The baggage proceeded down the belt like a line of squared coffins in outlandish colours and fake crocodile hide, interspersed with a few lumps of ecru and charcoal.  Leon and Bullwick, graveyard shift workers, yawned in unison over the beige hulk.  They had to shout to hear one another over the gigantic belt feeding the baggage into the x-ray machine.

“What you up to tonight?”  Bullwick fixed beady eyes on Leon.  He mopped a sheen of sweat from his brow and shifted his portly frame on the comparatively tiny stool.

“It’s my bird’s birthday.  I’m going to take her out with what’s left after rent.”

Leon had been with Mindy for six months, while Bullwick couldn’t keep a girl beyond the drunken haze of the occasional Saturday night.

“Where do you plan on taking her out?  The pub?  We could meet for a pint or two?”

“No, not the pub, no.  Marco’s maybe, or that new place—Kiri-something or other…  I don’t know.”  Leon shrugged his thin shoulders.  “I still need to get her a present.  I spent too much on video games last week.  I’m hoping this overtime is enough to get her something nice.”

“I know girls,” Bullwick said with a wink and leaned in closer.  “You buy her flowers, right, and then she’s all yours for the evening.”

“She’s allergic to flowers Bull,” Leon said, rolling his eyes.  “Besides.  I was thinking of getting her something a bit nicer.”

“Nicer than flowers?”  Bullwick slid off his stool with a grunt and shuffled to the belt to straighten a piece of luggage that had turned sideways.  “Whisky?

“This is why you’re still single Bull,” Leon snorted, glancing up at the conveyor belt.  “You’re bloody hopeless.”  The procession of baggage was fairly abbreviated this morning.  Perhaps he’d go on an early break, smoke and grab a cuppa.  He needed the lift; his sleep was sporadic at best.  “Maybe a necklace.  Scottsky’s has a sale on emeralds.”

“Does this look like a full flight's worth of luggage to you Leon?”

Leon opened his mouth to say something but his jaw clamped shut when he saw Bullwick’s eyes widen at something behind them.

“Gentlemen.”

It was the super, flanked by two men he’d never seen before.  Bullwick stopped the belt and jumped to attention.  With the din from the machinery halted, they could hear a murmuring commotion rising from the terminal side.

“What’s going on?”  Leon asked, and eyed the silent men.  They wore suits.  Suits were never good news.
“I’m afraid you’ll need to get your belongings and take the rest of the day off,” the super said, his face even redder than usual.  Mr. Pinkerton, Leon remembered.  He didn’t come down to the x-ray area often.  His job was the paper-pushing sort, angry fliers with lost luggage, and complaints about invasive body checks.

“Why?”  Bullwick asked, before Leon’s could open his mouth.

“The airline has… ceased operations.  Temporarily,” he said, cutting his eyes at the men at either side of him.  “You’ll be paid for the rest of today, but tomorrow we’ll need to see if you can be reassigned to another airline.  You have fifteen minutes.  Please leave your stations and leave by the employee entrance.  I mean it—it’s a madhouse in the terminal.”

Without staying for questions, he turned on his heel and led the men back up the metal stairs and disappeared through the door.

“Well, that’s a load of shite,” Bullwick growled, scowling and sweating again.  “Who does he bloody think he is, shutting us down like that?”

“Relax Bull, he said he’ll have us reassigned—“

“No, he said he might have us reassigned.  Do you know what that really means?”

Leon started to pull down the black vinyl cover over the control panel of the machine and then dropped it.

“What does it mean Bull?”  He asked flatly, mostly to humour the brute.  He wasn’t in the mood for another of Bullwick’s Union speeches.
“We’ve lost our bloody jobs over this shite!”

Leon raised an eyebrow.  “Right, well in that case I’m off to get my bag.  You coming?”

“In a minute,” Bullwick said, pulling a case off the belt.

“What are you doing?  That’s a passenger’s case!”

“Right, and a nice sturdy one.  Might have some valuables in it.”

Bullwick was the perverted sort that carried out baggage checks unnecessarily, just to sniff through a woman’s knickers or to touch her private devices for pleasure.  Leon didn’t like his ‘hobby’ much, but they’d been friends since high school.  Leon wanted to be a pilot and fly, but a propensity for high blood pressure blackouts ended that dream.  The baggage check job worked perfectly for him; not stressful enough to trigger a blackout, and since there were always two people working he had someone watching out for him, just in case.  Bullwick arranged to be scheduled with Lean to keep an eye on him, and also to score a ride to and from work.

“How can you steal from someone like that?”  Leon said in a harsh whisper and tugged on his friend's arm.  He may as well have tried to uproot a tree.

Bullwick had already popped the locks on the case and was sifting through the contents.  He selected a pink silky garment and held it up.  Thong underwear.

“That’s the ticket,” he said with a smile and stuffed them into his pocket.  Leon pulled the case away from him and began to close it, when something caught his eye.  Under the neatly folded garmentry was a long leather tube, at least a foot and a half long and a few inches in diameter, split in the middle with clasps to keep the two halves together.  He frowned.

“I bet that’s worth something,” Bullwick chuckled and snatched it out of the case under Leon's arm.  Without ceremony, he undid the clasps and pulled the tube apart to reveal a roll of canvas.  As it unfurled, his face fell.

“Just stupid art,” he said and threw it back on top of the pile.  Leon picked it up and turned the canvas over.

“It’s a nice painting…” he said, holding it under the light to examine it more closely.

“Take it then,” Bullwick whispered.  His eyes locked with Leon’s, daring him.

“I couldn’t–”

“You said you haven’t got your girlfriend a birthday present, right?  How are you going to afford your rent and her present if you’re unemployed?  This is your redundancy pay.  It’s just a daft painting—no one will miss it, and she’ll love it.”

Leon sighed through his nose, thinking.  For once, Bullwick seemed to be right.

“Alright,” he said finally, and rolled up the painting carefully, before replacing it in the container.  “But this is it.  You’ve got your… knickers, and I’ll take this painting.  Let’s get our stuff and get out of here.”

The painting fit in Leon’s knapsack, with a little rearranging, and Pinkerton never returned.

“Let's go through the terminal,” Bullwick said with a nudge that felt more like a shove forward. 
“Are you bloody daft?  There's picketers and pissed off fliers up there!”

“I know,” Bullwick said with a grin.  “I want to see what's going on for myself.  Solidarity and all that.  Besides, your Bug is closer this way.  Less chance of someone asking what’s in your bag.”

Airport employees parked in the overflow lot because it was rarely full, and the airport didn't lose potential money from closer spots taken.  If they left by the employee exit, that would mean walking past security, then around the building out close to the tarmac, with all the noise and that horrid jet-fuel smell that turned his stomach.
“Alright, alright,” Leon said and slid his backpack on.  “I suppose a quick jaunt through the terminal won't hurt.”

“That's the spirit of adventure,” Bullwick said, giving his trademark grin of approval.

As Pinkerton had warned, the terminal was in absolute disarray, with passengers milling about, some shouting into phones and others crying.  One gentleman was on the phone with an unlit cigarette between his fingers, muttering an apology to either his wife or his mum, which Leon had to admit, wasn't much difference when he thought about it.
“Either of you blokes have a phone I could pinch for a quick call?  I’m out of credit.”

Leon vaguely recognized the girl, but she looked different, upset.  Pissed off too.  He raised an eyebrow.  No way was he going to surrender his phone to someone who appeared that unstable.  Bullwick however blushed a bit and fished out his brick of a phone.  It was an older model because he believed phones were for making phone calls, not ‘taking bloody photos and sending poxy emails’.

“Sure, as long as it’s local,” he said and Leon cringed at the sight of pink silk and lace peeking out from Bull’s pocket. 
“Put those somewhere else!”  Leon hissed before catching the look on his friend's face.  He gave out a short laugh.  “You can't be serious Bull!”

“What?”

“You're blushing like a schoolboy.  You fancy her, don't you?”

Bullwick's blush faded, ushering in a deep frown.  “No I don’t!”

“I've seen you talking to her before–”

“Ta for that,” the woman interrupted, tossing the phone back to Bullwick, who fumbled before securing it once again in his pocket.  Leon sighed and tugged on his friend's arm. 
“We are definitely getting out of here before anyone else stops us.”

Once they cleared the building and the Volkswagen was in sight, Leon breathed a sigh of relief.  They’d gotten away with it.

“Am I dropping you off?” Leon asked.  Bullwick was lighting a cigarette with the window down.  The little flame kept going out.  Leon rolled his eyes.

“Put the bloody window up then!”  He wrinkled his nose at the acrid smell once the cigarette was lit.  “Jesus!  Roll it back down.”

“Make up your bleedin’ mind.”  Bullwick rolled the window down and draped an arm over the sill.

“I’ll just come home with you,” he said and coughed, a thick cloud of smoke whipping out his window.  The Beetle echoed his sentiment.  It wouldn’t be long before Leon would have to tinker with the tiny motor again to squeeze another few months out of her.

“Fine with me but you need to be gone by at least five.”

“You kicking me out?” Bullwick grunted and adjusted his seatbelt over his gut.

“Mindy’s birthday?”  Leon prompted him.

“Ah.  Pub right?”

“No,” Leon said through clenched teeth, “And you’re not invited.  I’ll just drop you off on my way out.”

“No pub?”  Bullwick looked almost disappointed.

“No.  No pub Bull.  We hang out all of the time.  Stop looking hurt like that.  “

Bullwick stared out the window as Leon drove through the suburban streets surrounding his home.  Rows of houses, neat and nearly identical whizzed past.  Bullwick lived on the other side of town in a rat-trap flat with a window unit, above a couple that always bickered.  It was no surprise he was always tagging along to Leon’s apartment, though it wasn’t really an apartment, more a partition of a house he rented from an elderly woman always off visiting grandchildren.

Leon pulled in to the curb.  A dark car pulled in behind him.  He frowned at the rear view mirror.  “That’s odd.”

"What is?”  Bullwick mumbled as he dug behind his seat for his bag.  Leon slipped his backpack over one shoulder, gripping the strap until his knuckles turned white as he eyed the car behind them.  He hadn’t seen it on this street before.  Had it followed them?  It wasn't too close, certainly not enough to see the driver's face in the dawning sunlight.  The paint was blacker-than-black, oily and slick, reflecting the blaze of colour erupting in the Eastern sky. 
"Just go to the door," Leon hissed.
Once inside, Leon loosened his grip on the bag, letting it slide down his arm to the floor.  Bullwick emerged from the kitchenette, a thick ham and cheese sandwich in one hand, a frosty bottle of beer in the other. 
"Left one in the freezer for you," he said around a mouthful of his snack and grinned, holding up his own prize.  Leon sighed.  Come in Bullwick.  Something to eat Bullwick?  Help yourself Bullwick.  He peered through the window.  The car was still there, emerging from the fleeting shadows of daybreak.  No light emanated from inside.  He released a shuddery breath and locked the deadbolt. 
"Let's see if they’re showing last night's fight on the sports channel," Bullwick grunted and disappeared into the den without waiting for Leon.
“I may as well get a quick shower in,” Leon said, heading upstairs.  He flipped the lever to start the water, drowning out the drone of the telly below.  Bullwick always made himself at home.  If the phone rang, he'd answer it.  It could be Mindy.  On that thought, it was best to hurry.  He stripped quickly before ducking under the hot spray.
Upstairs the phone rang twice and stopped.  Bullwick hefted himself out of the davenport and ambled to the foot of the stairs.  He stumbled over Leon's backpack there on the linoleum, misshapen and straining from the special acquisition.  At least his girl would appreciate it, he thought with a shrug.  He unzipped the bag, and unrolled the painting. 
It looked old, with cresting waves of air-hardened oil.  Signature and everything.  He shrugged and carried it back into the den, sipping his beer thoughtfully as he looked it over.  Then he tucked it under the sofa, much like anything else he lost interest in.
Leon ran his fingers through his hair and reached for his towel before hurrying downstairs.  "What was that fancy place for dinner we were talking about–"  His eyes widened.  "Bull?  Bull!"
The door gaped open to the morning.  Bullwick stared up at the ceiling, a neat blackened hole in his forehead.  A puddle pooled under him, spreading slowly, shining deep garnet in the light.  Leon's eyes snapped to the curb.  The black car was gone.  He fell to his knees and pulled Bull's head in his lap, bloodying his hands and white towel. 
First instincts kicked in and he dragged Bull's body away from the door and slammed it shut, bracing himself against it before turning the lock.  What did they want?  Why Bull?  He'd never harm a fly.  The remains of his ham sandwich were scattered over the hallway.  The backpack.  It was open.  The painting was gone.
"They wanted the bloody painting, didn’t they?" he sobbed, leaning over his friend's silent body.  “Oh shit I knew I shouldn’t have taken it.” 
Leon sat up and took stock of his situation.  The painting was gone.  His friend was dead.  Mindy would be waiting for him to pick her up for her birthday dinner tonight.  He had no appetite.  He could hear her now.
I always told you he was a dead weight Leo.  You never would listen and now look at you.  Wanted for murder are you then?  You are pathetic.
He could see her throw her ring at him.  It was too much to digest.  Digest.  Sandwich.  Oh, Bull.  You stupid fuck. 
"Why did you answer the bloody door?”  He spat at the prone figure lying in the congealing blood.  The silence overwhelmed him, even over the low drone of the television in the den.  He pulled himself to his feet and managed to make it upstairs, where he discarded the bloody towel and washed his hands.  He slipped into trousers and a thin t-shirt, even though he was shivering. 
They killed him for a stupid piece of art.
It had to be that.  Bull owed nothing, hell he had nothing.  He wasn't in trouble or he would have said something.  Come to him to borrow money.
A faint tinny ringing drifted up from downstairs.  Bull’s phone.  Leon crept down the stairs and stood over the body.  The ringing stopped and immediately began again.  Leon whimpered and felt in his friend’s pocket to fish out the device.
"Hello?" he said in a half-whisper.

"You have something of mine," said the voice.  A man's.  He sounded very angry and somewhat drunk. 
"I don't know what you're talking about."  The lie tumbled out of Leon’s mouth.

"You will give it back, or you'll end up like your friend.”  The call disconnected.

Leon let out a strange inhuman mew before dropping the phone on Bull's chest.  The phone on the kitchen wall rang and he recoiled from it as if were a live snake.  "Fuck you!”  He shrieked and slapped the phone off the wall.
"Hello?  Hello?”  A woman's voice.  "Leo?  Hello?"
He picked up the receiver and crushed it against his ear, wiping his face in an attempt to sound calmer than he felt. 
“I’ve been trying to get through to you for ages!  I saw on the news that your airline folded.  Are you OK?  Did you lose your job?”

A pounding began in his head and he slid to the floor.  She kept talking at him as he clutched the phone, shivered and said nothing.  Her incessant questions, asking if he was alright, over and over.  He couldn't answer.

"Leo?  I'm coming over now, do you hear?  I'm calling a cabbie right now unless you tell me what's going on."
"It's—it's Bull," he said finally, between violent shakes.

"What about him?  You didn't invite him to our dinner did you?  Tell me you didn't."

"He's… he's… dead."

For the first time Mindy fell silent.  Leon could hear his heart thundering in his ears.
"Leon McLadd, if this is your bloody idea of a fucking joke-"
"No joke," he whispered.  “He’s dead.  He’s dead.”  Leon kept repeating those same unbelievable words, over and over, as the receiver slid from his hand and his sight went black. 
Pounding at the door woke him with a gasp.  He rubbed his head, hopes soaring.  A dream.  He'd somehow knocked himself out cold and dreamed the whole thing.  The microwave clock proclaimed in serene blue numbers that it was shortly after ten.  He pulled himself onto his feet and kicked the phone out of his path in haste to answer the door. 
The pounding persisted at the door.  He faintly heard the word Police, and paused as the reality of the situation washed back over him.  Bull still lay there, arms splayed over his head, the puddle beneath him not much bigger than before, and the distinct sharp tang of both urine and faeces.
You probably meant to go after you finished your sandwich.
Leon slid the bolt back and opened the door a notch.  Identification was shoved under his nose and his body afterwards into the nearest wall. 
"Don't move a bloody muscle lad," a thick voice growled in his ear.  Two paramedics rushed in and pounced on Bull's body, checking for signs of life.  Leon snorted into the plaster.
"He's bloody dead you idiots.”  He even laughed a little. 
"Leo?”  It was Mindy's voice.  That fucking bitch, she’d called the cops.  Leon struggled under the cop's weight, but where he was lithe and light, the cop was built like an ox and just as heavy.
"You know him?”  He heard the officer ask, and the sound of heels clicking up the steps through the door.  "Oh, Leo."
Leon was handcuffed and flipped over in one practiced motion.  Mindy was staring at Bull's body.
"Don't even look at him you bitch," he spat and suffered a smart blow to the head for it.  "You hated him.  You hated him!"
"Easy now lad," the cop said and pulled back to look him over.  He glanced back at the paramedics who were stripping off gloves, one on the radio speaking code for what he could only assume was a dead man pick up call.
"Get her away from me!”  Leon snarled and was ushered out his front door, still in cuffs, as an officer began to recite “I am arresting you on suspicion of murder, you do not have to say anything–”

“Oh god Bull, I’m sorry.  This is my fault.  I did this.”  Leon shook as he sobbed.  “I killed you.”

“Save the confession for the station” the ox-like officer said, and crammed him into the paddy wagon.
