chrome, so they do occasionally need a break. For now.


Outside of the main feed, though, it’s busy, busy, busy with the Season 2 Premiere Preview on the way.


In terms of other bonus materials, don’t worry, we are still working on all of them – we are just waiting on some third-party bits and bobs beyond our control. We’ll update everyone on each element as soon as we are sure things are locked in, so be sure to keep an eye on Kickstarter and Patreon updates.


Beyond that, I am happy to say final approvals on The Magnus Archives TTRPG developed by Monte Cook Games are complete, and stuff is looking very shiny and should be being printed in enormous numbers as we speak!


In a similar vein, many of you will already know that we have a Magnus Protocol board game on the way, developed by the team behind the massively popular Coup, The Resistance and Sherlock Files games. The fundraising for this project will be starting soon, so make sure you head over to rustyquill.com/boardgame where you can register your interest for when it goes live and get first dibs on some early-bird goodies.


And if ALL THAT is still not enough for you, you greedy little content goblin, don’t forget we have an entire network of shows you can fill your boots on, not to mention Neon Inkwell, our in-house sister podcast where we showcase the brightest (and darkest) new talent in audio fiction, including some familiar names too.


Well. That’s about everything for now, apart from saying thank you to every one of you who helps make this possible, and hoping you enjoy today’s episode.


Or don’t. I mean, it’s gonna happen to you either way, so…


[Intro Theme]


ANNOUNCER


Rusty Quill Presents: The Magnus Protocol.


Season One Epilogue.


[Music]







[Some static fuzzing as the landline begins to record]


[Distant footsteps]


GWEN


(cautious) Hello?


…Lena?


[The footsteps continue]


[Gwen very quietly inhales, exhales, and stands]


ALICE


Lena, we need to talk –


[The door opens]


[Gwen moves to strike, only to pull up short]


ALICE


Gah!


GWEN


AHHH!


[Alice shoves Gwen who stumbles backward.]


GWEN


Oh for Christ’s sake Alice –


ALICE


Gwen?! What are you doing in here?


GWEN


(getting up) I thought you were… someone else.


ALICE


Right. (shaking it off) Where’s Lena? I need to talk to her.


[Gwen walks slowly back to the desk, attempting to reassert herself.]


GWEN


Lena’s gone.


ALICE


…


(haggard and urgent) Gone where?


GWEN


(starting to enjoy herself) Who’s to say?


ALICE


Stop pissing around, Gwen, she’s not picking up her phone and this is important.


GWEN


Well, then, I can’t wait to hear it –


ALICE


(angry) Gwen –


GWEN


– since I’m in charge now.


ALICE


(thrown) I – You what?


GWEN


(pleased as punch) You heard. Lena’s been let go on multiple counts of negligence, incompetence, possibly even corruption.


ALICE


This isn’t a fucking joke, Gwen! Sam’s…


[She can’t say it.]


GWEN


(starting to become concerned) What?


…


(louder) Sam’s what, Alice?


ALICE


(breaking) I-I don’t –


…He and Celia. They found a – thing, and one of your Externals was there and they…


She says he…


[Beat.]


[Alice cries.]


GWEN


(quiet horror) Dead?


ALICE


(choking) No! …Maybe… No! I don’t know!


GWEN


(exasperated sigh) You’re not making sense, Alice. Where’s Celia? I-I’ll ask her myself.


ALICE


(rasping) She went home. She needed to be with her baby.


GWEN


You’re serious, aren’t you?


[Alice sniffles, trying to get her breathing back under control]


GWEN


…I-I don’t know what to say.


ALICE


No. You don’t.


GWEN


So… What do we do?


ALICE


(bitter) Well, I was going to talk to Lena! But apparently it’s just your useless arse here.


GWEN


(offended laugh) Excuse me? I am not useless –


ALICE


Save it!


[Gwen audibly stops herself]


[When she speaks again, she sounds calm. Official.]


GWEN


Look, I’ll admit, this is still very new to me. Do you know if Lena had any sort of – documentation, for this sort of thing?


ALICE


(softly) What?!


GWEN


You know, like a guide, a manual, that sort of thing?


ALICE


(exhausted) No! I don’t think she had a manual for this!


GWEN


I just need something that explains her role. The procedures…


ALICE


(so fucking done) Gwen. Please, just stop.


[A long pause. The clock ticks.]


GWEN


Look. I know this is hard, but Lena must have had a contingency for something like this. I mean, look how quickly she dealt with Colin! All we need to do is find a manual and just –


ALICE


Shit! Colin!


GWEN


(facade dropping) Jesus, it got Colin too?!


ALICE


What? No. H-He called me, just before – (voice cracking) He sounded in a bad way, and then, with everything, I-I just… I never called him back.


GWEN


(sighs) Oh, fine, just make it quick. We’ve got enough on our plate without –


[A phone rings distantly in the main office. It is an uncharacteristically upbeat tune.]


[Beat.]


GWEN


Is that…?


ALICE


(quiet) Colin…


[Silence. The ringtone continues.]


GWEN


(trying for hope) Maybe he – came in to do some work?


ALICE


(blankly) He wasn’t out there when I came in.


GWEN


Maybe he… just left his phone here?


ALICE


He was getting weird about them… But then how did he call me last night?


[The ringing stops.]


ROBOTIC VOICE


(muffled) Your call was –


ALICE


Voicemail.


[She hangs up, then redials. The ringtone starts up again.]


ALICE


Come on.


[They start walking]







RECORDER) The zone is quiet, though there is an oppressiveness to it that makes it clear all is not well. Wind whistles through crumbling ruins and occasionally the movement of unnatural things can be heard in the distance. The portal opens. It sounds very unpleasant, like a wet tearing of reality, and SAM falls through with a cry, slamming into the muddy ground. He lies there for a few moments, trying to catch his breath, but it won't come.  -->

[Tape recorder clicks on]


[Wind whistles. It sounds oppressive, heavy]


[It builds and builds and builds – we hear a faint scream – and then it tears]


[Sam shouts, then groans in pain as he hits the ground]


[The portal closes. The wind subsides.]


SAM


(barely a gasp) Where…


[He collapses]


[Click.]







[O.I.A.R. computer whirs on]


[We hear the last few notes of the ringtone, extremely close by the microphone]


[Something is vibrating against metal]


[The ringtone ends, and the vibration stops]


[The door opens]


GWEN


You’re sure it was in here.


ALICE


Pretty sure.


(calling) Colin?


[There is no answer]


[The two of them walk around]


GWEN


Maybe he’s… hiding?


ALICE


(annoyed) Why would he be hiding?


GWEN


He’s not supposed to be here, remember? Not after the whole… hammer thing.


ALICE


Well, his phone is, at least.


[They continue searching slowly]


GWEN


Anything?


ALICE


Nope.


GWEN


…Try calling again.


[Alice sighs, but calls again. The extremely clear ringtone restarts.]


GWEN


Over there.


[Footsteps as they move towards the ringtone, then stop]


GWEN


You think he left his phone on a server rack…?


ALICE


Well I hardly think he’s hiding inside it, do you?


[Beat. The ringtone rings.]


GWEN


Open it.


ALICE


You open it!


GWEN


Alice, I am your manager and I am telling you to open it.


ALICE


And I am telling you, not a cat-in-hell’s chance!


GWEN


Oh for goodness sake, must I do everything myself?


[Gwen grabs a server rack and yanks]


[The phone rings loudly and vibrates across the metal board]


ALICE


(quietly) Oh, Colin…


GWEN


What are you even –


[Gwen screams]


[The microphone clicks off]





[Music]
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MAGP030.02 - Plenty More Fish (Fluff)


		[Soft piano music, instead of the usual ominous intro theme]


ANNOUNCER (ALEX NEWALL)


(soft, ASMR-style) Hi everyone, Alex here to pep you up with Big Cable Knit Jumper Energy. Now, some of you might not know this, but after a long hard day of brutally murdering your favourite characters, there’s nothing I like more than sitting down in a big, comfy armchair and enjoying a nice hot cup of Fluffy-Wuffy-uwu-Nonsense-Juice.


Now I know what you’re thinking: “Alex, the world is dying, held hostage by corporate greed and myopic self-interested political leaders – I don’t have time to check in on my favourite blorbo’s skrunkily twink ship drama! I’ve got to go eat the rich!”


And I hear you, I really do. Eating the rich IS important. But so is self-care. And sometimes, you’ve got to slow down to smell the flowers. So with that in mind, we wanted to give you a little something to help you out. A soupçon of silliness to send you on your way.


And so we present to you: this lovingly crafted season one bonus fluff episode, affectionately titled “Plenty More Fish,” which is full to the brim with positivity like friendship, love, and… punctuality. And is guaranteed completely organic and free from artificial horrors.


So, while you’re waiting for your Amazon Basics Guillotine to arrive, why not sit back, relax, and enjoy a taste of our delicious nonsense?


[Sip]


Mmm… yum.







[Dial tone fuzzes on – phone recording]


[Faint noises of people in the pub]


[Approaching footsteps:]


ALICE


There you are! What happened to the usual table?


COLIN


Already taken.


ALICE


(disappointed) What? How are we supposed to mope about in the corner when we’re in the middle of room? The vibes here are unconducive to bitterness.


COLIN


Yeah, well, tough, so sit your vibes down and get drinking, already.


[He pushes a glass over the table]


Got you a pint of your hipster piss.


ALICE


IPAs aren’t hipster, Colin, they sell them in Tesco.


[She sits with a thump]


COLIN


Almost thought you weren’t going to show.


ALICE


And miss the chance of seeing you moaning into your pint? Never!


COLIN


Eh, it’s a better listener than you.


ALICE


True. Bet it hardly ever calls you a sour old wanker with no taste in women or drink.


COLIN


Harsh… but fair.


ALICE


Speaking of…


[Alice raises her glass.]


ALICE


Merry divorce!


COLIN


And a happy “piss off”!


[They clink their glasses together in cheers, then take a sip.]


ALICE


What is it now, three years?


[She sets down her drink]


COLIN


Four and twelve.


[He sets down his]


ALICE


Still living the bachelor dream?


COLIN


What, dying alone? That’s the plan.


ALICE


Is your next-of-kin still that hard drive where you keep all of your porn?


COLIN


Oh, you think it’s just the one? Poor, naïve Alice. So young, so foolish in the ways of love. Speaking of –


ALICE


(sighing) Ah, and there it is. Go on then, take your shots at poor little Alice.


COLIN


It’s been, what, a month now?


ALICE


About that.


COLIN


I still can’t believe you got him the job. After everything you said!


ALICE


Hey, moaning about exes on Divorce-mas is just what you do! He’s actually a good guy who just needed to catch a break.


COLIN


Sure, sure.


Must be hard for you. All those unfamiliar human feelings bubbling to the surface…


ALICE


Ew. Are you trying to upset me?


COLIN


Aye.


ALICE


Then up your game, Becher, because I’m a stone-cold emotional fortress.


COLIN


Oh, good. Then you probably won’t have a problem with what’s lurking behind you.


ALICE


What?


SAM


(distant) Alice! Colin!


ALICE


Oh god.


COLIN


Alice. What is Sam doing here?


ALICE


I, uh…


[Sam comes up to the table.]


SAM


Heya! Am I early?


COLIN


No. Did Alice invite you?


SAM


Uh, yeah? She said you were having a “divorce party,” which I assumed was just her way of saying a bit of a booze-up, so…


[Alice ‘heh’s faintly]


COLIN


You see, Alice? This is what happens when everything that comes out of your mouth is a sarcastic joke.


[Alice sighs]


COLIN


People get confused.


SAM


Oh… (wincing) Ah. (taking a few steps back) Listen, if I’m intruding I can –


COLIN


You’re here now. What’re you drinking?


SAM


Uh… IPA. Thanks.


[Colin snorts, then gets up and heads to the bar]


SAM


Alice?


ALICE


(hurrying to explain) O-Okay, so, Colin’s been divorced a couple of times, and as part of some – (snorts) – bizarre cosmic joke, both of them ended up being finalized on the same day of the year. So he and I… (she sighs) We’ve kinda got this little tradition now where on that day – today – we get together, get pissed and uh – uh.


SAM


And…?


ALICE


(resigned) …And bitch about our exes.


SAM


Oh.


…


(realising) Ohhhh, Iiii should go.


ALICE


Too late for that! Colin’s already gone to get you a drink! You duck out now, and you’re as good as dead.


SAM


Sure, but –


ALICE


I wouldn’t worry! He loves to see me squirm, so I’m sure he’ll have a great time.


[Colin returns, setting Sam’s drink down in front of him]


COLIN


Here you go.


SAM


…Thanks.


[Colin sits]


COLIN


(mildly threatening) Drink it.


SAM


Er… okay.


[Sam sips.]


COLIN


Well, go on, then.


SAM


Sorry…?


ALICE


(reluctantly) I think what Colin is trying to say is that as the newest member of this particular bitchy subcommittee, you have to spill on your exes.


SAM


Um, okay. So, uh… there was this girl –


ALICE


I’m right here.


SAM


Hey, I’ll have you know I have plenty of exes.


ALICE


(laughing a little tightly) What, like actual humans?


COLIN


Get on with it!


SAM


(embarrassed) Right, yeah, sorry. So her name was, uh, Kelly, and she worked at my old office, in HR –


COLIN


Oh, red flag.


ALICE


(smirking) Did she make you sign a form?


SAM


She was nice!


ALICE


That’s not what I asked.


SAM


She… may have needed us to declare a potential conflict of interest, but –


[Colin snorts]


SAM


But that wasn’t why we split up.


COLIN


(impatient) Christ, what was the reason then?


SAM


Oh, it just didn’t work out.


COLIN


…


Right.


ALICE


(faux-conspiratorial) Listen Sam, if you’re going to hang with the Mean Girls, you’re going to have to do better than that. What sucked about her? What obnoxious habit did she have? What drove you up the wall and made you want to gnaw your arm off?


SAM


Oh, I don’t know…


[Colin sighs, bored.]


SAM


Oh, actually – she had this weird thing where, when she laughed, her tongue came like all the way out of her mouth. It was so weird – I can’t really do it, it was like… (trying to imitate it, fakely:) Hehehehe.


ALICE


Ew!


COLIN


(simultaneous) Now we’re talking.


SAM


Right? And she was into old black-and-white comedies. You know, Laurel and Hardy, the Marx Brothers, that kind of thing.


ALICE


(puzzled) I mean, that’s annoying, sure. But it – it’s not really –


SAM


(getting into it) No, I mean she was reeeally into them. As in, every date was round her place watching old movies and every time we ended up – (remembering his company) uh…


[Colin clears his throat loudly]


ALICE


(grinning) I’m sure you looked very fetching dressed up as Charlie Chaplin in stockings and handcuffs.


SAM


What – no! It was nothing like that.


[Alice chuckles; Sam thinks for a second]


SAM


Although… she did ask me if I smoked cigars and seemed a bit disappointed when I said no…


ALICE


Oh, Sam. My poor little oblivious baby shrimp.


SAM


I’m telling you, it wasn’t like that. We were just talking abou–


…


Oh my god.


ALICE


(eager) What?


SAM


(dead-eyed) She bought me a bowler hat.


ALICE


I’m sorry. What do you mean she, “bought you a bowler hat”?


SAM


(sheepish) It was a gift. She said she thought I’d look good in it.


COLIN


(chuckling) I bet she did.


ALICE


Amazing!


SAM


It’s not like I wore it out on the street or anything. Just once or twice when… well…


[Alice and Colin cackle]


ALICE


Oh, Sam. I know you think you want normal, but I think it’s pretty obvious that deep down, you only go for the truly depraved and bizarre.


COLIN


Sounds about right.


ALICE


Damn skippy.


SAM


Well, what about you, then, huh? I’m guessing it was non-stop horror stories when I wasn’t on the scene.


[Alice snorts]


COLIN


Mate, you have no idea. You are a well-adjusted, genius, alpha-male heartthrob compared to what Alice has been dating.


ALICE


I’m not that bad.


COLIN


Oh no? So you’d be happy to hang out with Amy again, then?


ALICE


Look, say what you like about Amy…


COLIN


All right, I will. She was a psycho who got you mixed up with your own brother, and then stabbed him for being an imposter.


SAM


I’m sorry, what?


ALICE


Okay, Colin is exaggerating. She barely broke the skin, and, in her defense, she was very high at the time.


SAM


Jesus…


ALICE


Obviously we broke up after!


COLIN


Yeah, a month after.


SAM


A month? Jesus, Alice…


ALICE


As I was trying to say earlier: say what you like about Amy, but, she was a fabulous lay.


COLIN


My theory is Alice can only get off with people who are properly batshit, y’know? Like… (snapping his fingers) oh god, what was his name…


ALICE


(sighing; wearily:) Ignatious.


COLIN


That was it! Bloody Ignatious, the man who was being hunted for the secret to cold fusion!


ALICE


Okay, in my defense, he didn’t tell me that until the second date.


COLIN


Sure, because he was too busy on your first date explaining how he might need to go “off grid,” because he was being pursued by… What was it he said?


ALICE


(sighing) “Despicable agents of numerous foreign powers.”


[Colin cackles]


SAM


And there was a second date?


ALICE


He could have been a sexy superspy!


SAM


I mean, I don’t know how “super” he could be if he told you that on the first date.


ALICE


Oh, stick it up your bowler hat.


[Colin snorts]


ALICE


You have no idea how bad it is out there for a trans woman with basic standards.


COLIN


Aye, so if I meet one, she’ll have my sympathies.


[They all laugh]


ALICE


You’re up, Becher.


SAM


Oh yeah! This is your divorce party or whatever, isn’t it? So go on, then. Weirdest hook-up?


COLIN


I don’t do hook-ups. I mostly just hate people, marry them, then divorce them.


ALICE


Speaking of, you’re about due to drop down on one knee again, aren’t you? I’d watch out if I were you, Sam…


[Sam laughs nervously]


COLIN


If I’m on my knees near any of you lot, it’ll be because I’m finally rigging the entire place to blow with you inside it.


[Sam laughs]


ALICE


Charming.


SAM


Alright then, how about the first marriage. What happened there?


COLIN


He cheated on me, with my manager. Had been for a while.


SAM


…Shit.


ALICE


Right, sure, tragic. A terrible breach of trust and all that, blah blah blah.


(leaning forward) But that’s not the real reason, is it, Colin?


SAM


Alice, come on, you don’t need to –


ALICE


Colin?


COLIN


I… (blows out air) might have been… sort of, maybe… looking to break it off anyway for a while?


SAM


…Oh yeah?


ALICE


(prompting) Because…


COLIN


(sighing) Because he was turning into a crypto-bro.


SAM


(laughing) I’m sorry, what?


COLIN


Oh yeah, yeah, laugh it up. You try living with someone when they fill the flat with bloody graphics cards running non-stop. He never put towards the energy bill, and every conversation was just another lecture on bloody blockchain or “blobcoin” or whatever the latest bullshit doing the rounds on Reddit was.


SAM


(amused) That does sound… a lot.


COLIN


Yeah. So when I caught him messing around with Clive, I dropped his crypto-wallet in the bog, took a dump, then flushed.


(smiling) Last time I checked… that shit would be worth about 1.2 million now.


SAM


(chuckling) Jesus Christ….


COLIN


Yeah.


ALICE


And that, Sam, is why we celebrate this most holy of days. To drink, moan, and remind ourselves that it’s absolutely the right decision to die bitter and alone!


(raising her glass) “There’s plenty more fish in the sea…”


COLIN


“And they’re all covered in their own shite.”


[They clink glasses.]


SAM


Mmm. Well, I don’t know if I’m quite at your level yet. Still got the heart of a romantic, I guess.


ALICE


Oh, we’ll cut that out of you, and burn it on the altar as a sacrifice to the gods of messy breakups.


SAM


I see! And would the high priests of heartbreak accept a pair of pints as sacrifice instead?


ALICE


I suppose they could be convinced to lightly amend our dread litany…


COLIN


Just as long as it isn’t any of that IPA piss.


SAM


(standing and heading to the bar) Of course, Your Holiness.


[Pause as Sam’s footsteps fade into the distance]


COLIN


I expect a full report on him next year after you wreck your life reopening that particular scrawny can of worms.


ALICE


…


Bite me.


COLIN


No thanks. Vegetarian, remember?


ALICE


Then go suck a carrot or something.


COLIN


I wish I could, Alice. I really do.





[Soft piano music comes back in]
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[Beeping and whirring, then a dial tone: a phone recording]


[Slow, plodding typing noises – the keys sound modern now!]


[Alice sighs, moans and stretches luxuriously]


[Lena almost immediately starts to tap on her glass outside]


ALICE


(muttering) Yeah, yeah…


[Alice returns to work. It’s agonizingly monotonous.]


[A door opens:]


COLIN


(noticeably more upbeat than usual) Hey Alice, sorry to interrupt, um, see –


ALICE


(manic) Oh thank god – Colin! Colin, my main man, the techlord himself! How are you? It’s great to see ya!


COLIN


(dubious) …Uh-huh.


[Swivel chair noises as Alice stands]


ALICE


We should go catch up! Grab a coffee in the breakroom, share a few laughs, catch each other up on –


[Lena taps on her glass again, faster this time]


[Alice takes a theatrically deep and steadying breath and sits again]


ALICE


…literally anything than sitting alone at my desk, forever.


COLIN


(chuckles) Problems?


ALICE


Everything is working just like you said it would.


COLIN


Told you. And all it took was ripping the entire system out and rebuilding it from the ground up. No more mad German algorithms, just nice straightforward webcrawlers.


ALICE


Uh-huh.


(sulky) I want you to change it back.


COLIN


(laughing) Alice –


ALICE


Just hear me out, all right? It’s not like you’ve got anything better to do.


COLIN


I mean…


ALICE


And that’s exactly the problem! When you said you could, (audible air-quotes) “fix everything,” I kinda thought you meant you would make it better for everyone.


COLIN


…It is better.


ALICE


Is it, though? Or am I sitting here alone, bored out of my goddamned skuuuull?


COLIN


Alice, you were bored before. Besides which, this place was a madhouse. Nothing worked, no one could get anything done.


ALICE


(wistful) It was wonderful…


COLIN


It was my own personal hell, is what it was. Now look around. Everything works! It takes you half as long to get through your case load –


ALICE


(sulkier) So Lena gives me twice as much!


COLIN


And now we’re working days. We get weekends now, bank holidays, we get to see the sun…!


ALICE


(sulkiest) I hate the sun.


COLIN


No you don’t.


ALICE


And I miss Freddy, and Chester, and Norris, and Augu–


[Colin sighs.]


COLIN


You said you liked the new system.


ALICE


And I did!


Until it got everyone fired.


[A long pause.]


How exactly did you think they were going to pay for the overhaul, with all those extra bells and whistles you said they needed?


COLIN


I dunno. Lena said she’d take care of it.


ALICE


Pro tip, Colin, mate, when someone says they’re going to “take care of it” you might want to check if they mean it in a pinstripe-suit concrete-galoshes kinda way before going ahead with it!


COLIN


You literally cheered when Gwen left.


ALICE


That was different. That was funny.


[She sighs deeply.]


But what the hell do I do now? I’m a cat without a mouse! No one to bullshit with, no one to talk to… I’m trapped down here alone, the last years of my youth leaking out through every tap of my desperately ergonomic keyboard.


[She taps mournfully at the keys]


[The computer gives a beautiful, glowing chirrup of approval]


ALICE


Disgusting.


COLIN


(snorts) Not my fault you had the best KPIs. Anyway, I might have something here to cheer you up.


ALICE


Oh yeah?


[Rustling as Colin pulls something out of his bag:]


COLIN


New company phone. Lena said you’ve been having issues with your old one.


ALICE


Yeah. It had this weird bug where it got thrown out of a window.


COLIN


Well, she says she needs you “on call,” so…


ALICE


Don’t do this to me, Colinnnn.


COLIN


It’s got a really janky AI assistant… Maybe that’ll fill the void?


ALICE


…


Well it’s a start, I suppose.


[She takes the phone]


[The recording shuts off]







[Dial-up tone: another phone recording]


[Sam is pushing his way through a chattering crowd]


SAM


Watch your backs!


[He sits, putting a drink down on the table]


SAM


They’re out of sherry, so I got you a G and T.


GWEN


Thank you. I guess.


SAM


Next one’s on you.


[He drinks]


It’s funny, I used to wonder how this place could afford to stay open.


GWEN


(emotionlessly) It’s almost like pubs make more money at six PM on a Tuesday than five AM on a Sunday.


SAM


Right?


You know, I never thought I’d say this, but I think I miss working nights. I’d forgotten how the Tube is during rush hour.


GWEN


Traffic’s the same.


SAM


Makes sense.


[They both drink]


[Awkward silence]


SAM


So… what have you been up to?


GWEN


Went home to visit family.


SAM


Sounds nice.


GWEN


It wasn’t.


How about you?


SAM


Er. No. I am staying as far away from mum and dad as I can until I’ve got better news. I’ve been applying for jobs, but for now it’s… beep-beep.


GWEN


…Beep-beep?


(realising) Ah.


SAM


Sainsbury’s. And even that was a struggle.


GWEN


…Sounds… interesting.


SAM


Does it?


GWEN


Not really, no.


[They both drink]


[It’s amazing how silent they can be in such a noisy place]


GWEN


Are you still investigating that university?


SAM


Hm? Oh, the Magnus Institute! (chuckles) Fat chance, this is the first time off I’ve had in two weeks. No, it turns out creepy mysteries are a bourgeois luxury.


GWEN


(huffs) Careful, you’re starting to sound like Alice.


SAM


Uh – have you heard anything from –


GWEN


No.


SAM


…Gwen, it’s not her fault.


[Another pause.]


SAM


So, uh…


[Teddy noisily approaches them.]


TEDDY


Coming through, coming through!


SAM


(under his breath) Oh thank Christ.


TEDDY


Hey, there you both are! (he sits) And you got a table! Nice!


GWEN


I got here early. I had time to kill.


TEDDY


I hear that. Well, let’s see if we can do something about that.


SAM


Yeah. So don’t get me wrong, Teddy, I appreciate the invite, but like, what’s this about?


GWEN


I’m somewhat curious myself.


TEDDY


Ah, right, straight to it then. (clears throat) I’ve got you both a job.


SAM


Hm?


GWEN


(simultaneously) Excuse me?


TEDDY


Well, almost. Provisionally, at least. Basically, the people I’m working for have heard that there are more ex-O.I.A.R. staff looking for a gig, and they are just so happy with me, that they wanna know if either of you are interested.


Congrats, you’ve both been headhunted.


SAM


Huh! Okay, so like… what do they –


GWEN


Why?


[Beat.]


TEDDY


Uh – sorry?


GWEN


The O.I.A.R. was hardly a dynamic work environment, and no offence, Sam, but the ink was still wet on your probation when they kicked you out.


SAM


Okay, some offence, but whatever.


GWEN


(sighs) My point is, why on earth would they want to headhunt both of us?


TEDDY


I mean, there’s a certain amount of overlap, and – you can say this for the O.I.A.R.: for all its faults, it was… “specialist”? I suppose you could call it resource allocation.


GWEN


Hm.


SAM


Not my first choice, but I could definitely be convinced. So like, do they want to meet, or –


TEDDY


Yep.


SAM


(thrown) …Okay, cool! I should be able to get some time off booked next week, if, um –


TEDDY


Now.


[Gwen exhales]


SAM


What?


TEDDY


I told you they were keen. That’s why I asked you here in person. If you’re interested, I can get you signed up right now.


SAM


Oh. O-okay! I am available, I guess…


[Alice enters unobserved in the background.]


ALICE


(faintly) I’ll try and grab us a table!


GWEN


(not noticing her) No.


SAM


No?


GWEN


(preparing to leave) Oh, I think you should definitely take this opportunity, Sam, but… I think I’m going to have to be a bit more… discerning, this time round. No offence.


SAM


Again, kind of offended, but… whatever.


TEDDY


If you’re sure…


GWEN


I very much am. Working for the O.I.A.R. was a… phase. (hint of sadness) I’ve been talking with my father, and, well.


Anyway, if you’ll both excuse me I have a car waiting.


ALICE


(to crowd) Watch your backs, hot stuff comin’ through!


(noticing the gang, stopping) Oh. Er… Hi?


GWEN


(icy) Ms Dyer. Surprised to see you here at this time.


ALICE


(awkward) Oh – yeah. We’re on days now, so, y’know…


GWEN


Of course you are.


If you’ll excuse me.


SAM


See you, Gwen.


TEDDY


Yeah, bye!


[Gwen exits as aloof as she can manage in a dense London drinking crowd.]


ALICE


Hey Sam, Teddy.


TEDDY


Hey Alice!


SAM


(flat) Hey.


[Beat.]


TEDDY


(valiant attempt at cheer) So, yeah! Er, tell you what, then, Sam – why don’t I go call them and let them know you’re coming and you can follow after you’ve had a chance to, uh… catch up?


SAM


Sure.


TEDDY


Catch you later, Alice, yeah?


ALICE


Sure, look after yourself.


TEDDY


Always do!


[Teddy exits through the dense crowd.]


ALICE


Sooo… you haven’t drowned.


SAM


What?


ALICE


My new therapist tells me I need to think more positively. I notice you haven’t been flayed by an industrial shredder either.


SAM


(a little brighter) Yeah, no, I’m fine. You?


ALICE


Same old. Enforcing the evil will of a self-interested government one taxpayer-funded paycheck at a time.


SAM


…Cool.


[A long pause]


[Alice is clearly uncomfortable and works herself up to:]


ALICE


Listen, Sam.


SAM


You don’t need to apologise.


ALICE


No, really, I –


SAM


It’s fine. Honestly. You couldn’t have known.


ALICE


None of us did. I mean, Lena was literally interviewing another newbie the day before!


SAM


I get it. It just… sucked, y’know?


ALICE


I do.


…


It was good to see you again. Would’ve been nice if it had lasted.


SAM


Yeah, well, unfortunately this is clearly a pretty bleak timeline.


[He drinks.]


ALICE


You’re forgetting about the one where Colin went mental and built an army of robots to torment us in his cyberpunk sex dungeon.


SAM


Eh, at least it wasn’t boring. Speaking of…


[Colin approaches from the distance.]


COLIN


(brightly) You got a table? Nice one! Oh hey, uh… (guiltily) Er.


SAM


Sam.


COLIN


Sam, right, yeah. (he sets his drink down) How you doing?


SAM


(coldly) I was actually just leaving. I’ve got an interview.


COLIN


Oh – great!


SAM


Assuming it lasts longer than the last one.


COLIN


(even more guiltily) Hah… yeahhhh.


ALICE


Let me know if they need anyone to turn up and make the corporate culture impossibly toxic! I’d be wanting six figures, and use of the corporate jet, of course.


SAM


Of course.


[He stands]


Have a good one, guys. Say hi to Chester for me.


ALICE


Hah. Will do.


[Sam exits; the phone recording goes with him]


[Colin and Alice’s voices grow distant:]


COLIN


Mm, I doubt he could’ve hacked it anyway.


ALICE


…


I’ll hack you in a minute.


[Phone recording shuts off]





[Music]
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