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    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    James watched Hadling from atop a hill some mile out of the town. He held his binoculars up to his eyes, waiting. Shadowed by a tree.  
 
    It was daytime.  
 
    Six months since he and Ellie had left London … for the last time. 
 
    He was in the small Kent town a week ago, collecting some minor supplies. Just a run in. A bag full of stuff and then out. He hadn’t felt right when he was there at the time. There was something there. It could have been people, it could have been a ghost. He’d seen neither since London. Times were pretty good in that respect. At least they had been. 
 
    But that feeling that something was watching him.  
 
    He leaned against his motorcycle. It was a four hundred. It didn’t need to be the most powerful thing in the world. It just needed to outrun a ghost. Maybe he’d become sloppy, reckless, over the last few months. After they’d fortified the farm and made it an outpost of sanity … when nothing came.  
 
    Ellie was happy. Growing up. And he’d become something between her father and brother. He saw himself as her protector, and was quiet happy to keep it that way. She looked after him too. Mothered him, of course. James scanned the fields between him and the town. Nothing. 
 
    He didn’t say anything to Ellie about this creepy fucking feeling that he got. She’d only worry. James slid his leg over the bike and pushed the binoculars into the panniers. Starting the bike, he re-joined the road and headed into the town. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    James left the bike in the middle of the street. Some things never changed. When there was snow in February, he was happy leaving the car a little closer to the buildings because he could see there were no tracks in the snow. He knew there was nothing there. Now it was just an educated guess. He looked up to the sun. It was getting close to summer. June.  
 
    After losing some time at the end of last year, Ellie had worked out the actual date, and now they kept a calendar.  
 
    They were organised.  
 
    James went over to the grocery store and poked his head in. The door was closed when he approached. He kept it closed. Always. That way he knew if something had been in there. Still, something didn’t feel right. He closed the door back up and walked over to the petrol station on the other side of the square. He went in. There was a small supermarket attached, and the place had sold all the usual suspects when it came to petrol stations. Before. He swung his backpack down and opened it, stuffing packs of firelighters in.  
 
    Ellie had told him not to come to town just for firelighters, but he had insisted. He said it would only take a while. Truth be told, he was getting itchy. He wanted to get out of the farm, have a break. Get away from things. Maybe go back into London. See what that place looked like now. That they hadn’t seen a ghost in months made him want to go and see if they were still there. They must have run out of food. Chased everyone they hadn’t torn to pieces out of the city permanently. But then why hadn’t they come from the city? Why hadn’t they ventured out into the countryside? Maybe they had. Maybe he was just lucky and half of Britain was covered in them.  
 
    He stopped pushing the firelighters in his pack and looked around the shop. It was surprising how much stock still remained. After six months of them coming down once a week and shopping he would have thought the shop would be empty but there were still rows of aisles full of groceries. A lot of it was out of date now, but he’d found out that best before meant just that, and most of it was still fine.  
 
    Early on he’d taken all the rotting fresh food out and burned it in a pyre at night.  
 
    He walked over to the chocolates and picked up a box of something that looked fancy. She did have a sweet tooth, and he was sure to bring them to her, even though he was still trying to instil some values into her. Healthy eating and such. The farm saw to that though. Without the Internet to help, it was a little hit or miss, and most of the farm had died back without his parent’s knowledge to keep it thriving, but they didn’t need that much. They just needed to live, and the vast fields of the farm had become something more of an allotments. Fruit and veg. Whatever they had found they could sustain. And that could sustain them.  
 
    James pushed the chocolates into the top of the pack and swung it onto his back. Opening the door of the petrol station, he stepped out into the sunlight, raising his hand to his face. He turned back. There was a rack of sunglasses on the counter. He dropped his head to one side. Why not? He went back in and grabbed a pair, sliding them onto his face and admiring himself in the mirror on the stand.  
 
    Nice. 
 
    He went back out into the sun, feeling one more step closer to being human again.  
 
    The bike stood on its kick rest. The Remington holstered to the side of the rear wheel. Sticking out like he was some fucking terminator. He reached around and touched the handgun in the back of his jeans, under his leather jacket. Ellie had made a holster for that—a sort of project for her—so he could keep it there, and it wouldn’t fall out. She had asked him not to keep it there initially, in case he blew his bum off, but he liked it. It made him feel cool.  
 
    Silly really.  
 
    He smiled to himself. Childish things somehow made him feel slightly more alive again.  
 
    He crossed into the square. 
 
    Stopped. 
 
    There was something there. He could feel eyes on him. Fuck. He stopped, glad he was wearing the shades now. He looked around without looking like he was looking around. Felt his packs weight. Made it look like he was just readying for the ride. It wouldn’t matter to a ghost. No. But if it was a ghost he’d know about it by now. They weren’t exactly renowned for their subtly when it came to the art of war. 
 
    He couldn’t see anyone.  
 
    James walked over to the bike and slung his leg over. He watched the tops of the buildings carefully. The bike should be able to get him away from human danger. And if he could get ahead of them, then he could lose them. They’d never find the farm if they didn’t know where they were going. He flipped the kick bar up and in the same motion pushed his leg against the side of the bike to make sure the hunting knife was still there.  
 
    It was amazing the things people kept in their homes. 
 
    A fucking Rambo knife. Compass and all.  
 
    Then he saw.  
 
    One person. They were on the roof of the patisserie on the corner. Single storey, flat roof. He could see them laying on the top, watching him. With the glasses on, at that distance, he couldn’t tell if they had a weapon or not. Could be watching him down a sight, could be something else. He was reluctant to start the bike. Just in case they were watching with a sight. If they were waiting to take their shot, they’d take it if he started the bike. Before they lost him. That would be when he would take the shot, if he was in their position.  
 
    James put the kick bar down quickly and got off the bike. He turned, crossing back to the petrol station at an angle that made it hardest for them to shoot him. As soon as he was in the shop, he hurried to the back. He’d been out there before. Stock room. Sandwich making counters. Small kitchen. He went to the back door, opening out to the loading bay. Pushed the door open a little and looked out into the dock at the back. Clear. He pulled the hunting knife from his leg. There might be more than one of them, and keeping quiet was likely for the best. James slipped out into the shade, and closed the door silently behind him. He slid back into the mindset of a hunter—and prey, all at once—without thinking about it. He hurried along the side of the building towards the patisserie. Around the corner, at the road. He needed to cross. He checked in each direction. There was a car at the end of the street. Parked. Had it always been there? Fuck. 
 
    He checked around quickly and then hurried over the street to between two of the buildings. He had to be quick. Maintain the illusion that he’d gone back into the shop because he’d forgotten something. He went to the back of the row of houses. An alleyway that led to the back of the shops on the corner. And where he needed to be.  
 
    He took a step forward. It was weeded and badly overgrown. He hadn’t considered environmental change when he took the time to mentally map out the village all those months ago. It made it harder to walk through, but some of it was trampled. They must have come down this way. He gripped the knife tighter. His knuckles paled.  
 
    There was a noise behind him. Cock.  
 
    James span around. Men. Two of them. They were on him. “Fucker,” one of them said knocking James’s knife to the side. The other piled in, punching James in the face. He stumbled back. For all the prep he’d done, all the workouts, the keeping fit, the readying … he hadn’t been punched for months. The blow took it out of him. He tripped on the overgrowth of weeds, and fell back onto his arse. Motherfuckers.  
 
    He immediately thought of Ellie.  
 
    James kicked out his feet and pushed himself to the side, getting a purchase on the fence next to him. The two men were both stocky. Medium build. They were decked out like England was some post-apocalyptic wasteland. Twats. James got to his feet before the one at the front had time to come at him again. He could feel blood coming from his nose, taste the metal of the blood as it reached his lips. He felt his skin tightening as his nose swelled. The guy at the front had a smirk on his face.  
 
    James reached around behind him, and brought the gun out. 
 
    The dude’s smirk dropped. 
 
    “Fuck you,” James said. He flipped the safety off with his thumb, thankful for all the hours he’d put in learning how to use a gun properly, and pulled the trigger.  
 
    The bullet hammered into the guy’s gut, knocking him back. The shot ran out in the confines of the small alley. He dropped, falling into his friends arms behind him. There was a flash of that same guilt that James had felt when he killed Stanny and his men, but only a flash. 
 
    Now the one on the roof would be coming. 
 
    James lunged forward. Best not to advertise where this was all going down. He trampled the guy he’d just shot to get to the one behind. He still had his hunting knife in his hand, and almost walked up the guy with the bullet wound, the other taken by surprise, James plunged the knife into his chest without thinking.  
 
    The sternum was a challenge to get the point through, but with the momentum he had, he got it in without too much pushing. James was standing on the guy, bleeding out from a gut wound, and he twisted the blade in the other guy. He made a weird gurgling sound. James had never killed anyone like this before. He pulled the knife out and blood squirted from the gouge, deep in the guy’s chest. Covering him in goo and warm gloop. The guy he was standing on was coughing, fidgeting. James stepped off him, forward onto the guy behind, pushing the knife in again, lower this time, into his gut, and twisted up. He pushed it into where he thought he might hit as many organs as possible.  
 
    He had to stay alive. For Ellie. 
 
    He twisted it back and while the guy didn’t seem to die, he went limp. James pushed him back, off the knife and to the ground. Blood pumped out of him like a petrol pump with the trigger squeezed. But only for a few seconds. Then the gushing slowed, and James could immediately see him getting paler as the thing keeping him pink was on the outside. The guy with the bullet wound started to groan, now that James wasn’t standing on him. He turned, dropping to a crouch. James slipped the knife across the guy’s throat. He must have hit an artery, as blood shot out of him like a waterpistol, up, over James. He looked down at himself. He looked like a butcher’s block. 
 
    He glanced around. And then continued down towards the patisserie. Hopefully there was only one more of them. He got to the corner of the building and looked around. He could see movement in the windows of the shop, a figure coming out from the back. James hadn’t bothered opening the place up in all those months. Too much fresh food. It must have stunk in there. Especially as the heat was rising. He watched as the man ran across the shop and out, into the street. 
 
    He’d heard the gunshot. Taken this long to get off the roof. 
 
    He wasn’t carrying a rifle, but a hand held telescope, like he was a fucking pirate. James watched him. He turned and ran straight out into the road. James came out behind him. Gun up, pointing into his back. “Stop,” he said. The thought to just shoot him was there. “Turn around.” 
 
    The guy did. He held his hands out to the side, telescope in one, the other empty. He turned to face James. A young man. Maybe in his twenties, a little older than James himself. “What are you doing here?” James asked. The stupid fucker was decked out in a duster coat, and wearing a cowboy hat. A cowboy hat.  
 
    “Just …” he paused. Looking at James and his new red adornment. “Scoping the place out.” He looked down at the tarmac beneath his feet like he was waiting for James to put him down. “What did you do with them?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t have come for me,” James said. His hand was shaking. He could still hit the guy, no problem, but shaking, nonetheless.  
 
    “We didn’t. We didn’t know.” 
 
    James flinched slightly. That pang of guilt in there. But they shouldn’t have come. “Where are you from?” 
 
    “North,” he said. He didn’t move his hands. “Birmingham, originally.” 
 
    “You stop in London?” The man nodded. “Those creatures. Did you see any of them?” Again, he nodded. “What do you know about them?” 
 
    The man shrugged. “Not much. Can’t see well. We’ve seen them in other cities. They’re everywhere. But only in the cities. They don’t seem to venture out.” 
 
    “And how about you? Just the three of you?” 
 
    “There’s more. Used to be a lot more, but those things keep taking us. Wearing us down. Killing us off. Sometimes other people too.” He looked down at James’s gun. “You gonna shoot me, or what?” 
 
    James lowered the gun a little. Not enough for the man to be able to pull anything on him. “Where are the rest of you?” 
 
    “They went out to Sevenoaks. Trying to find population, maybe scavenge what we can. We’re just trying to stay alive. Like you and the girl.” 
 
    James pulled the gun back up. “What did you say?” 
 
    “Stay alive. Just like you.” 
 
    “What the fuck do you know about Ellie?” 
 
    The man glanced around. Fuck. They’d been watching him. They must have followed him back to the farm. It had been a couple of weeks since Ellie had left. James glanced over to the bike. Oh well. He fired one off into the guy. Stood there with his hands out. Cold blooded. He let out a grunt, clapped his hand to the side of his stomach, dropped the telescope. James started running. Over to the bike. On, kick stand. Start it. The thing roared into life and James started away, out the village. Towards the farm. 
 
    He just hoped he wasn’t too late.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    James bolted along the A-roads and off, onto the smaller roads, to a track, that led to the farm. He’d seen no one on the way. As he rode, he checked the holstered rifle over and over. He checked the knife, nestled down on his leg. The handgun he’d pushed into the front of his jeans.  
 
    The air was cool on his face. Drying out the blood on him as he travelled. As he got closer to the farm, he could see Ellie. She was in the allotment. The whole thing was framed with scaffold poles and chain-link fencing. The only way into it was through the backdoor of the house. James had built it as a sort of haven, where nothing could creep up on you, but still let in the light and the rain. It was where the two of them grew most of their crops now. Away from the fields. The wide open expanses. The danger. 
 
    Ellie was kneeling down, foraging in the earth. She will have heard him coming from a mile away in the silence of the empty Earth. She got up and watched as he came through the gate into the farm, passing the overgrown fields. She waved.  
 
    Thank fuck. 
 
    There was nothing wrong. Yet. 
 
    James rode the bike over the farmland towards the fence, skidding it to a halt, and flicking out the kickstand. He jumped off the bike and turned, unhooking the Remington in a single easy motion. Practised.  
 
    Ellie screamed. 
 
    James turned. The rifle was already up at his shoulder, but she’d screamed because of him. She was standing at the chain-link, her fingers through the mesh. She was staring at him. She stepped back, her hand going over her mouth. Then she turned and ran for the house. James looked down at himself. He was covered in arsehole goo. Shit. It’s not like he had any way of letting her know beforehand. But still. 
 
    He should have thought. 
 
    James took the rifle and ran towards the front door of the house. Before he got to the steps of the porch Ellie had opened the door, tears in her eyes. “What happened?” she shouted. 
 
    James shook his head. “It’s not mine,” he shouted back. He strode across to the front door. “In the house,” he barked. “Now.” They were prepared for the ghosts. They knew they might come one day, but this stank of something more. An organised attack. 
 
    But why? 
 
    Ellie backed into the house and James got in next to her. He slammed the door and rested his back against it. “Have you seen anyone?” Ellie shook her head. She didn’t move, perhaps in shock. “Good,” he said. “Look.” He was pulling his leather off, his clothes beneath free from the blood of man. “It’s okay. It’s not ghosts,” he said. 
 
    She flung her arms around him. “People?” she whispered. 
 
    James nodded, gently pulling her away. “They might be coming here. They knew about you.” 
 
    “Me?” She stepped back into the kitchen. “What about me?” 
 
    James ignored the question. It was better not to make her more scared than she already was. “Come on,” he said. “You know what to do. We’ve discussed this.” 
 
    “I don’t want to.” 
 
    James stopped. He rested the Remington on the kitchen table. “We’ve discussed this,” he said, again. “You know what to do.” He spoke quietly. Softly.  
 
    What he had wanted was an underground escape route that Ellie could take in a siege, but that seemed like a fucking stupid idea in reality. So the plan was simple. Ellie was to go upstairs. She should hide in the alcove space above the top of the stairs in the front bedroom. James had made it so it looked like a wall on the outside. It was a space that no one would ever be able to find. He would stay downstairs. Fight them. He wouldn’t run. He would stay. Let them in. Let them search the house if necessary. Whatever happened, she stayed in the space.  
 
    When they’d gone, or the first chance she had, she should run. 
 
    Into the fields. Away. Never look back. Don’t get taken. He didn’t know why she was the only girl, but she was. And she was his charge. 
 
    He had hoped it would never come to this.  
 
    As Ellie took her pack upstairs—food and a change of clothes—enough for a few days if she rationed. James went from window to window. He was pulling curtains. Made sure they were locked. He never really expected to have to defend the place from people. Only ghosts. And that meant keeping it dark and quiet.  
 
    People were a different matter. 
 
    James waited in the dark. He moved silently between windows, keeping a look out through the gaps in the curtains. Waiting for someone to arrive. He would have taken her and pushed her in the car, run. But if they were watching then he didn’t want to end up in some chase on the main road.  
 
    He didn’t know how many of them there were.  
 
    Any, was too many. 
 
    He could hear a vehicle before he could see it. Then he could see the dust from it, rising out in the fields somewhere.  
 
    They must have seen him arrive. James went to the top of the stairs and made sure Ellie was packed in and away. She was. She’d learnt in the months that they’d been there that she had to do as he said. She had to survive. James returned to the ground floor of the house and waited.  
 
    Eventually, a truck came out from the fields and through the gate. It was a four-by-four. A big one. Had two men he could see in the front. There were two more standing in the flat bed, behind. Shit. 
 
    There was another car behind them. Another big thing. Blacked out windows. Looked like fucking CSI or some shit.  
 
    James raised the rifle and pointed it at them as they pulled to a stop, outside the front of the house. He waited in the dark. They’d not be able to see him from out there, as he waited like that. The two men from the first vehicle jumped down from the back and stayed behind it. James had a shot at them, but not a great one. He’d spent a lot of time in the last few months perfecting his marksmanship, but there were at least five of them out there, probably more. He doubted that he could take them all. Not before they could storm the house.  
 
    Another one of the men got out the front of the first vehicle. Older looking guy. Peak cap. Jeans. Sunglasses. He had a beard, white. He stood behind the door of the car and waited, watching the house. James didn’t move. He didn’t want to give away his position. He didn’t want them to know he was in there.  
 
    “I know you’re in there,” the man shouted.  
 
    Well, fuck. 
 
    James pulled the rifle in tighter to his shoulder.  
 
    “We’re not looking for any trouble.” The man closed the door of the four-by-four and stood to the side. He must have known that he was giving James a shot, should he want it. He also must have known that James wasn’t stupid enough to take it, blowing his position. His cover. “I’ve seen what you did to my men,” he continued. “Good work,” he said. “I’m impressed. You’re obviously handy in a fight.” His voice was level. In control. “I could use a man like you. Come on out. We’ll talk about it.” 
 
    Fat chance. 
 
    “What do you want?” James called out. The man smiled. He glanced over to one of the other men, those cowering behind the vehicles.  
 
    He strode out to the middle of the front of the cars, and stood, hands behind his back. Legs spread. “The girl,” he answered. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    James slipped his finger over the trigger. Angry. Frustrated. He was sweating. Even though it was cool in the house. He knew that Ellie would be able to hear the whole conversation. “Why don’t you get back in your vehicles and fuck right off? We’ll say no more about it.” 
 
    The man laughed. He walked back to the flatbed like he might actually do it. He opened the door again and leant in. Back out. He was holding something below the height of the door. James couldn’t see what it was.  
 
    There was some movement back there, and then he stepped forward. He was holding a bottle, a rag sticking out the top of it. It was burning. 
 
    He was going to flame the house.  
 
    James held his breathe. He was shaking. The sight of the rifle bouncing back and forth over the chest of the guy. And he was only feet away from James. What, three car lengths? Four? He should be able to put him down. Closing his eyes for only a second, he centred. Opening them, breathe held, he fired. 
 
    The bullet from the Remington shattered the glass in the window. The sound of it couldn’t be heard over the crack of the rifle. The projectile pounded into the man’s chest, a rose red blossom blooming in his chest where he stood. It was high impact. So close. A mist of red rose behind him, and blood sprayed on the floor where the bullet had left the back of him. 
 
    He looked surprised.  
 
    Did he really think that James was going to let him torch the fucking house with the two of them inside? He dropped the Molotov cocktail to the dirt and staggered back. He parted the large hole in his shirt and looked at the viscous bloody mess beneath. James saw him mouth something, then realised that all he could hear was the ringing in his ears.  
 
    He dropped to the floor, and the others fired.  
 
    There were at least two other gunmen. Bullets started thumping in the brickwork around the window, the glass of the rest of the window imploding towards James, as he threw himself to the floor. Glass all around him. Fuck. This wasn’t how this was supposed to happen. 
 
    He dropped and rolled, over to the side away from the window. Brought his back up against the wall. He left the rifle on the floor and took the handgun from the back of his jeans. This was going to be a close fight. Obviously.  
 
    The ringing in his ears still deafened him. He could barely hear the gunfire outside, let alone the bullets pounding into the wall on the other side of him. He hoped Ellie was okay, still, where she was.  
 
    He could smell something.  
 
    Something not right. 
 
    Smoke.  
 
    The fuckers had torched the building regardless. Shit. James got to his knees. He clapped his hand on the side of his head. Covering his ear, he could hear a mixture of his own heart beat and the blood rushing around his body. It disoriented him. He lifted the gun and stood, going to the front door. They were going to come. They wouldn’t burn the house and leave Ellie. She was obviously something that they coveted. Badly. He waited.  
 
    Deaf. 
 
    Suddenly the door splintered inwards, and one of the men rushed in. James flicked the safety off the handgun and dropped the man. One in the lower back. Even if it didn’t kill him, it would put him down, possibly permanently. Then there were hands on him. Shit. Two more of them. One in the door. One had come from behind him.  
 
    There was no pain, but he was stunned. He could feel blood running down over his face. Someone had clobbered him with something hard. Then pain. In the back. He stumbled forward. They let him go. Allowed him to drop. He couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t catch his breath. He turned as he tumbled over the man he’d shot, falling to the floor. The one behind him. He had a baseball bat. Metal one. There was blood on it where he smacked him over the head. Then he’d jabbed him in the back with it. Kidney area. James fought to breathe in. He could feel vomit in his stomach, rolling about. His vision was blurring. Gone in one eye. He reached up. The was blood in his eyes. His blood. His head was numb. Couldn’t think straight. He let his hand slide up the blood. There was something wrong with the top of his head.  
 
    Blackness was fighting him. It wanted to win. To let him sleep. Nearly blinded by the blood, James saw the men hurry by him. There was smoke on the ceiling. The curtains were on fire. There was shouting. He could hear it above the buzzing. The rushing of blood. Another man came in the door. He looked like the one the James had shot, but not him. Better dressed. Older guy. Clean. Looked like he might be in charge. He looked pissed off.  
 
    James tried to stand, but all he could feel was his limbs flailing about as he fought to stay conscious. There were legs around him. People. Screaming. Crying. 
 
    He looked out of his right eye. They had Ellie. One of them was carrying her. She was fighting but he was too strong. They’d found her in seconds. It had been too easy. He’d hidden her in a shit place. This was all his fault. 
 
    Then they were gone. There was just him and the man. The man in charge. Pissed off. He had taken the bat from the guy who had nailed James a few minutes ago. “Let her go,” James blurted. The words mute in his head. The room was burning. 
 
    The man stepped over to him and crouched. “I didn’t catch that,” he said. He was close enough that James heard him. Then he stood. He pulled the bat up and slammed it down onto James.  
 
    The whole room shook as James’s vision bounced around like his brain was doing a tango. The smoke was strong. Acrid. 
 
    Hard to breathe. 
 
    The man turned and ran out of the door. The whole wall ablaze. James watched him go, shielding his eyes. Blind in one eye by blood. Smoke slowly taking the other. He started coughing. Looking back into the room. There was no way out the front. 
 
    James clawed at the floor. He was too disoriented to stand. He half crawled out towards the back of the house. Into the kitchen. To the back door. Reaching up, he pulled the door open. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    James awoke in the allotments. Everything hurt. Opening his eyes, he could see again in both of them. That was something. The thought had crossed his mind that he might go blind. In this world. There was still a buzzing in his ears. Not as bad as before. He could hear the birds … just. James rolled over onto his back and looked at the sky. His lungs hurt when he breathed. He hacked. He could taste charcoal. Felt like he’d gargled matches. He rolled onto his side and spat black spit to the dirt. His face hurt. His head. He gently reached up and touched the top of his head. He could feel crusted, dried blood. There was a lump. Gash. He fingered the split on his head. They’d done a good job on him. Taken him out well. 
 
    And they’d taken Ellie. 
 
    James’s back screamed at him as he sat. He had to get to them. Follow them. He looked around. He was behind the protection of the chain-link. The house was burnt in places. But the fire extinguished now. 
 
    “No,” he whispered.  
 
    He’d been out for hours. The fire had burnt itself out. From the outside the damage didn’t look too bad, but the stench of the embers still glowing inside, and the smoke marks up from the broken, blown out windows told a different story. “Fuck,” he screamed. James rolled over onto his knees, and pulled himself to stand against the fence. His chest was tight. Staggering over to the back door, he looked it. The fire had torn through the living room and stopped at the kitchen. He looked at the ceiling. It was blackened from the smoke, but didn’t look like it was going to come down.  
 
    He went in, to the living room. Black. Ash. Everything was gone. He hurried to the stairs and up. Maybe he’d imagined them taking Ellie? He ran to the bedroom. The side was off the wall. She was gone. 
 
    Of course. Tears streaked through the black marks on his face. He sniffed back snot, and wiped his face on the back of his shirt sleeve. James went downstairs and out the front of the house. He looked at where the cars had been. He walked over to where they were parked and he crouched down. Looking at the tracks. His eyes followed them out of the property, and onto the tarmac as it disappeared between the fields. “Cunts,” he said quietly. 
 
    James looked at the bike. Still stood there. Over to the car. Where would he go? Where had they taken her? Why? Why the fuck had they been watching him, just to take her? 
 
    The only girl. 
 
    Cock. He stood. Thoughts of what to do slammed around in his head. His head that hurt. James touched the lump again. He needed to sort himself out before he did anything else. Returning into the house, he went upstairs to the bathroom.  
 
    He looked at himself in the mirror. 
 
    His face was black from ash and dried blood, down from his hair over one eye. There was dried blood under his nose. He straightened his back and winced into the mirror, looking himself in the eyes. He’d fucked up. The one thing he’d managed to keep hold of in all this, the only thing to have come out of this, and he’d fucked it up. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    James pulled his clothes off and started the shower. Being out on the farm it was rigged up to a private water supply and generator that he’d learned to fix time and again. The hot water ran. At least it was still working after the fire. He stood under the water, and let the debris, the ash, the shit, run from him.  
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    James returned to the town. The lump on his head had washed up well. Looking in the mirror, it looked like he needed stitches, but that would have to wait. He watched from the hill outside of town for a few minutes, but there was no sign of movement. They weren’t stupid enough to come back here. He got back on the bike and started out towards the centre of the town. Where he’d bumped into them before.  
 
    In the shower, he decided that he couldn’t have been out for twenty-four hours—so it must still be the same day. He had dressed, and gotten his guns together. Jumped on the bike and headed straight out. 
 
    In the town square he pulled the bike up next to the petrol station. To the side of it. Out of the sunlight. It was starting to dip. He hadn’t even thought about the time. Must be the late afternoon. Maybe he’d been out for six, seven hours. He went into the station, straight through and out the back. To where he’d met the first two.  
 
    They were still there.  
 
    The one he’d cut the throat of was still laying where he’d left him. The other had dragged himself about ten feet towards the road. A smear trail of blood was behind him on the concrete. In the weeds. Eventually, he’d stopped. James went over and rolled him onto his front. His eyes were open. He was staring out, dead, into space. Good. Motherfuckers. James pulled his stupid fucking leather coat open and felt around inside. Under the cover of his clothes his blood hadn’t dried out, and James was patting around the knife wounds. Bits of him hanging out of twisted gouges. Nothing of use. He didn’t carry a wallet—who did these days?—and the only other thing in there was a knife. Big one, but no more use to James than the one that he was carrying on his leg. He went to the other. He was less of a mess under the clothes, what with the gunshot wound. James felt around his pockets. He had cigarettes. James held the pack up to his face. “These things’ll kill you,” he said, tossing them to the side. He patted down the rest of him, and then stood.  
 
    Went out to the car he’d seen. 
 
    James looked through the window of it. It had food waste on the back seat. Wasn’t moulded to fuck. Must have been theirs. He tried the doors. Open. Good. Stupid motherfuckers should know that in a post-apocalyptic wasteland in Britain, someone is still going to jack your ride. He slid in, looked around. Nothing of use. The fucking keys were still in the ignition. He leaned over and popped open the glove box. There were a pair of gloves in it. Very quaint. He pushed them to the side. A map.  
 
    Paper maps.  
 
    Something he hadn’t considered in months.  
 
    There were markings on it. Hadling was crossed off. The farm. Fuckers. This was all planned. But why? He unfolded the rest of the map. Another marker on the M1, just north of London. If memory served, there were services there on that road, just after the M25. Could be that, using it as a base, maybe?  
 
    Outside of London if the ghosts weren’t moving. Fuck. None of this made any sense. How the hell did they know about Ellie to even be looking for her? He followed the map down. Another mark in central London. The fuck.  
 
    They’d obviously had business there.  
 
    James folded the map back up. London. It was on the way to the M1. Maybe it would be worth checking out. He rested in the car for a moment. His head thumping. The painkillers he’d taken had done nothing, and he hadn’t even stopped to bandage himself up.  
 
    Still, he looked at the folded map. At least he had something. 
 
    James stared out of the window of the car. His eyes fell on the Tinklers, the wine shop. How a tiny-arse village in the middle of nowhere had ended up with an upscale offy, he didn’t know. He hadn’t had a drink in months. When they’d first got back to the farm he’d struggled with booze. He was having nightmares—still did—and had drunk. But he hadn’t touched a drop in five months now. Not after seeing Ellie avoiding him when he was drinking. 
 
    He scared himself. Looking in the mirror at the man who had killed so many, with a bottle of whiskey in his hand, holding it by the neck. Drinking from the bottle. He tore his eyes from the off licence. “Not today,” he whispered to himself.  
 
    James got out the car. He checked the body of the last of them in the street. Bled out. Then went to the bike.  
 
    Were they going into London now, or had they been? That was the question. James hooked his leg over the bike and started it. He checked his guns, his knife. He looked at the map again. Up to the M25 and across.  
 
    Back into London.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    James overlooked the city. He’d been there for nearly an hour. There was no smoke rising from the buildings. It looked dead. Like it had died months ago. And supposedly there were still ghosts there? Where were they getting their food? He didn’t want to know, in all honesty. He looked at the map. It was getting dark now. The safest time for him to enter, but not something that he was particularly looking forward to.  
 
    He sat on the bike. He could take it closer, but once he hit the suburbs, he wanted to drop it off. He’d have to walk, until he got the lie of the land. Until he knew what to expect in there. James turned the ignition. The engine hummed. Loud, but well tuned. 
 
    Drove closer to the city.  
 
    He took the most direct route in. Didn’t know the way after he’d left the M25. He thought about circling and trying to find his way back in the way he and Ellie had left months ago. Highgate? Maybe? Hard to recall. The booze had done that.  
 
    He decided to use their map.  
 
    James pulled the bike into an off street. It was dark by the time he’d gotten close enough to walk. He’d had a good idea though. He pulled the pack from his back. Got the torch out of it and quickly tested it into the palm of his hand. He looked at the map. The mark they had was near Trafalgar Square. He was at Greenwich. He looked across the way to the tube station. It was perfect. Why he hadn’t thought of it before was beyond him. 
 
    He checked around. The light of the moon was enough to see where he was going. Probably enough for the ghosts to see him, too, when he was moving, but he hadn’t heard anything from them. Not yet. He ran over to the tube station and in. Looking around the vast hall, he made sure it was clear, and then he ran for the escalator. It wasn’t moving, and he bounded down into the blackness below.  
 
    Pitch, perfect blackness. 
 
    James turned on the torch. It was a good one. There was a spare in his pack—he’d learnt, always carry one for Ellie, and such was the habit that he’d never leave home without two—and a small number of spare batteries. He shone the torch around the walls.  
 
    The silence down there was abhorrent. He sucked a deep breath in. Going down, flight after flight of stairs. No one had been there in an age. It still smelt like the underground. An underlying tinge of grease, oil on the air. Wafts of food, long rotten.  
 
    He got to the bottom, to the tube map on the wall and illuminated it. He needed to travel west to head towards Trafalgar. Easy done.  
 
    And perfectly safe, day or night.  
 
    He cursed himself for never thinking of it when he lived there. Before. James went over to the drop onto the lines. He looked at the railings. One of them would have been live. There was no electric here, so of course it was perfectly safe. Of course. Perfectly. He didn’t even know which one he should be avoiding. Just one of them.  
 
    It’s not live, he told himself. There is nothing down here that can hurt you. He shone his torch down the tunnel and it disappeared in the gloom. James dropped down onto the gravel between the tracks and kept the torch on the ground in front of him. “No problem,” he whispered to himself in the utter darkness. Complete silence. The air around him deprived of anything that could tingle his senses. James walked along the edge of the platform into the tunnel. The darkness no different there than anywhere else. 
 
    He knew that there were open sections, where the underground went, well, overground. He knew that would pose extra danger, but he also couldn’t remember if anything like that was on this line. He knew that it wasn’t like that once he’d gotten under the Thames, that was for sure. 
 
    The silence enveloped him, the only sound his breathing and the crunching of his feet under him. “Fucking hell,” he muttered, quietly. Not so quiet that it didn’t echo around him like he was in the mouth of hell. He decided not to speak again. The silence wasn’t as terrifying as the sound. 
 
    He really wished he’d stayed above ground. 
 
    At least if his torch stopped working up there, he could feel his way to a door. Down there, he could wander forever. He flashed the beam of light over the rails. Or he could touch that. He was still dubious of the electricity. A clunking noise echoed in the distance. He stopped. Listened. It was, of course, just the same noises you would hear in the silence at night. Things moved. All things moved. Even down here, he assured himself. Months after the people disappeared. There couldn’t be any ghosts. They’d be lost down here to starve.  
 
    Then he thought.  
 
    Rats.  
 
    What about rats? There were animals. Outside of the city there were plenty of them. Granted, he and Ellie had gone vegetarian to fresh meat. There was no way he was going to catch and kill a fucking cow. And he didn’t know how to look after them. He’d seen them, dying in the fields. He didn’t even know what of. 
 
    But they still ate animal products from the freezer, of course. Not that vegetarian. 
 
    There was that noise again. Clunking? Tapping? He shone the torch to the side of the tunnel where he could see the wall. Nothing there. No rats. That was something. He didn’t know where the tunnel went under the river. It could be that. It could be that without maintenance the Thames was slowly dripping into the underground and the tunnels were about to flood. 
 
    He brought the torchlight up to the ceiling this time. It looked solid. Intact. James brought it down and started forward again. Jesus shit. He hummed a short tune, it coming back at him as a ghostly rendition of the same thing.  
 
    Stop making noise. 
 
    That tapping again. 
 
    It sounded like a rat. He didn’t stop moving, but kept the torch light flashing from side to side. Actually, he thought, why weren’t there any rats? He should have seen some by now, surely. Just a glimpse in the light perhaps. They can’t have left the tunnels. There was still plenty for them to eat down there. He increased his pace. Suddenly the need to make it to the next station and consider doing the rest of the journey above ground seemed paramount. 
 
    Scurrying. On the floor. Around him. 
 
    James swung the torch from one side to the other. Nothing but gravel and tracks. What the fuck was that? He caught sight of something. Moving. Just on the edge of the circle of light. Then it was gone. It looked small. Like a rat. Maybe a rat? He was grasping at straws and he knew it. There was something in there with him and it wasn’t fucking rats.  
 
    Behind him. 
 
    He turned, walking backwards into the darkness. The light lurching with each step, illuminating somewhere new each time.  
 
    Then he saw one. 
 
    A creature, small, on the gravel. It was pale, but looked shelled, a crustacean. But not like anything he’d ever seen before. It stopped in the light. He stopped. The two of them looked at each other transfixed. It was a bug, with a lot of legs. James couldn’t tell how many at that distance. It was white, albino. From the darkness. It’s shell rose and fell over its back like a cockroach. A small face at the front and a lot of legs.  
 
    James backed away. It didn’t look like something he wanted to mess with. Whatever it was. Maybe the lack of people had brought old species out to play? Maybe. He turned and hurried away from it. He had no idea how long it would take him to get to the next station. The tube always felt like it was carrying you a thousand miles when only feet had passed. Weird like that.  
 
    He could hear the scurrying around him. More of those things. He shone the torch around, almost randomly to catch sight of them. There were plenty of them down there. Fuck. Did they have something to do with the ghosts? From the same place? 
 
    James was almost at a run, his legs moving beneath him in a jog, sticking to the centre of the tracks. 
 
    He thought about pulling the Remington off his shoulder, but decided that it wouldn’t make him feel any better. Instead he reached around behind him and slipped the handgun from the holster at his back. Kept the safety on. The torch shining in the other hand.  
 
    There was another noise. This time it was bigger. It was coming from in front of him somewhere. It wasn’t the screech of a ghost. Nor the scurry of the bugs. This sounded deeper. Wetter. He slowed his pace. The torch was picking up more of the bugs. Lots more of them. While there seemed to be more of them, they were docile. They didn’t seem to care about James or the light. Not anymore. Only the ones back there, behind him. James considered turning and running back towards Greenwich and then thought better of it. He looked down at the bugs, stopping and shining the torch on them. They were in something wet. Something gloopy. Thick. Translucent, white. Slimy. Jelly. James looked down at his feet. He was standing in and around pools of the stuff. It looked like fucking whale sperm. “What the fuck?”  
 
    There was a rumble in the darkness.  
 
    James looked up, flashed the torch around. Nothing out the ordinary. Except the bugs. And the goo. He felt sick. Uneasy. He sniffed at the air. Nothing. Nothing at all, which was bonkers based on what he was standing in. Suddenly a gust of air rushed past him, tussling his hair, making him shiver.  
 
    “Who’s there?” he called out. Stupid. Fucking wind caused by a person. He started moving again. Towards where the air had come from. Deeper into the bugs.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    There was something wrong. He could feel it. The bugs were getting deeper. They were crawling all over each other, sometimes to get to him. He was standing on them. Their shells cracked, broke, their insides oozed out onto the ground. Each other. Pus. Shit. Grey mucus that stank like off guacamole. There was nothing he could do to stop it. He was wading through them at one point. “Jesus fucking Christ,” he muttered to himself. They were crawling onto his jeans, trying to pull themselves up. James used the torch to flick them off, back into the growing sea of them. Damned shithouse weirdness down here. He shone the light up the wall. “How much further’s the fucking station?” he muttered to himself. 
 
    There was no echo now. The bugs? Maybe. The slime beneath them? There was a slopping noise. He’d heard stranger in the last few minutes, but this was louder. James shone the light down at the sea of bugs beneath him. They were coming up to knee height in places. He stopped walking. It was time to turn back. James turned and flashed the torch in the direction he had come from. When he shone it forward, with nothing for the light to bounce off it just seemed to disappear into the darkness. That was why he kept it on the walls and the ground so much. The bugs. The walls and the bugs. He flashed it up the wall to centre himself and caught sight of something else. Something that wasn’t a bug. Sliding across the brickwork was something new. Huge. Long. Reaching, slopping forward like a fucking giant worm. A tentacle. It looked like a giant octopus arm. 
 
    James backed up, deeper into the bugs. He moved the torch to follow the tentacle along the wall. It was impossible to say what colour the thing was in the light. Down there, it looked the same colour as the bugs. Probably the same colour as the ghosts. He continued backing away, as the light showed the tentacle getting bigger the further back it went. And it was moving towards him. Whatever was at the other end of the tentacle was following him. James turned, flashing the light down the corridor in the direction he was going before. “Fuck this shit,” he said.  
 
    James started running. He had to lift his legs up over the bugs, like he was running in water. The bugs were flopping around as they flipped up with each foot. The spunky goo was schlapping out of the sea of bugs and squelching underfoot. “The fuck am I doing?” he muttered to himself as he ran.  
 
    There was a noise behind him. A chugging sound, like someone was pouring a vat of liquid out. Then something else. A deep growl. It echoed through the tunnel like a chamber. Bounced off the walls. Hid where it was coming from. 
 
    James pushed himself to move harder. His head hurt with every step. He still held the gun in his hand.  
 
    He flashed the torch up and found the wall was gone. “Shit,” he muttered. He was out in a station. Hadn’t even realised it in the dark. He waded over to the platform and climbed up. Out of the bugs. They were only down there. He flashed the light around. The station seemed clear, the bugs only on the lines. He shone the torch down towards the tunnel, seeing the tentacle slipping its way, feeling up the wall. “Fuck this,” he said. James ran down the platform and out into the corridors that weaved around the London Underground, linking platforms and stations. He ran hard, the torch bouncing from wall to floor to ceiling. He just wanted out now. Out in the night air. Not to be stuck in the tunnels and corridors. Entombed in eternal darkness.  
 
    He kept the torch up, looking for the exit sign. Finding one, he was on another set of steps up. Then an escalator. Up further. Harder to run up a non-moving escalator. The steps were bigger than normal steps and with no light James kept fumbling and stumbling. He cracked his shins time and again on the metal of the next step.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    He came off the stairs into the station. The light from outside illuminating the steps up, out into the world. He stopped, spun around, flashed the torch into the stairwell he’d just come out of. What the fuck was living down there? In the darkness.  
 
    He ran over to the exit of the station and up the steps. He stopped himself. Turned the torch off before he ran out. With the luck he was having today, he’d run straight into a ghost, torch in the face. Ripped to pieces before he knew what was happening. 
 
    Pulling breath in and out of his lungs like it was out of fashion, James stopped at the bottom of the steps to the street. Collected himself. Put the torch back in the backpack. He kept the handgun in his hand. The Remington on his shoulder. Keeping one eye on the darkness, he waited. Let his heart rate drop a little.  
 
    Now there was something in the darkness to be afraid of.  
 
    He didn’t even know where he was. James left the station and looked at the sign above. Great. The financial district. He looked out, the high-rise blocks on the edge of the Thames, dark, silhouetted against the sky. At least he had crossed under the river. Easier underground than over a bridge. He looked down the steps into the station. Or maybe not. 
 
    James walked towards the water, quietly. He should follow the river along. Somewhere around six miles. At least the noise of the water should provide him some cover in case he made any sound. And not knowing where these things were going to be, he was protected on one side.  
 
    At least, he didn’t think they could swim. 
 
    Shit. He really didn’t want to be in London again.  
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    The waters of the Thames rippled, making slow gurgling noises in the darkness. It wasn’t so long ago that James could remember how busy the waterway was after dark. He would come down to the edge occasionally, and just look out over the water, the lights from the other side bouncing lightly off the mirrored surface.  
 
    Now, aside from the flow provided by nature, there was nothing to see or hear at night. The river murked in the night. Black. Ominous. James hunched his shoulders and kept moving. Through King Edward Park and along the docklands. There were fewer buildings there. He had no protection, nowhere to run if one of the ghosts came for him, but equally, he would see it coming. 
 
    He instinctively rested his hand on the Remington.  
 
    He watched the skyline on his side of the river. Watching the rise and fall of the buildings in the distance. He remembered last time he was there, there were people. It was just after his return to London. Before he understood the madness. He heard them fighting in the distance. Probably killing each other. Now the city was dead.  
 
    Apart from whatever the fuck that was in the underground.  
 
    And that he’d been assured there were ghosts still there. A very reliable source, for sure. But the walk gave him time to think. He needed to get his head together. And be prepared for anything that was going to be thrown at him. He stood a better chance if he knew why they’d come for Ellie, but he didn’t. 
 
    So he was just prepared to go in. In to where ever he was going to end up. And kill. 
 
    Kill for her. 
 
    James stopped on the edge of the pathway, over the water, and pulled out the map. The mark on there was rudimentary at best. It was off to the south of Trafalgar. Hopefully he’d be able to work out what he was looking for when he got there. Looking at the sky, he could feel the sun wanting to rise. It was going to be day soon.  
 
    That brought its own laundry list of problems. 
 
    James quickened his pace. He wanted to get somewhere near to where he was supposed to be before sun up. Get somewhere safe for the rise. He needed to be prepared for there to be ghosts. More or less than before.  
 
    And those that took Ellie. 
 
    They were out there too.  
 
    James crossed the opening of Tower Bridge. He shifted to the other side of the road and slipped into the shadows of a building. It was an old hotel. Perfect. James stuck to the side of it, followed the walls around to the opposite side. He took the handgun from the holster, and kept it drawn. To the front of the building. It had long been ransacked. In the early days, probably. He went up the steps on the outside of the building, checking up the front of it. Checking the building on the other side. They were too tall for him to see the tops in the dark. But there was no screeches.  
 
    No sudden, disgusting, guts-on-the-pavement, death. 
 
    He ducked into the front of the hotel, into the foyer. He looked around. Could see nothing in the dark. He stood in the doorway, waiting, listening. Nothing. James slid against the wall to the side of the door and slipped his pack from his back. He took out the torch and shone it around the reception of the hotel.  
 
    A sign to the side of the front desk. Stairs. 
 
    He hurried over and went through, onto the stairwell. It was internal. Much like the one he’d used to escape the ghost after he’d run into Ross. All those months ago. He was surprised he still remembered his name. Only meeting him once. James shook it off and started up the stairs.  
 
    He was tired. Hurt.  
 
    He went up four floors. It seemed as good a number as any. Leaving the stairwell, he entered the corridor carefully. Making sure to keep his torch light away from the windows. James went along the corridor looking for an open room. 
 
    Eventually, he found one. Cleaners cart blocking it open. The cart stank. It had replenishment of milk and coffee, biscuits and such for the room. Rank and covered in mould. He entered the room and pushed the cart out into the hallway, closing the door behind it.  
 
    He dropped his backpack on the bed. It was clean. Crisp. Had been like it for months. He closed his eyes in the darkness. It must have been close to a year now since it had happened. He shook his head. How easy it was to forget. Or not think about it. Different things, of course.  
 
    He opened the door to the bathroom. It was windowless. Good. He went in. Mirror. Excellent. He used to the torch to light his face. Beaten. Bruised. No wonder he had a headache. James went out into the room. He crouched by the mini bar and closed his eyes. A little prayer. He’d found himself giving little prayers every now and then. He opened the door. Perfect. The fridge didn’t work—hadn’t for months—but chocolate tends not to go off in months, and neither does bottled water. Four bottles. His eyes rested on the small bottles of whiskey, rum. Then he took a bottle of the water. He spun the lid off and drank from it. It felt good. He went over to the window and looked out. Couldn’t see much of the city from there, but it was a reminder of the things that had been in the past. He pulled the curtains closed and took the remainder of the bottle to the bathroom to wash. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    James pushed the curtain away from the window with the barrel of his gun. He looked out into the warm light of the sun. It was amazing how much the ambience of the city had changed since the event. The smog had gone now. The birds had returned. There was a warmth from the sun, beating down on the streets. Cloudless day. His eyes bounced from building to building. He couldn’t see much from the window, but he couldn’t see any of the ghosts, either. No sign of them, at all.  
 
    That was a start, in these, not so ideal, circumstances. 
 
    He collected his things together and walked down to the lobby of the hotel. He’d slept badly. He always slept badly these days. Since Ellie had shown up in his life, he was waking at all hours, shivering in sweat, his night time hours raked with dreams of Stanny and his men. Their screams of pain. Their blood being sprayed over the walls. The creatures tearing them to pieces.  
 
    And Ellie. So young. So innocent.  
 
    He’d never let on to her that what had happened to him—trying to get her from the city—had such a profound effect on him, but it had. And last night he dreamed of her, with those men. Whoever the fuck they were. He looked at the map in the dim morning light coming in to the lobby. He was only a mile away from where the mark was on the map. 
 
    Looking out the door, the silence of the city swirling around him, James looked both ways up and down the road. It was enclosed. He didn’t like it. Didn’t like travelling during the day, but he had no idea what he was looking for, and this was the most likely way he had to find it.  
 
    He kept the handgun in its holster at his back. The knife on his leg. He had what was left of the water bottles in his pack now. He held the Remington. Ready. In case. 
 
    James stayed quiet. He walked around everything in his way, a vigilant watch on the buildings around him. He didn’t know what the ghosts might be like after all these months. He knew that the last one he saw was learning. It was evolving, at least in the way it thought about people. About him.  
 
    At the corner of the street, he followed the building around. Back to the river. He had memorised where he was going. 
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    James watched the open square. He was around the corner from Trafalgar. There was a small open square of land. A precinct. Trees growing wild where once they were trimmed and neat, once growing out of pots concreted into the pedestrian zone, now growing through the pavement. How quick it had happened. The area was walled in with buildings. One on each side. It would have made for an effective playground for children.  
 
    Each of the buildings ground floors were shops—fast food—by the look of it. James looked up to the buildings, hid between the wheelie bins that lined the wall. Why the fuck was this marked on the map? It was just a precinct used by business people in their lunch breaks. There was nothing here except flats. Offices. But he waited. Maybe there was activity at night? It seemed strange that they’d mark it because of ghost activity. They didn’t seem the types.  
 
    James broke cover and hurried over to the front of one of the shops. The door was busted open, glass all over the floor. He jumped the glass, quietly, getting through the opening of the shop and in. A fried chicken joint. He went behind the counter. Ducked down. There was an underlying stink of food in the place, oil, but it wasn’t too bad. He looked at the floor. Bird shit everywhere. At least they’d found it. He kept a lookout over the counter. Watching. He frowned. Pissed. He’d wasted his time coming here. There was nothing there. Fuck. He should have gone straight to the M1. Stupid. And now he had to make his way back across the city.  
 
    And there was no way he was going back in the underground. Fuck that. 
 
    James moved to the front of the shop. Keeping low. Rifle in his hand. He looked up the buildings. It was barely the middle of the day. He should wait until dark if he was going to flee the city. He needed to go back the way he had come in, get back to his bike. He looked at the floor. Fuck it. There was nothing here. Not even any ghosts. He could have ridden there. He’d have gotten there in what, thirty minutes? At the longest. He cursed himself. He should have never trusted that there were ghosts here. Not from that fucker.  
 
    James stood. Angry. He looked out the window to the buildings around him. If there was nothing there he could leave now. Make his way straight back to the bike. He could easily be there before dark. Get to the M1 and position himself before light.  
 
    James left the shop, stamping carelessly through the broken glass. 
 
    Pointless, he thought to himself. 
 
    Then there was a screech. 
 
    It came from above. It was unmistakable. The sound of a white ghost, there, echoing around the precinct. Bouncing from the walls. James froze. The way the sound moved. He couldn’t tell where it was. Where it had come from. He looked up, slowly. He could see the top of the building opposite from where he stood. Nothing. Looking to the building on the left. He couldn’t see anything there, either. 
 
    It was above him. Had to be. Of course it was.  
 
    James pulled the rifle up to his shoulder, part of him expecting the thing to just land on him. Finish it. Right then. Nothing came, so James ran forward. Stupid. He should have run into the confines of the building, rather than face it. 
 
    He was out of practice.  
 
    James reached the middle of the pedestrian area, and spun, searching out the tops of the buildings. Looking for the source of the screech. Then he saw it. It was on the side of the building he’d just left. The thing stared down at him, watching. It was different. The behaviour. New. Something he’d never seen before. They would attack. Without thought. Angry, violent creatures.  
 
    But it stood there. 
 
    James backed up a little. The thought that they were considering things now made him even more anxious. “Come on then,” he whispered. He pulled the Remington up to his shoulder and pointed it at the ghost. But he didn’t fire. There was a good distance between them and he didn’t want to just piss it off. It was half on a balcony, half off. Watching. It moved. Over to the side of the balcony. Back again. Pacing, like it was trying to decide whether or not to attack.  
 
    Then moved back a little, further away from James before leaping forward. Out of the building into the air. 
 
    James tensed, tracking the creature with his rifle. Unwilling to take a shot and only wound it. Worse. Miss. The ghost leapt from building and landed between James and the shop he’d just left. Stupidly. Making a noise. He fucked just about everything up in the last two days. He watched the creature as it stood there, its shoulders rising and falling like those he’d seen before. But this one was different. It was smaller. A little. Not enough that James wouldn’t be threatened by it. And there were other differences, too. Its colouring was different. The light was bouncing off it, but it looked paler that the ones he’d seen previously. It was also wary of him. Unlike anything he’d seen before.  
 
    He took a step back, and it matched him, step of step, coming forward a little. But not rushing him. James didn’t feel like it was going to either. It seemed to be weighing him up. Checking him out.  
 
    Like it was a juvenile.  
 
    One that had never seen a human before.  
 
    Fucking hell. Were these things reproducing? Shit.  
 
    James glanced around him. He needed to get out the precinct. He needed to do it quietly. If this was a child ghost then there would be others nearby. There was sure to be. They probably heard the screech. But from a babies mouth it could have meant anything. James looked at the size of it. Baby. If the adults were the size of a cow, this juvie was the size of a … small cow. 
 
    James watched as the juvie looked up, away from him. It was looking at the building behind him. Fuck. There was another one on the building. Had to be. Another juvie? A parent? If it was a parent, then he was dead. He took his eyes from the juvie and spun, keeping the rifle out in front of him and rotated, fast. He wanted to see what was up there, but didn’t want to take the gun from the creature for too long, just in case. 
 
    It took the time he spent spinning back to the juvie to register what he’d seen on the building behind him. It retrospect, the whole endeavour was a stupid one. Then he thought about what he saw. 
 
    A woman. 
 
    A human woman.  
 
    She was looking down the sight of a rifle. At him. James turned, lowering the gun and looking back to where she was. Gone. Fuck. Then he remembered the ghost that was just behind him. He span back, and the thing was moving. It was taking its chance and coming at him. Running at him like a buffalo. James brought the gun back up and fired out of instinct. The creature tumbled to the side. It was big and running at him. There was no way he was going to miss. It was already pulling itself up to its feet though. Only wounded. James turned and ran towards the building behind him, where he’d seen the woman. There was a screech from the juvie. It was coming. 
 
    Then the crack of a weapon. 
 
    James looked up. The woman. She was on a balcony a couple of floors down from where she was previously. “Into the Chinese,” she shouted. James looked along the row of takeaways and shops. There was a place called Red Dragon. Must be it. He glanced over his shoulder, looking back. The juvie was down. She’d hit it.  
 
    Crack. 
 
    And she wasn’t about to give up. James hurled himself into the shop and straight through. The door at the back of the shop was closed but not locked. In, he slammed the door behind him. Shit. The noise. He shook it off and looked around. The room had no windows, but there was light. Electricity. He heard more gunfire. Rapid. There was more than just her out there firing. People. At least they were shooting at the creature, and not him. He continued through the building to the stairs. The windows were all blacked out. Painted by the look of it. All the way up. But the lights were on everywhere. James frowned. The last time he’d ended up in a place like this it hadn’t ended well. 
 
    Stanny. 
 
    There was a click from above him. He looked up. Man with a rifle, pointing straight at him. “Put it down,” he said. He motioned at the Remington with his eyes. James thought about bringing it up instead, but getting his head blown off wasn’t appealing. He rested the rifle down and put his hands up, passive. “Up.” He waved the gun for James to come up the stairs. He did. Stayed quiet, and as non-threatening as he could. The woman outside had helped him. They could be friendly. Or useful. To find those that had taken Ellie.  
 
    The man started frisking him as another came out of one of the doorways on the landing. He took James’s handgun and knife. “Who are you? Where did you come from?” the man from the doorway asked. 
 
    “My name’s James.” 
 
    His backpack was pulled from him. The one behind him started going through it. He pulled out the map. Passed it to the guy in front of him. He looked at it. There was some recognition in his eyes. He looked up at James. “You one of them, eh?” 
 
    James shook his head. “I’m from Hadling. I got that map from a dead guy’s car.” 
 
    “What guy?” He stood, never taking his eyes from James. 
 
    James shrugged. “Three of them. They came for me and a friend. I killed three of them, before they got the better of me. This map is all I got left to find her.” 
 
    “Her?” The man raised an eyebrow. “Willow,” he called. A door went on the landing above. The woman from the balcony stuck her head out. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    “What’s happening, dudes?” She grinned. James saw her for the first time. She was young. Thirties, maybe. A shock of red hair, long, tied back. She was wearing practical clothes. It was the apocalypse. Who wasn’t? She started down the stairs to the three of them. Never taking her eyes from James. “Who’s this geezer?” 
 
    James smiled slightly.  
 
    “And what does he find so funny?” she asked. 
 
    James nodded. “Thanks for taking the shot.” He gestured to outside. “Appreciate it.”  
 
    She returned the nod. “And so what’s your game?” 
 
    “I’m looking for the men that took my friend. Little girl. Her name’s Ellie.” 
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    “And there was me thinking that I was the only woman left.” Willow sat back on the sofa. They had gone up another flight of stairs and were in some sort of living area. Once he’d explained who Ellie was and why he was there, they eased up on him, taken him upstairs. Gave him hot coffee. “They would have marked the map here because of me,” she continued. “They’re looking for the females.” She grinned. “They didn’t get far here, so they went on to the next one in the list.” 
 
    “Ellie,” James finished the sentence for her. “But how did they know? How did they know where we were? We barely left the farm. Ellie hadn’t left it in weeks. We were in the middle of fucking nowhere. I thought we were safe. I thought she was safe,” he said quietly.  
 
    “I don’t know.” Willow gestured to the larger of the two men. The one who had frisked James. She had introduced him as David. “When they turned up here, we watched them, the same as we watched you. From above. But you were different. You didn’t even look like you were supposed to be here. You looked more confused than anything else.” James nodded along, agreeing. “They came in heavy handed. We knew that they didn’t have a clue what was going on by the way they piled into the zone. Noisily. Ham fisted. Like they were untouchable.” 
 
    “The zone?” 
 
    Willow snorted. “It what he calls this place.” She meant Tony. The other man. “Anyway, they burst in, there was some unpleasantness. There were some deaths on both sides.”  
 
    “What happened?” James leaned forward, putting his coffee on the table between them.  
 
    “Come on.” Willow got to her feet. “We’ll show you. You’re gonna love this.” 
 
    She picked up her jacket and James’s from the chair, tossing his over to him. “Cold outside,” she said. James got up, slipping his arms into the jacket. Tony returned his handgun to him. James nodded thanks, and slid the gun back into the holster. The four of them left the living space and went back into the stairwell. Up. They went up two more flights of stairs in silence to a big door. Metal. A fire door, for sure, but it had a lot of extra security on it. Willow worked the locks and opened it. It led into a small room. Screens. Surveillance monitors. “Fuck,” James said. “Where did you get all this shit?”  
 
    Willow shook her head. “One we lost. Danny. He was a security compliance officer for a bank. He hooked most of this up.” She sat at the desk and her eyes scrutinised the screens. “Clear,” she said.  
 
    Tony opened the other door in the room, to another single flight of stairs. It took them to the roof. Tony had his gun out the whole time. He stood guard at the top of the stairs. Willow and James followed him up and David closed the door behind them. Willow saw the reluctance in James face. “It’s just for security,” she said. James nodded, his hand sliding behind him and caressing the hilt of his gun. 
 
    He followed Willow out onto the roof.  She kept low, barely above a crouch. James followed suit and the two of them crossed the roof, passing a few rows of rudimentarily placed solar panels. How they got their power. Very nice. He followed her to the edge of the roof, looking over, carefully. “See,” she said in a whisper. She gestured to a building on the other side of the dual carriageway below. 
 
    It looked like an ordinary building. Windows on the outside were tinted to keep the sun from burning everyone inside alive, but it meant that you couldn’t see in. The building was a little shorter than the one they were on. James shrugged. “What?” he asked.  
 
    “Far side of the roof.” 
 
    James squinted in the sunlight. There was a ghost on the roof. It was over by the stairwell access door, just like the one they’d just come out of. He frowned. “The fuck?”  
 
    She nodded. “And there.”  
 
    James looked over the side of the building to where she was pointing. The doorway at ground level—into the building—was a gaping whole. Like something big—really fucking big—had ripped the front door out to give easier access. James scanned the building again. Looking harder at the areas of glass that didn’t have the sun reflecting off them. Inside. Movement. “What’s in there?” he asked quietly. 
 
    “You tell me,” she said. “The building’s full of the fuckers.” 
 
    “A hive,” he said quietly. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “But what for? What’s in there?” 
 
    James looked at her. “So they came here for you, the men I mean. How did they know about you? You get out and about?” 
 
    Willow shook her head. “No, man. I haven’t left this tower block in months. Look around. You see many women? There were a few more of us to start with. A few. We held up here, and the boys, well, they decided to look after me. What with me being the saviour of the human race and all.” She raised her eyebrows. “Hard to disagree when you’re the last woman in a world full of men.” 
 
    James looked back over the side of the building. “What happened when they got here?” 
 
    Willow smiled. “They came in guns blazing, like they owned the place. Problem was, they were expecting a fight of … human proportion. Didn’t expect the neighbours,” she said. “They had all sorts of weapons we didn’t. Training.” She slumped a little. “Things that went boom,” she whispered. “But they brought out the monsters. It was like the Alamo, or some shit. Arms and legs torn a sunder. Heads being ripped off. Bullets shattering lives.” Her words got more broken as she continued. “They took more than half of us in hails of gunfire alone, before the fuckers got the better of them. What was left of them ran, and we haven’t seen them since. Monsters just went back to that building like none of it had happened, and we kept low.” 
 
    “Well,” James whispered. “We know you’re not the last woman left. Beside Ellie, there must be a good number of you ladies about the place.” He grinned, and she brought a smile. “Come on.” He gestured back to the door onto the stairs and into the building.  
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    James was sitting next the windows looking out to the precinct below. They had blacked out all the windows one way or another. Some of them had been painted out, others had blackout blinds. It seemed to depend on what they used them for. But they were all covered, all the time they weren’t attended. James was holding back the blind, the lights in the room off. He was watching as the sun went down. Willow was on the bed behind him, leaning against the headboard. “You should stay tonight,” she said. “You shouldn’t risk leaving.” 
 
    “It’s easier to travel at night.” 
 
    “They don’t leave the hive much, except the young ones. Training to hunt. Learning to climb. And they’re easier to kill. But sometimes the adults do. And for what you told me, you need to travel above ground.” 
 
    James nodded. He’d told them about whatever was in the underground. They’d been surprised. But as Willow had said, they had little reason to leave the block. Scavaging for food was it. Running water using Saniflo technology and the water butts on the roof. He looked around. He could see the appeal of staying, but he had to find Ellie and the longer he was here in London, the longer she was in danger. He would go to the M1 next. She had to be there, in the services.  
 
    “Look,” she said. “When you find her, you’re welcome to come back. There is room here. Safety.” 
 
    Safety. He’d heard that promise before. “And you’re in a building next to the hive?” He glanced from the window to her, letting the blind go. She switched the light on by the bed.  
 
    “It wasn’t there when we started here. We created a community here, and then they moved in next door. What were we supposed to do?” She snorted. “It’s not like they come looking for us.” 
 
    “No,” said James, quietly. “Why is that?” He looked at her. “What are they eating in there? Six months ago they were ripping people apart on the street. They’d leave areas where there was no food. And now? What? They just hang out in a building in central London. Squatting. It doesn’t seem right to me.” 
 
    She looked him in the eyes. “You’re right. Of course. We should go and knock on the front door. Ask them what they’re up to. Call the council.” She grinned and poked her tongue out at him. 
 
    James raised an eyebrow. “Yeah. It’s something to think about though.” 
 
    “What, the council?” 
 
    James shook his head. “Dopey. Why there?” He walked over to the bed and slumped down. “I need to find her before I can decide on anything else.” 
 
    Willow pushed herself off the bed and went to the door, opening it. She leant on the frame. “You’re welcome, is all.”  
 
    James looked up to her, caught sight of David in the corridor, standing with his back against the wall. He was looking at the back of Willow. Glanced at James, and then pushed himself away from the wall and left James’s view. Willow followed James’s eyes and looked down the corridor after David. She smiled and said, “They just want to keep me safe.” Then she closed the door, and left. 
 
    James stared at the wall. He didn’t want to leave now, but with the hive next door, what choice did he have? He wanted to rest, but as far as he’d seen this hive was the only one in the city. This was the only collection of ghosts. He couldn’t leave during the day, and wasn’t about to wait for another twenty four hours. He’d be safe once we got away from the area. He hoped.  
 
    He checked his knife—strapped back to his leg—and his gun, nestled in the holster on his back. He stood, pulled his jacket on and went to say goodbye. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    James stayed above ground on the way back to the bike. He still had his rifle in his hands the whole way, but he moved faster. Pushing through the pain and exhaustion of it. He could rest his bones when he was on the bike, circling London on the M25. He looked at the tube stations as he passed. Wondering what was on the inside. 
 
    The hours it took to get back to the bike gave him time to wonder what was so important in the hive. So giving of the things that the ghosts needed.  
 
    He finally stood at Greenwich Bridge across the Thames. He could see the underground station in the distance, by the light of the moon. On the other side of the water. He was afraid of what might be in there. In the water. After what else there was now, hidden in the earth. Beneath his feet. He didn’t want to cross the bridge as it made him a sitting duck for the ghosts if they saw him. 
 
    In the back of him mind he was sure that there were no ghosts in London now, apart from the hive. And it was dark. 
 
    None of this made any fucking sense.  
 
    Shit. It didn’t make it any easier. 
 
    James looked back, then down at the black water. He started across the bridge. He walked at first, but that became a jog, then a run. By the halfway point he found he had the rifle down to his side and he was running as fast as his legs would carry him. The air rushing in and out of his lungs. He ran passed the occasional car, parked on the bridge. Empty. The thought crossed his mind to just throw his hands up and shout fuck it. See if one of them had the keys in.  
 
    Stupid. 
 
    He reached the opposite side of the bridge and stopped, breathing hard, his hands on his thighs. Looking back. 
 
    The bridge, empty.  
 
    Of course there was nothing there. He looked around skyline of the city as it caressed the night sky. Paranoia. A lot of it, too. James continued, back to the bike.  
 
    Holstering the Remington, he started the bike, hit the lights and left the city. To the ring road.  
 
    To the M1. 
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    James pulled off the motorway, and examined the map. After leaving the ramp from the M25 onto the M1 he had worried less about the ghosts. The first time he saw one was inside the M25. It didn’t appear that they were out here. Not outside the cities. He focussed back on the map. Now he was closer to the services on the motorway, he was sure that was where the indication was leading him.  
 
    He straddled the bike again and took it up an incline. Off the motorway onto a service road. Hopefully it would let him get closer to the services without being seen. He looked at the sky. It was getting light now. 
 
    The thought had crossed his mind while he was riding that he might find another woman there. Like the other marks on the map. It was possible. But there was only one female he was hoping to find there.  
 
    Ellie. 
 
    He rode until he was a mile or so from the services—at best guess. He left the bike, taking the rifle, his pack, with him. He knew they’d hear him approach on the bike. He wasn’t keen on leaving his escape vehicle so far away, but if he had to, he had to. James shrugged it off, giving the bike one last glance before disappearing over a hill.  
 
    He walked for less than an hour, before he came up on the service station.  
 
    Laying on the brow of a hill, looking down the stretch of motorway, he held the binoculars to his face. If this was some base of operations for whoever had taken Ellie, it had plus points. Pro’s were that it was accessible from each direction, north and south, there was easy—quick—in’s and out’s. It was big, but fortifiable. The ghosts didn’t seem to come out this far. Whatever was in the underground was probably not here. If they could genny up some power, there were cook stations. Water facilities. Hotel rooms. There was a huge supply of petrol. Garages. It was perfect. 
 
    It had con’s though. Supplies would have to be brought in. James looked at the sky briefly. He couldn’t immediately think of another one. It reminded him of the safety of the farm. Look at how safe that turned out to be.  
 
    Watching down the binoculars again, he studied the buildings. There was a maze of them on both sides of the motorway, joined with a walkway over the road, a bridge, glass windowed. James could see signs of life there. There were cars in the car park on each side, but they all seemed to be parked in an orderly fashion at the front of the car park. It wasn’t like the other cars he seen, randomly left here and there. It was the same both sides, too. There was a sound on the wind that he didn’t recognise. That he could hear something was enough to suggest there was someone there. He scanned all the vehicles he could see looking for the four-by-four that he had burnt into his memory from the farm. He couldn’t see it. 
 
    Then he saw movement on the bridge between the two sides. There was someone crossing it. Inside. He couldn’t make out much, but it was definitely smaller than a ghost. Even a juvie. It must be a person. He squinted into the lenses. Fuck. James scanned across the rest of the buildings. He didn’t have a choice now. He had to go in. 
 
    He looked up and the sun. It was early. He needed to go in at night. That was when they were probably least expecting of some sort of attack. From the ghosts. If they were anything like him, they wouldn’t be expecting something like that from a person. 
 
    He was going to have to go in. And take her back. 
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    James tried to sleep during the day. He was covered by grass on all sides. He wasn’t worried about anything stumbling across him. He felt as safe as anywhere just lying there. But he couldn’t rest. He’d not been able to relax for months. Every time he closed his eyes he saw people’s faces. Dying in front of him. People he’d killed. People he caused to die. Same shit. Different name. And he was about to do it again. 
 
    He was going to kill in there. He knew it. He just wanted Ellie back. Finding out why they’d taken her was secondary. The plan, in his mind, there laying in the sun, was to grab her—if she was there—and hit the M1. Go north. Scotland. Somewhere far, far away from people. Cities. Run the other way.  
 
    From what he’d seen, if he could stay out of London, out of a city, then he didn’t need to worry about the ghosts. They could start a new life, far away. He thought he’d done that with the farm … but they hadn’t gone far enough. 
 
    As the sun dropped lower in the sky, James left the long grasses and made his way around, out of sight of the service station, along the edge of the motorway, circling out, and back in until he could see the buildings clearly enough. 
 
    Before it was dark again. 
 
    He watched. There were men there. He had seen five, maybe six, in just the last few minutes. He didn’t recognise any of them though. Shame. It would be nice to know he was in the right place. But that wasn’t a concern. He had to be. He looked up at the sun, falling below the hill on the other side of the motorway. He slung the Remington over his shoulder, and took the knife from the leg holster. He needed to be quiet for now. 
 
    He hoped he was doing the right thing. No way to be sure. “Life’s a bitch,” he muttered to himself, keeping low and heading towards the buildings. 
 
    There was a couple of guys that seemed to be keeping a look out. They paced a route. There were probably more on the other side of the bridge. Hopefully only two on each side. That increased his chances of success. He wasn’t exactly practised at this.  
 
    Maybe they weren’t either.  
 
    James came up on the building, the sun on the other side of it, the ambient light still rising from below the hill causing deep, rich shadows cast from the building. He slid into one. Used what he knew about fighting the ghosts to his advantage. Stay quiet. Stay in the dark. He held the knife tight. This was going to be messy. Not something he wanted. Not again.  
 
    But … Ellie. 
 
    He watched the windows on the corner of the building. A man passed. It was the same man he’d seen pass from further out. He was on a route. Good. That meant he’d be back. As James waited there, waiting for an indication of the timing of the walk, the lights inside the building came on. He dragged himself down the wall, low. Stayed out of the light spilling out into the dusk. Fuck.  
 
    He stayed quiet, laid low, listening. Somewhere, he could hear a humming. They had a generator running. Made sense. Middle of nowhere, no ghosts, and all the petrol you could ask for. James crawled over to the window he’d seen the guard pass. Got underneath it. He saw the man’s shadow in the light that flooded out onto the grass where he lay. Again he left. It was getting dark now. 
 
    Properly dark. James got up. They weren’t as organised as they wanted to think. Anyone knew that when the lights were on inside a building, you couldn’t see fuck all on the outside. He was safer now, for a while at least. His instinct was to scout the outside of the premises, as best he could, find out what he could about the inside.  
 
    He’d only be able to do this half of the station—he wasn’t about to cross the motorway—but it was a start. He moved around the building. At the side there was an enormous, but mostly empty, car park. He avoided it. That was where the main entrance would be. It was sure to be guarded. Alarmed, perhaps, probably flood lit. James followed the noise of fans around in the darkness, to the backs of kitchens. Extractors. There was the smell of fresh food around there.  
 
    It was a good set up. 
 
    He slipped into the yard at the back of the kitchen. There was a door in. He didn’t try the handle. He stood a chance that he’d just walk into a group of them, standing there, staring at him. He was looking for a way up, onto the roof. Or a way in to an area that seemed to be quiet. Without people.  
 
    A lot of the rear of the building was fenced round. Like that before the event. Keep thugs and petty criminals out. Twenty four hour service stations made a lot of money. Back in the day. James followed the building to the rear. The smell of rubbish hit his nose. He recoiled slightly. It smelt like the shops he used to raid in the weeks after he returned to London first time. Food left to rot. “Fuck,” he whispered. From the light of the moon, he found the cause. There was a set of double doors, outside it was food waste. Piled up like shit. It didn’t look like it had been there that long either. These fuckers were just dumping their rubbish out the back of the building.  
 
    That’s how you got rats. 
 
    James shook his head. It was a good place to hole up, but they were treating it like shit. As he stood there, scanning the railings at the top of the building the two doors flung open, light flooding out into the rubbish tip. James ducked to the side, sliding down behind one of the piles of rotting shit. He breathed in silently, through his mouth.  
 
    “… and then,” one of them was saying, “I left my wife for Karen.” 
 
    “Good?” 
 
    “No. She was a slut, and I was thinking about killing her off. The universe did it for me.” He laughed. Two of them. They’d come out the door and gone to the right. Dumping something in the rubbish. James lifted his head over the garbage to see them, hidden in the dark. One of them was wearing what looked like shitty chef’s whites. Not shitty because they were dirty either. Because they didn’t fit. Patched together. The other was wearing black trousers, a t-shirt. They looked like Stanny’s men. A cobbled together militia. Worth nothing. Out for themselves.  
 
    It didn’t make it any easier to do what he was about to do. James settled back down to the ground, behind the stinking garbage pile. He could wait until they were gone. He sat there for a moment, glancing around in the dark.  
 
    Then he saw something sticking out, near the bottom of the garbage. He squinted, leaned a little closer.  
 
    It was a hand. A human hand. He covered his mouth. The flesh was bulbous, but it was definitely human. The meat whitened by time. The skin was tight like it was bloated from being underwater. Probably from being outside in the … rubbish. Shit. He scooted back away from it, and listened to the two men, still bullshitting about nothing. The chef was talking about casual murder like he was some fucking hitman. The other was nodding along. Eventually, as the chef emptied out another box he’d retrieved from inside the building, the other man seemed to tire of it, and made an excuse.  
 
    Left. 
 
    James gripped the knife. The chef was standing near the wall. His back to him. James couldn’t tell what he was doing, but he was distracted. Perfect. He glanced at the door. Wedged open. Then back to the chef. James left the safety of the garbage and stalked silently towards the man, behind him. Checking to make sure his shadow wasn’t going to dance into his view. As he got closer he could see what he was doing. Pissing. Into the food waste he’d just brought out. James wondered briefly if he knew there was at least one dead body—or part thereof—out there. He slipped up behind the man. Putting his free hand over his mouth, and brought the knife up under his cock, hanging out the front of his trousers. 
 
    Very hygienic. 
 
    “Don’t make a sound,” James whispered. “Where’s the girl?” The chef shook his head. He wasn’t giving up any information. James raised the blade up. He knew it was sharp. Made sure to keep it that way at the farm. It pushed against the soft flabby skin. Cut into it. “Where?” James hissed. The man moved his mouth. He was trying to say something. “You scream and I’ll cut your dick off.” James removed his hand.  
 
    “Yes,” he said. No more than a whisper. He was trying not to move by breathing. “I’ve seen a girl. Little one. You like little girls?” 
 
    James twitched the knife. Chef made a brief, high pitched noise. “Where is she?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said on his breath. “She’s with the Major. Other side of the base.” 
 
    The base? Geez. “The Major?” 
 
    “He’s in charge.”  
 
    “How many of you are there?” 
 
    “Twenty-one.” He was breathing hard. “Two, including the girl.” 
 
    Shit. “What do you want her for?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Something to do with the doorway. I’m just an accountant. They make me do the cooking. I didn’t mean to. I didn’t do anything. I haven’t touched her.” 
 
    James tightened the grip on the knife, pulling it up. “Someone else has?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” He was just blathering now. 
 
    James slipped the knife from beneath his cock. He felt the man release the air from his lungs, relaxing. “Thanks,” he whispered. “Most helpful.” James brought his hand over the man’s mouth again and the knife up. He stabbed the point of the blade straight through the man’s neck, out the other side. He was a fat little fucker. No strength in him. He struggled a little, and James could hear the hissing noise that came from his mouth when he tried to scream. There was nothing there with a knife in his throat. James was pretty sure it would kill him, but he wanted to move and be sure. He yanked the knife out and blood squirted out to the side, into the trash, on the wall. James had hit an artery. Good. He twisted the knife so that the blade faced his neck and he slashed hard across it, under his Adam’s apple, sawing. He felt the steel sink with ease into the flesh and the warmth of his blood flow with haste at first, and then slowing quickly. James waited. Only a few seconds and he went limp. He let his body drop to the floor. He would have dragged it out the way, and hidden it, but there was gore and goo all over the walls. If someone came out there, it would only take a second for them to realise that their chef had been stuck and bled. 
 
    James stared at the body on the floor for a moment. Lifeless. He’d done that. He had no choice. He knew it. But it didn’t change the fact that he’d done it. For Ellie, he told himself. James went to the door and glanced around. It was a fire escape, out from hallway. Something that the public wouldn’t have had access to when the place was open. He slipped in and closed it behind him. Hopefully stop anyone from seeing what was out there just yet. There were light switches on the wall. He flipped them, seeing the lights outside go off.  
 
    That should help too. 
 
    He kept the knife in his hand, and checked around, listening. He went to the end of the corridor. There was no one around. Good. He tried to work out where he was. He’d been in those sorts of places a hundred times. It was night. Some of them must be staying in the hotel, surely? And that was on the other side of the bridge. Which was where the chef said he would find Ellie. Made sense.  
 
    He looked at the exits. Outside or plain doors. Probably into the backs of the units. Fast food and overpriced shops. At least one of the fast food joints was being used as a kitchen. He should avoid that one. He scanned down the doors. At least they were labelled. He looked at the one with 24 hour Pit Stop written on it. Could be fast food he supposed, or it could be one of those crappy service station shops that sold newspapers, sweets, and novels. Who the fuck stopped at a service station on a three hour drive in the UK and thought they’d better pay retail price plus to get the latest Harry Potter? James frowned and tried the door.  
 
    Open. 
 
    No surprise there. He expected all the doors in this place to be open. The Major—fucking hell—probably insisted. James peered around. There was a storeroom behind the door. Fucking boxes of books. He was surprised they hadn’t taken them out and burnt them. He slid into the room and across to the door on the other side. It was blocked open. He stood to the side and watched carefully through into the shop beyond. It used to be a shop, but it had mostly been stripped. Certainly anything consumable was gone. He could hear the generator from there. Louder. He was closer to it. That was probably the place to be heading. He looked around the shop. All the lights were on inside. All of them. It was like they didn’t care about the ghosts. Nothing was going to come and get them. But they were afraid of the dark. The fuck? He slipped across to the racks that used to be full, and ducked down behind them. Listening. The buzz of the lights above. Below that, the generator. He could hear talking coming from somewhere. It wasn’t close. More than twenty of them. He needed to find Ellie and get her out, without engaging. It was the only way. Maybe deal with the Major. James checked around and moved again, from the racks to the front of the shop, to the side, against the wall. He watched out, the store was open fronted, with chain-link shutters that came down at night, pushed up permanently. He listened for footsteps. The guards that he saw through the window. They had to be in here somewhere.  
 
    One of them had better know where Ellie was being held.  
 
    He made his way across the corridor, one that ran around the edge of the station. To the window. Leaned against a square stanchion. Kept one eye out. No one. Around the corners he could see the food court. Open. In the centre of the station. The shops edged it around on one side. He heard something. Whistling. James pushed himself into the corner. He reached around and touched the gun in the holster at his back. He didn’t want a gunfight. Not now. Not at all. He waited. Hidden in the corner. He could hear footsteps under the sound of the whistle. Off key. Some TV theme tune from the past. Couldn’t place it. It was one of the guards. Alone. He was walking a perimeter. Sticking to near the windows. He was walking casual. Like it was his job, but unimportant. Because nothing ever happened.  
 
    He scratched his balls, rearranged his junk. 
 
    James watched. He stopped whistling. Cleared his throat. He walked down the side of the KFC. James looked at the sign on the ceiling. Toilets. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    James pushed the door to the gents open. It didn’t have a handle and swung open like a saloon door in the wild west. Good. He looked around. The white tiled walls led off to a corner and around. He could hear the guard whistling again. A rock song. From the 70’s perhaps. Something his old man might listen to in the office when he was working. James slid in, the door swinging harmlessly, silent. He went to the corner. Glanced around. The guy was in one of the cubicles. Could be having a shit. Didn’t sound like it.  
 
    James crossed to the line of doors. He went along, slowly. The noise the guy was making made it easy for James to work out where about he was. He got to the cubicle, the door was open, the guy was in there. Before James considered looking around the corner, the guy did his zip up and turned out. 
 
    Suddenly facing him.  
 
    James had his knife in his hand. He thrust it forward. Panicked. The guard wasn’t an accountant. He brushed James’s hand—the knife—aside. James saw the surprise in his face. He lurched forward, shouldering the guard hard. The two of them crashed to the floor, James on top. He landed his knee into the guard, groin area somewhere, as they hit the tiles. The guy grunted in pain. The Remington slipped off James’s shoulder and slid across the tiles. The guard had left his gun by the sinks. The two of them briefly looked at each other. Frozen. “The fuck,” the guard mouthed. James pulled his head back, and head butted the fucker. The man screamed out in pain. It was a quiet scream, but still one of pain. Good. His nose spilt open like a tomato and blood gushed out, over his face, into his eyes, his mouth. It was like he had turned a gore tap on. James stared at him for a moment, as the impact rattled him as well.  
 
    “Fuck,” James said.  
 
    The man’s blood was pooling out under his head, splashing from his face to the white tiles beneath. James pushed himself up, so he straddled across the man. The guard let him go, suddenly more interested in his face, than James. James wondered if he was blinded by the blood, like he had been. Back at the farm. James pulled his fist back. He hammered it down as hard as he could on the guards face. A popping sound rose as the man’s head bounced off the tiles behind him. He looked surprised. Fucker. James grinned, and hit him again. The guard spat out blood, making an elongated gurgling sound. “Cunt,” he muttered. James pushed himself off the man, and glanced around. He stepped into the cubicle and pulled the top of the cistern off. Stepped back over the guard, and rose it up.  
 
    He dropped simultaneously to his knees, while thrusting the porcelain oblong at the man’s head. The heavy cistern cover shattered the man’s face instantly, blood sploshing out, blooming over the floor. His brain matter and viscous clear liquids pooling out afterwards creating a flower of red and white on the floor. James still held the edges of the porcelain, breathing in hard. He let go of it like he was holding onto the dashboard of a careening car. Looked at his fingers. He was shaking. They burnt where he was holding onto the thing with such ferocity. The smell of the insides of the man rose into his nose, and James could feel his stomach start to sloop around. He pushed himself off the man again, and out of habit stepped to the toilet before dropping the contents of his stomach in a violent heave.  
 
    Loudly.  
 
    He’d never been able to throw up quietly. Or quickly. Such drama. James wiped the drool and vomit from his lips with the back of his arm, the acrid taste of burning settling in his mouth. He looked at the corpse on the tiles. It was still twitching. But it wasn’t getting up. There was no way he was going to hide it, either. James picked up his knife, and the Remington. He glanced sideways at himself in the mirror. He was splattered in the guy’s gore. His grime. Made him look like a final girl. 
 
    Good. Maybe they’d worry a bit more if they saw him coming. 
 
    James left the bathroom, silently, out into the corridor, then the food court. He looked around again, before chancing the crossing to the bridge. No one. Hopefully this guard was on a rota and moving alone, and it should be at least a while before anyone missed him. Jesus Christ. James listened. He could hear the generator. The lights buzzing. No footsteps. 
 
    He left the edge of the corridor and rounded the food court to the bridge across the motorway. Brightly lit, and empty. Shit. He looked down it, peeking out from the side. The way it was angled, you could see anyone crossing it from a hundred different places in the buildings all around. Even from where he was standing, he could see the hotel on the other side. Lights on. There were people in there. For sure. He listened again for the generator. It was louder there than on the other side of the hall. James looked around. It didn’t sound like it was inside the building. He looked out the windows. There was a fenced in, covered area outside, on a concrete floor. I looked like it might have been a storage facility. It sounded like it might be coming from there.  
 
    James tried the window he was standing next to. It opened, and it wasn’t until he was pulling it that he wondered if it might be hooked up to an alarm. He stopped. The window open in his hand. He could feel the cold night air brushing gently against his skin, damp with blood. Brains. But no alarm. He let his breath out. Thank fuck for that. That would have been a really short rescue attempt. He dragged the window open the rest of the way, and stepped out, onto the gravel beyond, trying to stay as quiet as he could. Pulled the window down, but not latched closed behind him, just in case. He stepped away from the building into the dark. The generator was loud out there. It had to be in the storage building. He slipped over, glancing around the whole time. Trying to make sure no one spotted him from the inside of the building as he moved away from the shadows that it drew. As he got closer to the storage building, he knew the genny was in there. In through the gate of the store. It wasn’t locked. This lot might have more idea about what was going on than he did. They knew something. But they were self-assured. Cocky. Stupid. Careless. He looked at the massive motor, belts twisting to create the power. It was a basic petrol engine, modified to create electricity. James took his knife from the holster on his leg. If he tore through the belts the power should out. There were five of them running in parallel around the wheels. James rested the sharp blade of the knife against the edge of the first one. The belt itself did all the work and the blade was drawn through—cutting it—by the friction of the material. As it did, James watched the lights in the building beyond, out through the gaps in the walls of the storeroom.  
 
    As the belt thinned to the point of snapping with a crack, the lights dimmed, and then came back up. It was going to work. Each belt was providing some of the power. But he’d need to be quick. Someone would have noticed that. 
 
    He pushed the blade through the second, the third. As he started the fourth, the redundancy in the device was gone and the power was browning out. Dimming. Flickering. He slipped the knife quickly through the last two and left the generator room. The service station had been plunged into darkness. He hurried off the concrete and onto the embankment, dropping away to the motorway. He ran under the bridge. It wasn’t going to take them long to work out what had happened. Under the bridge between the two sides, James hoped that the panic up there would stop them from spending too much time gazing out the windows. He checked up and around and then ran across the lanes.  
 
    It was a weird feeling to run across the motorway, even after all this time.  
 
    James bounded over the central reservation and onto the other side. Across, still looking up. He could hear voices in the air. Even at night, plunged into the darkness, there was no subtlety to these arseholes. Maybe they weren’t all that. He reached the barrier on the far side of the road, and jumped it, scrabbling up the embankment. He got to the side of the service station building, and waited. Like the other side, he could see them moving about on the inside better than they could see him on the outside. They had torches, the beams of light bouncing around the inside of the building as they hurried across. Probably thought that there was a problem with the motor, or a petrol leak or something.  
 
    It would only be a few minutes before they worked out there was something wrong. Sure, one of them might say, the belts have snapped—all of them—they look cut. James waited as a group of them passed inside the building. Then he left, keeping low, and crossed the car park in the darkness, heading to the back of the hotel. He prayed that he would find her there.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    James pushed the door at the back of the hotel open, looking around in the dark. He slipped in, in silence. Pulled the handgun from its holster. Knife in the other hand. He shouldered the next door open. Back office. He could see through the window in the door into the reception. It was an old Travel Inn. Voices. James ducked down, to the left of the window. Waited.  
 
    The voices disappeared as they left the building, out the front. They were moaning about the quality of the workmanship of the facility. It’s a fucking service station and hotel. Twats. As soon as the voices were gone, he slipped out into the reception area. Keys, he thought. If there were door keys missing, he’d know what rooms were in use. 
 
    James rummaged around under the reception desk. He picked up a plastic card. About the size of a credit card. Fucking key cards. Shit. He put it down, in the dark. Well, they sure as fuck weren’t going to work with no electricity. And the electric must be spotty at the best of times, listening to the moans of those that had just left.  
 
    James went out from behind the desk. They must be organising the doors a different way. He’d find out. 
 
    It made sense that they would try to stay somewhat together. Ground floor. It seemed like the best place to start. 
 
    James came up carefully, quietly, on the fire door into the corridor that led to the rooms. He looked through the wired security glass. The corridor had twenty or more rooms in it. A long straight corridor. All the doors were open. Wedged. He opened the fire door a crack and listened. He could hear a man talking. He looked behind himself. No one there. James pulled the door open and stepped through. The carpet used to be plush. Worn down now. He stepped forward, silent. Listening.  
 
    The man’s voice was coming from towards the end of the corridor. He could see light bouncing out of one of the end rooms. Whoever it was, was in there. The Major, he thought. Had to be. Send off the minions.  
 
    Maybe he had Ellie. 
 
    He continued down. Flipped the safety off the gun in the dark by feel. The light coming from the room was enough for him to be able to carry on. He passed room after room. Each of the doors was blocked open by something. A shoe. Kettle. An actual doorstop. James kept the gun pointed forward. He stayed close to the wall on the side of the door. If whoever was in there stuck their head out, he wanted to see them first.  
 
    He was one door down, when someone behind him said, “Don’t move.” 
 
    James froze. 
 
    “Out here.” It was the voice behind him. A man. Sounded older. Gruff. “Put it down,” he said. James could smell cigarettes on him. He lowered his gun. “Drop it,” the man said. 
 
    James dropped the handgun to the carpet. He felt the barrel of a gun in his shoulder. “And that.” He dropped the knife too. “Okay,” he called. 
 
    A man came from the room, torch in hand. If he was the Major he wasn’t what James was expecting. This guy was young. Black hair. He smiled. “We saw you.” He had a knife in his hand. “Out on the ridge. Idiot,” he said.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “Knew you’d try something, but didn’t know what. But I recognise you.” He nodded. “You were on that farm where we took Ellie from.” 
 
    James tensed. He didn’t move. Gun in his back. “Where is she?” he asked. 
 
    The man nodded. “You’ll see her soon enough.” He pointed at James. “Your nose is all fucked up.” James knew it was. Yes. There was a stinging sensation in his head. James grunted. Pain rolled down from the back of his head, into his shoulders. Made it hard to breath. His vision went a bit wonky. Fuck. 
 
    James collapsed to his knees. “Fuckers,” he said. Blackness clouded his vision. 
 
    “Yes,” the man said. 
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    All James could feel was pain. Throbbing in the blackness. There was a heat in his head. He pulled his eyes open. Hard. Stuck together. The light trickled in, stabbing at him. Fuck. James looked around. He was up. Sitting. He tried to move his hands but couldn’t. It was light. Electric. The power was back on. Must still be night though. Lifting his head, he was alone. Looked like he was in a work room of some sort. He was half naked. Just had his underwear on. James pushed and pulled. He was tied to the chair. With every movement his neck hurt. They must have smashed him over the head with something.  
 
    The walls of the room were concrete, unpainted. There were tools hung on them. No windows. A single light bulb hanging above him. Door to the left. No window in it. Shit. It could be any time of day. James tried to rock the chair. It lifted on the side. At least he wasn’t bolted to the floor. That was something. The floor was grimy. Must be the caretaker’s room for the hotel. Something like that. He could have been moved into the service station. James stopped pulling against the ropes. It wasn’t getting any looser. Just digging into him. They’d done a good job of tying him down. Instead, he listened. Tried to gain some clue about— 
 
    There was a noise.  
 
    From above. 
 
    Someone was outside the room. Above him. Maybe he was in a basement? They were coming, getting closer. James dropped his chin to his chest, and closed his eyes. Voices. They became hushed when they got closer to the door. A creak. The door opened. James waited. They were obviously looking in on him. Fucker, one of them said. Yeah, the other agreed. I can’t believe he’s still out. Hold on. More footsteps. 
 
    “Gentlemen.” The voice of an older man. James focussed in on it. Probably the Major. Cunt. There were footsteps into the room. James could feel eyes on him. Someone close. He opened his eyes to a squint, make sure that he couldn’t be seen doing it. Someone was standing in front of him. Nice shoes. Shined. Like this was a normal business day. White trousers. Good for the apocalypse. Duh. “I know you’re awake,” he said. 
 
    James lifted his head. The weight of the blood sloshing around in there made it hard. He felt like he was rocking a migraine. But it was just the blow. He blinked looking at the man. It was the man from the farm. Dressed in a white suit. “I’ll have a six piece family bucket, please.” James smiled at him.  
 
    The man snorted, and looked down at himself. “Yes,” he replied. “Very good.” He looked across the room. James’s eyes followed his stare. Two other men. Not dressed quite so business-efficient. “We have a comedian.” They laughed in response. Lackeys. Snivelling ones. James brought his eyes back to the Major, had to be him. “So, I know why you’re here. That much is obvious. But tell me. What do you know about the doorway?” 
 
    James shook his head. It hurt. Fuck. Winced. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” The words sounded strange, like James had damage to his hearing. Great. That was all he needed. Maybe it was blood in his ears?  
 
    “Now, I think that’s very unlikely.” He nodded to the two men, still by the door, and stepped back, closer to the wall. The light didn’t quite reach his face when he left the dim glow of the bulb. It made him look more sinister. One of the men came around in front of James. Got between him and the man in white.  
 
    He leaned down. 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be like this, you know.” He smiled. Had bad teeth. The man shrugged when James didn’t reply. He righted himself. Parted his legs slightly. Got himself balanced. Brought his fist back and jabbed it hard into James’s face. James’s head snapped back, then rocked forward. There was a sudden flash of white, and then blackness, numbness at first. It wasn’t so bad, James thought. He could deal with this. Then the numb subsided. He dragged his eyes open. There was a shadow around his vision, throbbing in and out slightly. Realised he was breathing through his mouth. He nosed was blocked. As his feeling returned, he could taste blood. Iron. His, he was sure. He tried to sniff back blood, running free from his nose. The thumping that was in his head before the guy hit him was replaced, overtaken by the stabbing pain in the front of his head. Fuck. Maybe he couldn’t deal with this.  
 
    The man was wiry. Thin. He had some definition in his arms, but James didn’t think he should have been able to punch that hard. But he was an easy target, just sitting there, right? Fuck. He stepped to the side, the man in white standing behind him. He was playing with the cuffs of his stupid white suit jacket. “Remember anything yet?” 
 
    “You must be the Major, right?” James asked in reply.  
 
    The man nodded. “Very good. We found the bodies you left for us. You really didn’t need to do that.” He leaned into the light. “What do you know about the doorway. The nest?” 
 
    The hive? James looked up at him, in the eyes. “What?” 
 
    “See,” the man said. “He does know.” He gestured the other man back in, between them. 
 
    “Come on,” he said. “You can make this all go away.” This time he rolled his shoulder and slammed his fist into James’s gut. James rocked forward, but was restrained by the chair. He slumped forward at the shoulders unable to keep his own weight up.  He wanted to puke. He tried to pull air into his lungs but he couldn’t feel the muscles he needed. This guy had done this sort of shit before. 
 
    James tried to speak but instead let out a sound like a baby whale.  
 
    By the time he managed to move his head, his shoulders, get upright again, the thug was gone and the Major stood there. “Let me help you. We know the doorway is in the nest. We just want to know if it’s worth the effort.” 
 
    James shook his head. He didn’t have the answers they were looking for. He must be talking about the building next to the precinct, the block. The zone. Maybe that was why they had gone there. Not for Willow. His thoughts racing, he hadn’t noticed the Major back away and the thug return. He knelt down next to James. Had a blade.  
 
    Had James’s blade. 
 
    He tilted it back and forth, so the light bounced off it between the dried blood of the chef. Shining in James face. Then without word he slashed it down James’s arm. The metal slid into the skin easily. James could feel it below the surface. Digging in. The blade was true. He knew that. So it didn’t hurt as much as a jagged edge would. But he still cried out. Blood pooled up from the cut, running out warm, over his arm, to the arm of the chair he couldn’t move from. He could hear it dribble, drip, and then splash on the floor. “Fuck you,” he blurted. 
 
    The man stepped away, then back again. He had a bag. He tipped it, pouring something out into his other hand. White. Grains. Salt. He slapped his hand down onto the cut, and a burning, acid sensation ripped up James arm. He couldn’t feel anything else. Just the fire of a thousand blades stinging him at once. His whole body tensed, teeth gritted. He could see the man rubbing the salt into the slash, but he couldn’t feel it. His body racked with burning. Every synapsis firing at the same time. 
 
    The man stopped. Backed away. He smiled, as the walls of James’s vision closed in. The Major came forward. “Let him rest,” he said. “We’ll be back.” He glanced at James as the three of them left the room. As soon as the door was closed, James slumped his head forward. It was everything he could do to stay conscious.  
 
    He was fucked. They were going to kill him for answers to questions he didn’t even understand. The pain in his arm subsided as the salt drained away from the cut in the blood, and the stabbing in his head took back over. He could see the bridge of his nose getting larger. Swelling. Fuck. James pulled himself up in the chair. Up to sit. He looked around again. Everything was darker than before. Probably his vision. If only he could get to the tools on the wall. He spat out some blood. Bitten his tongue at some point. Shit. James looked down at himself. He was caked in goo. His own goo. He thought about rocking the chair again, dropping it to the side. But he didn’t think that the chair would break under the fall. That sort of shit only happened in films.  
 
    Then he could hear them outside again. They really had only given him a few minutes.  
 
    The door opened. They pushed Ellie in. She had her eyes down. Looking at the floor like she’d been scolded one too many times for looking around. She had visible bruises on her arms, wrists, like the cunts had been manhandling her. She staggered to a stop and then looked up. Saw James for the first time. She screamed, and threw herself forward onto him, grabbing him around the neck. Everything hurt when she did, but James didn’t make a sound. “It’s okay,” he whispered to her, her head pushed up under his chin. “Everything’s going to be fine.” 
 
    The three men were in there to. Stringy grabbed Ellie by the shoulders and pulled her off James. Hurt almost as much as when she threw herself on him. “You leave her alone,” James snapped.  
 
    “Or what?” the man muttered. He backed away, Ellie clamped in his fingers, around her shoulder, making her face him. 
 
    James knew he was right. It was an empty thing to say. What was he going to do about it right now? 
 
    “So,” the Major said. “Seen your girlfriend.” He leaned forward, his hands on his thighs, getting his face level with James. “Got anything to say?” 
 
    “Fuck you.” James lifted his head up to look him back in the eye. Be brave. For Ellie. 
 
    The Major nodded, and backed away. This time the man from the door came forward. He was bigger than the one who was holding Ellie. Had real weight to him. He went to the wall next the Major and the two of them exchanged some words. Not many of them. Then he took something from the wall of tools. Fuck. 
 
    He came over to James holding a pair of bolt cutters. “This is going to be permanent,” he said. Deep voice. Went with his stature.  
 
    “I don’t know what you want,” James shouted. The man was kneeling in front of him. James curled his toes. Balled his hands to fists.  
 
    “I want to know if can bring everyone back. I want to know what’s in there,” the man said. 
 
    “What?” James asked quietly. He looked up at him, confused. “What did you say?” 
 
    “Do it,” the Major said. 
 
    He slid the bolt cutters down, out of the sight of James. It didn’t matter. He knew what he was going to do. James could feel the cold of the metal on his foot. His little toe. Shit. James thought, just before it happened, that it could have been worse. The man slapped the cutters shut, and for a second there was just a coldness, blossoming in James’s foot. Numbness. Almost pleasant. And then the pain shook him. It rode up his leg like a snake, James screamed out in pain, and tried to move, to flail, to hit out, but couldn’t. The man at his foot brought up his toe and waved it at him. “Small,” he said. Then he turned showing it to the rest of them. “Smol.” 
 
    Ellie screamed. It was a high pitched motherfucker that caused the collection of men in the room—those hard enough to tie and torture James—to back away, perturbed.  
 
    “Fucking hell,” the man at James’s feet said, quietly.  
 
    The Major was off. He stormed across the room, stopping at Ellie. She stopped screaming and began crying. He slapped her. 
 
    He fucking slapped her. 
 
    James pulled on the ropes that tied him. “You stupid fuck,” he spat.  
 
    The Major turned back to him and shook his head. “Leave her.” He waved his hand at Ellie. “Let them say their goodbyes.” Then he gestured at the door. “Come on.” The three men left, one taking James’s toe with him. Fucking hell.  
 
    As soon as the door was shut, Ellie ran over to James, wrapping her arms around his neck. “Hold on,” he was saying quietly. “Back up,” he whispered. Ellie pulled back, but didn’t look like she wanted to. “You’ve got blood on you.” 
 
    Ellie looked down at her dress. The one she was wearing when they took her. “I don’t care,” she said. She looked like she was about to start crying again.  
 
    James nodded at the wall of tools. “We need to move. Now. Get the tool you’d use to cut the ivy vines. The tough ones.” Ellie turned. She looked at the wall. There was a saw on the wall. She should be able to reach it. She ran over and tiptoed up to grab it. She came back. “They’re going to be really fucking quick. Otherwise they wouldn’t have left you in here.” 
 
    “I’m doing it,” she said, hacking at the ropes on his left hand. “And there’s no need for language like that.” 
 
    “Good girl.” 
 
    She glanced at him without stopping the sawing motion. Unimpressed. He smiled, and the ropes split, quickly.  
 
    “Can you walk?” She handed the saw to James, into his free hand, and then crouched. She started tugging on the ropes that bound his legs. 
 
    “I’m going to have to.” He quickly sawed the rope of his other wrist. By the time he’d freed his other hand, and gotten the rope off his now fucked foot, Ellie had loosened the other enough to pull it free.  
 
    “They did a job on that,” she said.  
 
    James looked at the blood pooling on the floor. He nodded. “Fucked it up.” He pushed himself out of the chair. His foot hurt like a motherfucker. He limped over to the tools and pulled the biggest claw hammer he could see from the wall. Just as the door opened. The three of them returning. Damn it. He hadn’t heard them coming. He turned into the room. The Major was at the front. Two behind him. Stringy and Bulky. The Major held his hand up, passively, trying not to make anything worse. He looked surprised. Good. James took one step forward, and grabbed Ellie by the shoulder. She’d already picked up the saw and was holding it out towards the man. James pulled her back, behind him. “We’re leaving,” he said. 
 
    The man shook his head. “No. Please. We’ll talk.” 
 
    James held out the hammer. He knew that if they rushed him he didn’t stand a chance. But why hadn’t they? He held on to Ellie. Another step forward. Bulky decided enough was enough. He pushed by the Major and lunged at James. The Major let out some exclamation, something that let James know that this wasn’t what he wanted. 
 
    Bulky was off balance. The Major off guard. James swung the hammer hard, dancing a semicircle in front of him, the claw end first. It hit Bulky in the face. The cheek. Smashed its way through the bone and into his head. Bulky fell to the side, and James didn’t let go of the hammer, pulling it as hard back out as he had, in. The man dropped like a sack of shit, falling to the floor, a hole in the side of his head, bone protruding where James had brought the hammer back out. He could see the man’s tongue lolling about in this mouth through the hole. He twitched a couple of times, but didn’t move.  
 
    Ellie was staring at him. She didn’t scream.  
 
    James looked at the Major. “You next?”  
 
    The man shook his head. “No, no. Please.” He stepped to one side to let James by, waving Stringy back too.  
 
    James didn’t like it. This was too easy. 
 
    “Go,” the man said. 
 
    James edged forward, Ellie pulled in close behind him. He faced the Major until he was between him and the door and then did the same with Stringy. Kept the hammer up the whole time, bits of Bulky’s brain dribbling off the end. Ellie was on the stairs first, James backing up after her. They got to the top. There were more of them up there. They were waiting, but didn’t seem to be waiting for them. The Major called out from behind, “Let them go.” James circled, keeping his weapon out in front. The pain in his head had subsided to the pain in his foot. A glance down, he could see the blood freely letting from his foot, leaving a trail behind him. Blood gushing down his arm, fresh from the movement. He pulled Ellie in close, suddenly aware that he was only wearing a pair of underpants. Fucking hell. He wasn’t about to stop and ask for clothes though. He backed the two of them away from the crowd. None of them came at him. Some had weapons, but they didn’t wield them in their direction. They just passively let him pass, some of them with their hands up, surrendering. They were in the service station. He’d been moved when he was unconscious.  
 
    The Major reached the top of the stairs. “Just let them go,” he was saying to the collection of thugs, dropouts. Fucking militia.  
 
    “What is wrong with you people?” James asked, backing towards the first door he could see to the outside.  
 
    The Major ignored him. “Just let her go. We’ll try again later.” He was talking to the militia. 
 
    James squashed Ellie between him and the door. “Open it up,” he whispered. She did as he asked, pushing the doors open. Unlocked. Unsurprising. James still had the hammer up. He was feeling sick to his stomach. His head throbbed on the top where they’d laid him out. He couldn’t breathe through his nose. He glanced out the doors. A small pavement of concrete and then grass. He looked to his feet. Fuck. The blood was still coming from where the fuckers had cut his toe off. His foot was pale. He looked out to the horizon. The sun was coming up. “Don’t follow us,” he shouted. James turned and took Ellie’s hand, running out into the grasses.  
 
    They got no more than a few feet before James looked over his shoulder. The militia had come to the doors of the place, but weren’t following. Why? He looked down at Ellie. It was her. They didn’t want to risk her. 
 
    “Are they coming?” Ellie asked. She was holding his hand, running. Better at it than last time they had to run like this. She was keeping up. Faster than before. James realised how much she had actually grown in the last few months.  
 
    Shit was jabbing in his foot. He was already limping. James let go of Ellie and spun around mid-run. They were on the right side of where he’d left the bike. At last. A little luck. He took her hand again and led her to the bike. 
 
    James checked over and over that they weren’t being followed. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Ellie asked as they got to the bike. 
 
    James got on first. He pulled the keys from the pouch under the handlebars. No one would ever know they were there, and he’d learnt his lesson from when he was fighting the ghosts in London months back. Have the keys ready at all times. Stuffing them in jeans pockets could get you killed in a hurry. 
 
    In this case, it would have been a problem. 
 
    Even in this weather, the leather of the seat was cold on James’s bare legs. “I don’t know,” he answered, starting the bike. 
 
    Ellie jumped on, pillion. “I don’t have my helmet,” she said. She always wore a helmet. James had long insisted.  
 
    He looked down at his near nakedness. Flesh in all directions. “I suppose it’ll be all right, just this once.” He revved the bike and skidded away, back down towards the motorway. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    “Where are we going?” Ellie had her arms wrapped around James’s waist as they rode. “You’re going to die of exposure.” 
 
    She was right. Even with the sun up, on the bike, moving at speed, James wasn’t going to be able to go too far, and much as he wanted to run for Scotland, he’d headed back into the city instead. He needed answers. “I found some people,” he called back over his shoulder. 
 
    “People?”  
 
    Over the roar of the bike, he could hear her doubt. The waver in her voice hearing the word people. Sure, he understood. Since she’d lost her mum, there had been him, Stanny and his men, and now the Major and his militia. It wasn’t a glowing track record. “I think we can trust these ones.” 
 
    She squeezed him harder. “You’re the boss.” 
 
    Besides, he thought. He needed to get a little medical attention. His foot burned every time he changed gear. Still couldn’t breathe through his nose. He was tired, too. Probably just the night time activities, but he might have concussion.  
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    James pulled the bike up on the outskirts of the city. A little closer to the precinct than before. Ellie had tugged on him a couple of times. She’d voiced that they were going to find a ghost and were making a noise. It was day. They could see. 
 
    It wasn’t until they’d stopped and James had stowed the bike in the mouth of an open garage that he’d explained. About Willow, the precinct. The building full of ghosts next door. That they didn’t seem to be moving away from it. 
 
    Like it was important.  
 
    He also told her never to go into the underground. 
 
    Because something else was down there. Something bigger than the ghosts. Probably something worse. 
 
    They took off walking. James kept his eye for somewhere he could pick up something to wear, but it wasn’t his priority. More so now, that was Ellie. He held her hand. Kept her close. They crossed the street. There was an outfitters on the other corner. Looked like it had been broken into. He didn’t want to waste time breaking into flats and such. Just wanted to get somewhere safe. 
 
    Maybe somewhere that had some home comforts.  
 
    If they’d let him in. He was aware that they owed him nothing. In fact, it might have been the other way around. James stepped over the broken glass. It was a nice place, the outfitters—well, had been, before—he pulled down a pack of shirts and opened it, pulling one on without unbuttoning it. Pulled on a pair of trousers.  
 
    Ellie stayed close, but she was poking around in the clothing, perhaps wanting to find something that she could wear. She must have felt like garbage still in that dress after all these days. And now having it covered in James’s blood. 
 
    He glanced around over the tops of the racks. There was nothing in there for children, let alone a girl.  
 
    He took her hand. He was holding a pair of boots. She looked him up and down. “Nice,” she said. “Very smart.” James looked down at himself. He looked like he was about to go out on a dinner date. “Who’s the lucky girl?” She smiled, cheekily. She obviously saw it too. 
 
    James shook his head. “I need to get these on …” he shook the boots, “… but I’m going to need painkillers first.” 
 
    Ellie nodded and they left the outfitters. 
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    James had found a Spar shop along the way and found some un-looted paracetamol in there. Even some water. They’d eaten crisps, quietly, out the back of the shop. After some pushing and pulling and a lot of pain, James had managed to get the boot on. His foot had stopped bleeding before they started, but he could feel his blood sloshing around inside the boot by the time they had finished. He’d even managed to get a look in the mirror. His face was a mess. His nose split open. Bloated. Black eyes. Luckily not swollen enough to keep them closed. He had dried blood matted in his hair.  
 
    Very attractive. 
 
    They’d started off again, getting close to the precinct. James could remember the way, once he’d gotten to the river. As they got closer, they got quieter. James took Ellie into an alleyway, one that wasn’t going to get any sunlight during the day. He took her to the centre and the two of them sat, in amidst the bins. Time had changed things in the city. Sitting there was the first time he’d really thought about it.  
 
    The smell had changed. There was nothing really lingering on the air. When they’d left together the first time, there was an under-smell of garbage. Rotting. All the food. The waste. Most of that seemed to have rotted down now, so at least it didn’t smell. Almost composting itself. There used to be the constant smells of fires, natural gas, burning. All of those were gone now. The air smelt more like the air out in Kent. Cleaner. Fresher. Even the water on the Thames smelt better.  
 
    James sat, with Ellie between his legs, leaning against a wall. It hadn’t rained in some time, and London didn’t seem to get the fog it used to. The ground was hard. Dry. It worked for him. He was tired. He’d lost blood, and the only time he’d not been awake in the last couple of days, was when he’d been knocked unconscious. He rested his head back. Could feel the darkness taking him.  
 
    James snapped his head forward. Aware he might have concussion. He best not fall asleep out in the open. Ellie was resting her head against him. Her breathing was slow and regular, but he doubted she was properly asleep. “We’ll move at night,” he said. “Remember the building I said about, where all the ghosts live?” 
 
    She nodded, silently. 
 
    “We’re going there.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet.” 
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    James didn’t wait until long after dark before he took Ellie from the alleyway towards the precinct. He held her hand tightly, the moon was out, and there was plenty of light. He kept close to the houses, the sides of buildings, shops, businesses. To where there was more shade and shadow than anywhere else.  
 
    As they got closer to the precinct, James kept low. They started to move slower. He came at it in the same direction as before. In through the pedestrian walkway. Hidden by the bins. He looked up at the building where he’d been before. The whole thing was shrouded in darkness. Black. He was amazed at how well they’d managed to contain the light. Ellie crouched next to him. Looking up at the front of the building. “Where’s no one there,” she said, barely audible. 
 
    James nodded. “There is,” he said, just as quiet as she was. “But you can’t see them.” He motioned over to the Red Dragon takeout. “Over there. It’s the way in.” He took her hand again and the two of them ran across the open courtyard of the precinct. To the takeaway. In. James went to the back of the shop and through. He hoped that they’d been watching on their surveillance system.  
 
    Hoped he didn’t get shot in the face for trespassing. 
 
    He closed the first door, and went in the next. There was light beyond. He stepped out onto the stairs, his hands raised in surrender. “It’s me,” he said. He kept his voice down. Didn’t know where they were. “It’s James. I found the girl. Ellie. I’m just looking for some help. You said I could come back.” 
 
    “Put your hands down, fool.” It was Willow. “We saw you coming.”  
 
    James turned. She was on the landing above him. Grinning. “Do you mind?” he asked. 
 
    Willow shook her head. “Of course not. My castle, and all that. This must Ellie?” She gave her a little wave.  
 
    Ellie smiled, as James looked at her, a little unsure. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Another girl,” she said quietly.  
 
    James nodded. “Didn’t I tell you?” He grinned. Willow was down the stairs now, David out on the landing, next floor up. He gave James a small salute, half arsed, but meant well. James looked between the two of them. “Do you mind if we get some help?” 
 
    Willow was already down at the same level as Ellie, crouching on the stairs, touching Ellie’s hair, almost like a mother. “Come on,” she whispered. She glanced down at Ellie’s clothing. “I see this ragamuffin dressed for the opera. You look like you could do with a change of clothes.” Ellie nodded with some excitement. James—reluctant to let Ellie out of his sight—followed the two of them as they went up the stairs.  
 
    Now he was inside, the pain in his foot was more of a focus. Limping badly, using the bannister to pull himself up, he could barely get his footing.  
 
    David leaned over the handrail above and looked at him. “Looks like you’ve been in the wars.” 
 
    James smiled. “Ah, a little torture, beating. You should see the other guys.” 
 
    “Nice suit,” he said, coming down to help James. He slipped under his arm and took some of his weight. “What happened to your other clothes? Your guns? You look like James fucking Bond.” 
 
    “They took them. Barely got out with Ellie.” James was starting to feel weak. He watched Ellie disappear through the door on the first landing with Willow. At least she had her mind on other things. “You couldn’t take a look at my foot could you?” 
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    Tony yanked on James’s boot, pulling it off, and David reeled backwards, holding his hand over his mouth. James thought he heard the word fuck more than once. “What the hell did they do to you, man?” 
 
    “Like I said, a little torture.” 
 
    Tony dropped the boot, passing a bottle of tablets to David, and was unwinding a roll of gauze. David rolled the top off the bottle. It made a clacking sound at first as the child-lock kicked in. He popped it, and shook out a couple of the tablets into his palm. “Here.” He gave them over to James, followed by a glass of water. James took them without asking what they were. Tony pulled a syringe out from a medical kit. “We’re no doctors …” David continued, “… but this should help.” He slapped the bottom of James’s foot a couple of times, and then stuck the needle in, pushing down the plunger.  
 
    “What is it?” James asked. A small wince from the injection. A bigger one from the toe, or lack thereof.  
 
    “Anaesthetic. Just a local.” David then started to clean up James’s wound. He worked fast, careful. 
 
    “Looks like you’ve done that before.” James was getting sleepy. Blood loss. The adrenaline dropping away. The come down. 
 
    “I might not be a doctor, but I’ve sewn up a few people in the last few months.” 
 
    “I have to tell you about what I found.” 
 
    “You’ll have to wait. You’re in no condition, right now.” 
 
    The door to the living room opened and Ellie came in, followed by Willow. Ellie was wearing a t-shirt. It was too big for her, but it was clean. It had a smiley face on the front. Very nineties. She was wearing what looked like a short skirt, but on her, hung down below the knee. All Willow’s clothing he assumed. Seeing James, Willow took a sharp intake of breath. She took Ellie’s shoulder and started to steer her in a circle. “And,” she said, “we don’t need to be seeing this, do we?” 
 
    It was rhetorical but Ellie slipped her hand from her shoulder, spinning quickly in a circle and hurrying over to James’s side on the sofa. “I’ve seen worse,” she said. She slipped her hand into his. 
 
    James rested his head back on the sofa, his eyes heavy. “You look good, kid,” he said smiling. “Thanks, Willow.” He couldn’t feel his foot now. Thank fuck. His face still hurt, but that was for later. “I hit my head,” he said quietly. “I might have concussion.” 
 
    Then blackness took him. 
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    When James awoke, he was lying on the sofa. He hadn’t been moved, he didn’t think. He could tell it was light outside. The next morning. He lifted his head to look around and the thunder of a thousand hangovers rocked inside him. “Fucking hell,” he whispered. “Ellie. You there?” 
 
    Nothing. He pulled himself up, on the back of the sofa. Looked down at himself. His new trousers had the leg cut open. His shirt was caked in his own blood. He blinked at the pain in his foot. Tried to wiggle his toes (what was left of them). Stupid thing to do. Pain drove up his leg like storms on a plain. He managed to get himself into a sitting position. Squinted across the room. There was light outside the door, closed. Electric light. He could see shadows out there. Something moving. He wanted to call out, that he was awake, but months of living with ghosts had taught him not to do that. It was better to be alone. 
 
    Then the door opened. Willow. “You’re up,” she spoke quietly. James didn’t know if it was because of the ghosts, it being daytime, or because he was likely to have a headache that might split his head open. 
 
    “I am,” he said. He started to pull himself off the sofa, and she waved him back down. 
 
    “Oh no. You stay there. I’ll get you a drink, and I suspect you need some more painkillers?” 
 
    James nodded as best he could as she turned and left the living room. He looked down at the sofa. There was blood dried all over it. Fuck. He sat back down in the stains.  
 
    Willow returned. She had Ellie with her this time. “How you doing?” 
 
    James nodded. Everything hurt, but he was fine. And he felt safe here. Safer. “They’ll come looking for her. For you, probably. But I still don’t know why.” 
 
    “What did you learn from them?” 
 
    “Only that Ellie is really important and that there is something in that building across the road. At least, they think there is.” Ellie came over and sat next him, as Willow put a coffee on the table.  
 
    “Drink.” She went to the other side of the room and took a seat in one of the armchairs. “Well, they won’t be coming yet.” She nodded at the window. “Daytime.” 
 
    James glanced out of instinct to the blacked out windows. “I need to find out what’s in the hive.” 
 
    “The only thing I can tell you is that it’s full of those creatures. I don’t know how many. And I don’t know how you think you’re going to get them out.” She smirked. “I don’t recommend trying to get in the building while they’re there.” She rested her drink down and pulled a strip of tablets from her back pocket. She took a couple. 
 
    “Can I take another look?” James gestured upwards. To the roof. 
 
    “Sure,” Willow said. “But later. You need to get a few hours rest first.” 
 
    “Yes,” Ellie finally said. “You need to rest. Doctor’s orders.” 
 
    James raised his eyebrows and nodded at Willow, knowingly. “Doctor’s orders,” he echoed.  
 
    Willow stood. “I’ll get Dave to drop you in some breakfast. Why don’t you two chill?” She grinned and left the room, closing the door behind her to allow them some privacy. James sat back into the comfort of the cushions. For some reason he felt like the weight of the world, the one he’d been facing for months now was somehow lighter here. Didn’t help with the need to find out what was going on though. Ellie snuggled into his side, and he wrapped his arm around her.  
 
    “What’ll we do now?” she whispered. “Do you want to go home?” 
 
    James thought about the farm. It was fucked. Half burnt down. It wasn’t secure anymore to the ghosts, and the Major and his fucking militia were still out there. “Not for now,” he replied quietly. “Not yet.” He felt Ellie nod in his ribs. She was probably afraid to return. He knew he would be if he’d been grabbed like that. Seen what she’d seen. He lay back, closing his eyes. He felt sleep drawing him in. So tired.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    The ghost stood over the body of Willow. Her blood pooled out into the street, viscera and goo that used to be so important on the inside, now out. It had torn a chunk from her belly. Her insides, intestines, hanging from the maw of the creature as it chewed. It was blind in one eye. There were more behind it.   
 
    James awoke with a start. His nails were digging into his hand, and the nightmare faded. They were getting worse. He opened his eyes, his head throbbing. Ellie was gone. There was a plate of sandwiches on the table. Pills next to it. A glass of water. He sat forward. Took the pills first. Chowed on the sandwich. Then he got up, left the living room. He saw Tony on the stairs. He was armed. Going down to the Red Dragon. “Problem?” James asked. He kept his voice low.  
 
    Tony shook his head. “No, nothing to worry about.” He continued down, out of sight. James went up the stairwell. Up on the next floor he found the door to one of the bedrooms open. Ellie was sleeping in the bed. He could hear her gentle snore. She seemed peaceful. Then he went along to the kitchen. Willow. She was standing with her back against the sink. A drink in her hand. She ignored him coming in. Away with the fairies. 
 
    “What is it?” James asked. “You have problems.” He could tell she did. After some months of hanging out with a ten year old girl who he’d only known for a few days, James’s perception of emotion and want had improved somewhat.  
 
    “I do,” she whispered. “But nothing that anyone else need worry about.” She looked him in the eyes. She was sad. Even though she had her friends, she was alone.  
 
    James sat at the kitchen table. “I don’t suppose you have any other clothes I could scab? I seem to have literally not even the clothes on my back to my name.” 
 
    “You have that little girl. She adores you.” 
 
    James nodded. “When can we go to the roof? I need to take a closer look at that building.” 
 
    Willow sat opposite him. “Have you thought about not finding out? It’s a nest of demons the size of bears, which might well leave you alone if get far enough away.” 
 
    “Demons,” he repeated. “Could be.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Don’t be so damned stupid. You need to take that little lady and get as far from the men that want to hurt her as possible.” 
 
    “That’s the thing.” He looked at the table. “They don’t want to hurt her.” He looked up, into her eyes. “They never did, I don’t think. They want to find out what’s in that building. And they seemed to think they needed Ellie for something. I think.” He shrugged. 
 
    “So what you going to do? Take her into the mouth of evil?” Willow shook her head. James could see the disgust in her eyes. The thought that he might be considering taking Ellie into danger. 
 
    “Don’t be so … stupid. I’d never do anything to hurt her.” 
 
    “Getting yourself torn into little pieces will hurt her.” Willow sat forward. “It doesn’t matter what’s in there.” 
 
    James looked at her. “The Major said something about getting everyone back. Or something. I don’t know. It was a blur.” 
 
    Willow straightened. “What do you think he was talking about?” She sighed, then relaxed, slumped a little. “No. Bullshit. There’s no way we’re getting everyone back. This isn’t a fucking film.” 
 
    James bobbed his head from side to side. “No,” he said quietly. He kept looking at her. Watching her. She was looking around the room like she didn’t want to look at him. He wondered who she wanted to get back. Everyone wanted to get someone back. Husband. Wife. Parents. Kids.  
 
    “Look.” She tapped the side of the mug. James got the impression she was irritated. “David is up in the monitor room. If you want to take a look from the roof, he’ll give you a hand.” 
 
    James nodded, smiled slightly. He stood pushing the chair back. It rattled as it bounced off the lino.  
 
    “Be careful,” she said. “It’s still not safe up there.” 
 
    James’s smile widened. “Gotcha. You got any binoculars?”  
 
    She snorted. “David.” 
 
    James left the kitchen, went upstairs to the roof access and saw Dave. He let him out onto the roof, and James went out with the binoculars he’d given him. They had a big stash of that sort of thing on the entrance to the roof. Lookouts. He kept low. Over to the edge where he could overlook the building that housed the ghosts. The hive.  
 
    He nestled into a corner, and watched through the binoculars. The building was broken. These creatures had been using it as some sort of home, one way or the other. There were plenty of them too. James could identify at least six moving about. There would be more on the inside, that was for sure. The ones he could see, none of them seemed to want to leave. They weren’t scavaging for anything. They didn’t seem to be doing anything. It was like they just lived there.  
 
    Stranger and stranger. 
 
    They didn’t behave like the sorts of creatures to be homely. The ones from six months ago … all so aggressive. But they did seem to learn quickly. He continued watching, focussed on one, at the base of the building. In the street. It was outside what was left of the front door. There was another, just inside. James kept catching glimpses of it, moving. Eventually, it came out far enough for him to see. A child. A juvie. Like the one he had seen the day he arrived here. The one outside screeched at it.  
 
    The sound sent a sharp spike down his spine. 
 
    Then the juvie turned back, into the building. The older one was guarding the door, stopping the younger ones from getting out. He focused on the soldier. Saw its massive cock between its legs. Males. James turned back and slid down the wall so he couldn’t be seen. They had societal things going on. Looking after the kids. Protecting the hive.  
 
    Maybe there was something of importance in there? Maybe there was a fucking queen the size of an elephant. James had seen films. Played video games. Boss fight. It’s not like all the people could be in there. He turned and looked again.  
 
    Maybe the ones on the outside were soldiers. Like a hive of ants. Or bees. Which made sense, but meant that there was nothing in the building. James started back to the stairs into the building. He was grasping at straws, based on the passing whim of a madman. A comment that could have meant anything, or nothing. James got back in the building, passing the binoculars to Dave. “You watch them, right?” 
 
    Dave sat back down at the monitors. “From here, yeah. I can see some of the things that go on. You want a proper look though, you have to go out to where you were.” 
 
    “Do it often?” 
 
    “Willow doesn’t like it.” 
 
    “But you do, right? You go and have a look. For fun? Interest? Research?” 
 
    “Look, I just think we should study those things for when we leave. So we know what to expect.” 
 
    “I didn’t think Willow was going to leave.” 
 
    “She’s not always going to be here to—” He stopped himself.  
 
    James turned his attention to the monitors. “You ever see them eat? Do they have food anymore? There’s no people, right? Do you see the soldiers coming back with food? Anything?” 
 
    Dave shook his head. “No, man. I was beginning to think they were feeding on their young. Like some mammals do. They eat the children if they have no food.” 
 
    “Which would make sense if they had a male dominated society, right? But these ones don’t. There are females. I’ve seen them before. Ant hives don’t have females, apart from the queen.” 
 
    Dave was nodding along. “I get you.” 
 
    “So there’s not likely to be a queen in there, pumping out eggs. Kids. But a mammal-like male and female society.” 
 
    “This is a lot of guesswork,” Dave interrupted.  
 
    “I know. I know. But it follows. So that means …” 
 
    “They’re not eating their own young?” Dave sounded doubtful. 
 
    “And they’re not bringing food in.” James looked at Dave. “So there has to be something in there apart from a hive.” 
 
    “That pretty fucking thin, man.” 
 
    James nodded. “Yeah. Really thin,” he said quietly. He patted Dave on the shoulder as he left the room, heading back downstairs.  
 
    He went back into the kitchen. Willow was still sitting there. She was holding the drink, staring into space. James sat down at the seat opposite. “So,” he said quietly. He let the word hang there for a moment. Her eyes drifted over to him, but she didn’t speak. “What’s wrong? What’s the Willow story?” She shook her head, eyebrows raised, like she had no idea what he was talking about. “Oh, come on. The tablets. The fact you won’t leave here. There’s a fucking hive of monsters living next door, and you’re all staying here. What is it? Hm?” 
 
    Willow snorted. “I have cancer,” she said, bluntly.  
 
    James straightened in his chair. Big huff in and out. “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Oh yes.” She finally looked at him. “I had it long before all this happened. I was having regular meds. Still do. I was running back and forth between work and hospitals, doctors, appointments. I was even wishing that it would all end.” She looked away, to the wall. “But I didn’t want this.” 
 
    “So you stay for the meds?” 
 
    “It’s uncomfortable sometimes. The boys won’t fucking well leave. They seem to think there is something magical about me, just because I don’t have anything between my legs. They thought I was special. But Ellie proves I’m not, and now everyone can just leave me be, can’t they?” She raised her eyebrows and stood, scraping the chair back. “I asked them not to say anything.” 
 
    “They didn’t,” James said quietly. “I’m sorry. I just knew something was wrong. Are the meds helping?” She shrugged. “Isn’t there anything we can do?” 
 
    “What? Learning to bandage up a boo-boo is one thing, but learning how to treat cancer? Not really something you can just pick up from a library book, is it?” She took her mug to the sink and placed it in quietly. “Anyway. I don’t know how much longer I have, so you can all go about your business, then, can’t you.” 
 
    James shook his head. Change the subject. “I think there is something in the hive. Something that’s feeding the creatures,” he said. It was as good a thing as any to say.  
 
    She turned and looked at him. “You can’t be thinking of finding out what. There’s no way in there. Not even with all the weapons we have.” 
 
    “I have a different idea.” 
 
    Willow looked from him, then to behind him. James turned. Ellie was standing in the doorway. “No,” she said. Strong. Angry. “No, you’re not doing it. We’re leaving. We’re going far away.” She turned and stormed away from the door, into the next room down. 
 
    “She’s right,” Willow said, continuing her speech. “You should. You have responsibilities, you know.” 
 
    James stood. “I do. But they don’t just stop at her.” He left the kitchen and walked along to the room Ellie was sleeping in earlier. She was lying back on the bed, facing away from him. He walked over and sat on the bed beside her. “I have to find out, Ellie.” He spoke quietly. He knew she could hear. He didn’t know if she either understood, or cared about his explanation. “I’m just going to find out what’s in the building. Then it will be over.” 
 
    “No it won’t.” She spoke without turning, but James could tell she was crying. “You’re going to leave me, just like Mum did.” 
 
    He put his hand on her shoulder. He didn’t say anything. He didn’t want to go and not come back. But even with this cock-eyed idea he had in his head, he still didn’t know if coming back was a likely outcome. But it should be, for the first part of his plan, anyway. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    James awoke with a start. Again. The nightmares were so frequent now, whenever he woke up he regretted going to bed. His hands were shaking. Just lightly. And the dream was gone. Something about tentacle monsters. Ellie. Maybe. It was all so vague. 
 
    He swung his feet from the bed and rested them on the carpet. Gave a gentle push to Four-Toes, the name he’d given his foot. Very inventive. The pain rolled numbly around his foot, but it was bearable. They’d done a better job of patching him up than he could have done himself.  
 
    Looking at the door, he thought about Ellie. She wasn’t speaking to him. She’d said that it was better to stop now, than after, and she could get used to him not being there, and Willow would look after her now. It made him want to cry.   
 
    But he had to move forward.  
 
    And whatever was in that building was the next step. He looked at his fingers. The shaking was dying away. The same as it did every morning. Well, some mornings. 
 
    He dressed in the clothes that Tony had given him. They fitted well enough. Apparently they’d belonged to someone called Root. Weird name. He still had the boots that he’d gotten from the outfitters, cleaned. He pulled the easy one on first. Then the other. Hurt like a motherfucker, but it acted as a splint for Four-Toes. Bastards were going to pay.  
 
    He went out to the kitchen and made himself a coffee. Dave was sitting there at the table. He didn’t speak when James came in, had his face buried in a book. James glanced at the cover. Looked like a romance. He sat down opposite him, but didn’t speak. He felt no need to start a conversation. But Dave did. “Ellie says you’re, and I quote, silly and going to get yourself killed.” He looked up from the book, his eyes meeting James’s. 
 
    He sighed. Half expected the Spanish Inquisition. “No, I’m really not. I just think that there are answers to be had. And I want to find them.” 
 
    “Why? You never said why it mattered. That girl should be your priority. I heard that you know what’s what with Willow. What do you think is going to happen then? I’m only here for her. Soon as I don’t need to be, I’m heading south. Isle of Wight.” His eyes dropped back to the book. “You think Ellie is coming with me?” 
 
    James shook his head. “I’m going to be fine. I need to find out what happened to my parents. And I’m doing it today.” 
 
    Dave chewed his tongue. “Fine, fine. Good luck.” He didn’t take his eyes from the book again. 
 
    James got up, took his coffee over to Ellie’s bedroom. He knocked lightly on the door. She didn’t answer. No surprise there, really. He opened it anyway. “I’m coming in.” He waited, again no answer, and then pushed the door open and stepped into the darkness within. Ellie was on the bed. 
 
    “What’s the point of knocking if you’re going to come in anyway?” She didn’t move, laying flat on the bed, her eyes closed. 
 
    “I thought you weren’t talking to me.” 
 
    “I’m not.” Now she turned and faced the other direction.  
 
    James went over, sat on the bed. He sipped his coffee. “I’m going soon. But I’ll be back.” 
 
    “Why won’t you stay here with me?” she grumbled. A little whine in her voice.  
 
    “I don’t know, but I need to try. I have to help.” He looked at his coffee. Little ringlets of the liquid circled as his hand shook again. “I’ve …” his voice trailed off. 
 
    Ellie suddenly sat, and turned to him. “You’ve got to look after me,” she blurted. Then she threw her hands around his neck. “Please don’t leave me,” she said. She was crying. James pushed his coffee onto the side table. 
 
    “I’ll be back in a while. I promise.” What Ellie didn’t know was that she was never going to be safe without the answers. From the way the Major spoke, whether it was true or not, he thought she was some sort of key to this. An answer. And they wouldn’t ever leave her alone. If they’d found them at the farm, they’d probably find her again. So he needed to do something more permanent. 
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    James left the Red Dragon sometime in the early hours of the morning. He slipped away in the dark. The ghosts weren’t out. They were all up in their fortress. Their hive. He left via the alleyway, and moved fast.  
 
    Alone. 
 
    He headed towards the water. He had a backpack with a handgun in it. He had a knife inside his jacket. Root had left a good selection of clothes behind. James was wearing a leather. The blade fit well into the pocket. He’d needed something, after losing his holsters to the militia fuckers.  
 
    He was clad in jeans. His boots. They worked just fine. Willow, Dave, and Tony, had done him proud. He knew that they didn’t need to help him. Willow had said that she would look after Ellie if he didn’t come back, and that she knew that Tony would look after her later on down the line.  
 
    But James had promised that he would return. He thought he was going to.  
 
    If this all worked. 
 
    At the bike, he took the keys from their hiding place and slid them into the ignition. He needed to wait for sun up.  
 
    He was going to make noise.  
 
    A lot of it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    James waited until the sun was high. Somewhere around ten in the morning, he thought. He turned the keys in the ignition and the bike roared to life. He stepped away from the frame and raised his foot, booting the exhaust hard. The muffler dropped off the back of it, clanging to the ground.  
 
    James nodded in appreciation. The machine now sounded like a fucking echo chamber of bees. Perfect. He straddled it, and revved. The noise of the engine filled the garage. The roar was impossibly loud. 
 
    James slid the handgun in the back of his jeans, beneath his jacket, and took off. Back in the direction of the precinct. He shouted as he rode. Whooping like a yahoo. “Eh-oh, motherfuckeeeeeers.” The sound the bike made bounced between the buildings of the silent city. 
 
    It filled the air. 
 
    It filled the silence like nothing else had in a year. 
 
    And, to be honest, James felt great. It was the loudest he’d been in months. It was the loudest thing he’d heard apart from guns shots. He felt free, with the air rushing past him. 
 
    He was sure to circle around the buildings, so that he was coming in towards the precinct in a straight line. One that he could keep going in.  
 
    Then he started his approach.  
 
    The bike rattled beneath him, as James kept low in the seat. He pushed his arse back so that it was on the pillion. Both hands on the grips. Didn’t want to lose control. He rocked down the street. The buildings on the left surrounded the precinct.  
 
    The one on the right was the hive. 
 
    As he could differentiate between the buildings in the distance, as he could tell the hive from any other building, he saw them coming. One at first. It came from the gape, the hole where the front door of the building used to be. Stood in the centre of the road. James could see the fucker braying in the street, facing him. Couldn’t hear shit over the noise of the bike though. Then another. It broke the top of the building, its silhouette rising against the bright blue sky. It jumped, down, as he’d seen them do many times. To the street. The two of them didn’t come at him though. It was what he expected. He thought they might be wary. 
 
    Learning about traps. 
 
    The closer he got. The more came out. Five. Six of them. Watching him. He sat up on the bike, readying himself to turn.  
 
    Once a couple of streets away, the fire came. From the top of the buildings around the precinct. Molotov’s. Seven of them. Thrown in quick succession. The flames burst into the street as the bottles of petrol shattered, causing a wall of flame behind the ghosts. They lurched forward, confused.  
 
    James pulled the gun from his jeans and pointed it down, in their general direction.  
 
    Crack.  
 
    Crack. 
 
    Crack, crack, crack. 
 
    The screeching started. One at first, then a chorus of howls. Anger. They seemed to move towards him in a single motion, like they were communicating. Maybe they were. A sea of ghosts swirling at him. James was nearly on them. He stuffed the gun back in his jeans. Fucking barrel was blistering hot. Then he veered, hard to the right, down the street to the side of the hive.  
 
    The ghosts charged him, reaching the side of the building and following. He looked back over his shoulder. Good. That worked. That was easy. 
 
    Now was the hard part. 
 
    The monsters were up in the air, bouncing like fucking crickets. God damn Spidermanning towards him. Others ran like the charge of the bulls. One had already gotten onto the tops of the buildings and was following above. He’d expected that. That was why he needed to have straight lines mapped out in his head. He needed to get out of the city in the right direction, but he needed to do it without letting them catch up with him. If he had to turn, and they could travel in straight lines on the rooftop, this journey wasn’t going to last long.  
 
    James was heading west. He was moving faster than them. He could outrun them in a straight line. Good. That was one of the reasons he liked the bike, but he’d never had a chance to prove it. He smiled, letting go of the accelerator, dropping down to let the creatures catch up with him a little. If he got too far away they’d bore of the chase, and go back to the hive.  
 
    James kept them moving with a bizarre cat and mouse, across the city. He worked his way west, then slowly north. Heading towards the M25. 
 
    The creatures were pissed at him. 
 
    Maybe having nothing to guard against for so long had turned them mad. Maybe they were all juvies, all grown up, and they’d never had a human to chase before. Either way, they didn’t want to give up. Back down.  
 
    Fuckers were coming. 
 
    James got a good distance ahead of them, to allow him to hit an off ramp. They still followed. They didn’t seem to tire. Mile after mile. They charged at him. Followed the bike.  
 
    He pulled off the M25. 
 
    Hit the M1. 
 
    Going north. 
 
    Even then, he could see the bridge of the services going across the motorway. He slowed. Let them catch up with him. The militia must be able to hear the bike on the silent air. They could probably hear the screeches of the ghosts now, as they got closer. Closer to the bike, the louder they got. Frantic. Desperate to stop him. Kill him. James didn’t know if the noise was what they were chasing, or him. The flesh. Maybe they didn’t know.  
 
    He accelerated hard towards the bridge, bringing the creatures with him. Seven in total, perhaps. He couldn’t be sure until they were on the motorway, and they stopped falling over each other to get to him. He pulled off, onto the ramp into the services. Passing the petrol station, he circled around the car park, towards the main building. 
 
    “I’m home, fuckers,” he shouted burning the bike across the tarmac to the entrance to the building. Open, as it was last time he was there.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    James turned the keys in the ignition of the bike, killing the sound from the engine. The bike continued to move, in silence, free-wheeling through the entrance of the service station and onto the smooth surface of the floor. He pulled out his gun, as the two or three people that were in there—heading to the front of the building to find out what the commotion was—stood there looking at him. He pointed his gun at them, but didn’t fire, rolling smoothly across, towards the back of the building. Towards the shit shop that was half empty. He glided, like a spirit, a manifestation. Everyone stared at him as he motioned the gun up and down like he was firing, but silently. 
 
    The militia were confused.  
 
    Then the ghosts came. The first of them crashed through the entrance with no grace whatsoever into the service station, and all hell, literally, broke loose. The militia, all armed with various weapons—things that they had grabbed that were close to them—turned on the creature. Panicked.  
 
    Screech. 
 
    Then a second came in behind the first. One of the guards pissed the front one off by raising a small handgun—a fucking popgun—and firing into the thing. It was riled anyway, aggravated by having to chase James for so long, and the pathetic wound the gun gave it seemed to do nothing more than annoy it. 
 
    James let the bike roll into the shop at the back, pulling to a stop, and let the bike drop as he got off. He ran through the door at the back of the storefront, into the corridor behind. He couldn’t help but take a look, before he latched the door. Watching the two creatures as the militia started to unload on them. 
 
    The first creature lurched forward to Popgun. The thing batted his hand to the side, knocking the weapon he was firing again and again and again to the side as the bullets almost bounced off it like Superman. James himself had seen what a high impact rifle at close range did to the ghosts—not much—and this dude was clearly only armed to either make himself feel better, or take shots at interlopers. Close range. The ghost stepped up on him and opened its mouth. Wide. It had been a time since James had seen one of the adults up close. He hadn’t forgotten the rows of razor sharp teeth. He might have pushed the thought to the back of his mind, but his nightmares hadn’t let him forget. The creature clamped its teeth down on Popguns arm. That was new. They usually went for the head first. For the quick kill. 
 
    Its teeth ripped through his flesh like he was made of marshmallow. To the bone. Through that too. It ripped away from him like it was Henry the Eighth and Popgun was a turkey leg. The arm came off. The creature held it in its maw, the gun still clamped in his fingers. Blood squeezed out the ripped end like a supersoaker, then stopped. Pressure gone, before drooling and dribbling onto the side of the ghosts face. It flipped the arm up in the air, as if it was going to catch it and eat it, but instead, discarded it, and it turned back to Popgun. Probably not an apt name now. Armless, previously Popgun, had been dragged to the ground when the ghost yanked his arm off, and unlike the arm, the stump that was left at the shoulder spewed blood and continued to do so like it was going out of fashion. The man shouted fuck, really loudly, as his blood pumped out over the floor and pooled, deep red. He was trying to push himself away with his legs, but on the shiny floor, slick with his juice, his shoes slipped and slopped like he had fallen on an ice rink.  
 
    He shouted fuck again. 
 
    The creature stepped forward, and looked like it was actually smiling, as it hulked over him. Drawing its breath in and out. Toying with him. One of his militia buddies looked like he was going to help for the briefest of seconds.  
 
    He was holding a knife. Looked like a hunting knife. Very impressive, but as he ran, knife up, over his head, he seemed to have a change of heart, and turned at almost ninety degrees, running away from the creature.  
 
    It was like he’d never actually seen one before and it wasn’t until he got up close to it, that he realised how big the thing was, and how utterly useless the knife was.  
 
    As he ran, the other one noticed him.  
 
    The first creature brought its head up over the body of Armless. He’d stopped flailing around on the blood having painted himself in it, which was still jettisoning from him, albeit much slower now. He was pale. The creature drew in a long breath, sniffing him. Then it placed its massive paw in the centre of his torso. Put its weight on him. The paw broke through the body, the bones, with ease, turning Armless into a mush from the waist to the neck, killing him instantly. What was left of his limbs twitched in death, his blood slowing from the arm, as the creature pulled its paw from his wrecked torso and licked at it. There seemed to be an un-assuredness in the things actions. Like it wasn’t sure if it wanted to eat him or not.  
 
    Like it had never tasted the flesh before. 
 
    Then it craned its head down and bit on the man’s dead face. It tore the flesh and bone from him, his brains, weird looking fluids, goo, spraying out across the floor and walls of the service station. It screeched a happy screech, talking while its mouth was full, amniotic fluids and blood drooling and spraying out, as it eviscerated the man. 
 
    Knifedude stood less of a chance. Less. As he turned and ran, the second of the two ghosts leapt over to him, knocking into him hard like a rugby player. He didn’t just fall either. He flew, like he’d been shoulder by a fucking double decker bus, smacking into the pristine white wall of the service station. Plastic walls. Weird, plastic walls. Probably easier to clean. He hit the wall with such force it must have felt like being pushed by a bus into the path of an oncoming dustcart. His blood fled from his body through any hole it could, spraying liberally over the plastic wall, and he slid down, broken, to the floor. He wasn’t dead. Yet. The creature slowly stalked over to him as he lay there. James had never seen a tragic road traffic accident before, and while he still hadn’t, this was what he assumed it looked like. Films lied. It was far worse.  
 
    The guy lay on the floor, and with so much of his blood already on the wall, it seemed like the rest of it was too afraid to actually leave his body. It being held in by trauma, perhaps. He was twitching too, but it was different from Popg-, Armless. Worse, somehow. What with him not making a death twitch as such, but one caused by him trying to move. It was the only movement that his body, broken in so many different places, could make. James whispered, “Brutal,” and closed the door fully. There was another one of the militia in there, but he was going to be dead soon too. 
 
    And besides, James could hear gunfire now, outside the service station. 
 
    As he learned when he ambushed Stanny’s men in London last year, when faced with one of these ghosts most people panic, and these days panic caused gunfire. That was the worst thing you could do when faced by a ghost. 
 
    Still, it saved him a job. James crept along the corridor to the doors the chef had used and went out to the back of the services. He glanced over to the chef. He’d been moved. They’d found him in the end, but they hadn’t moved him far. Just rolled him over, and then left him out there to rot. He already had maggots on him, squirreling around, finding ways into the fresh flesh. Seeing it during the day, the piles of rot out there were rife with them.  
 
    And the smell seemed to be exacerbated by being able to see the trash.  
 
    He pushed the door closed, quietly. He didn’t think that advertising his whereabouts was an issue, to either the ghosts or the militia. By the sounds of it they were pretty well tied up with each other. 
 
    He hurried out the back of the dump and around the side of the building, heading back towards the underpass, to the hotel. He rounded the side of the building and looked across to the bridge. He could see the flares of gunfire. The creatures, the ghosts, fighting their across the inside of the bridge to the other side. There was another in the middle of the motorway, below the bridge, militia on the far side, firing rounds into the creature.  
 
    Useless. 
 
    Their efforts seem to achieve nothing other than royally pissing the ghost off. Good. James watched. The ghost in the bridge went forward. It suddenly broke toward the guy with the gun in the middle of it. Bored with toying with him. Then suddenly a bloom of blood rose in the middle of the glass bridge like someone popped a water balloon full of red paint in a fish tank. “Jesus fucking Christ,” James mumbled. Then he saw the ghost move across the last of the bridge. He heard more gunfire. 
 
    The one on the motorway was over the crash barriers and going up the grass embankment on the other side. They were still firing at it. Unable to stop it. 
 
    It could all have been avoided. If they had just stayed in the hotel and hidden. The ghosts wouldn’t have known they were there. Probably gotten bored looking for James and his noisy as fuck bike and started back into the city.  
 
    But they panicked. Guns blazing. 
 
    Not that James was going to allow the beasts to leave. He was going to make enough noise that he’d wake the dead long enough for them to complain about the noise if he needed to.  
 
    The ghost reached the top of the hill. It stood only feet from the one man who hadn’t run and retreated towards the hotel. He had stopped firing. Likely, by that point he had run out of ammunition. James watched as he put his hand forward. He was talking to it.  
 
    Like a fucking ghost whisperer.  
 
    Maybe he thought it was just a big dog. A really big dog. Cow sized. He was actually trying to tame it. James smiled when it put its head down, obediently, bringing it forward, allowing this dude to pet the top of its head, before biting his damned hand off. 
 
    He screamed. It seemed super loud, but that could just have been the ambient silence that James was used to. The ghost jumping the guy and ripping him to pieces stopped the scream, and the creature moved on, driven by the sound. The gunfire. 
 
    It would return when it wanted the flesh.  
 
    For whatever reason they hadn’t seemed to be attracted to the militia for their meat, they seemed to be getting the idea now. James ran down the side of the embankment, directly under the bridge and over the central reservation. Up the other side. To the building, and around the back. The opposite way the ghosts were going. He wanted to make sure that no one fled. The ghosts would take care of anyone they saw out the front. He got to the edge of the building, looking at the hotel.  
 
    There were the creatures, all of them. They were surrounding the building. As gunfire sounded out, echoing, in the empty. He smiled. Good. Fuckers took Ellie. One of them broke the cover of the building. Out the front door. Before the ghosts got so close he couldn’t get out. That was a mistake. He had a rifle in his hand. He wasn’t pointing it at anything. He was just running with it. He was running directly to the row of cars in the car park to the side of the building. A panicked last minute break for freedom.  
 
    Sad, really.  
 
    He got around halfway down the side of the building before two of the ghosts made a play for him. Leaping at him, at the same time. They both landed near him, one in front, one to the side. They seemed to weight each other up as much as him. He’d stopped running. Nowhere to go. Surrounded by building and monsters. He was crying. James could hear him between the gunfire that still rained out of the building.  
 
    The creatures seemed to come to some silent agreement, and they both went at the guy at the same time. One took one of his legs in its mouth, the other, an arm. They literally ripped him in half. One leg pulled off in one direction, an arm in the other. The spray of blood twirled as he did, like a lawn sprinkler flourishing out a spray of thick strawberry jam. The cry he made, this scream, cut through all the other noises. The screeches of the ghosts as they got closer to the building, ready to take down whoever was inside. The sound of bone being eviscerated by teeth. The plopping wet sound of the man falling to the concrete and his blood spewing from the torn flesh, oozing out of him so fast, that as his scream died, so did he. Possibly from shock as much as blood loss. 
 
    Then the first of the creatures decided to breech the building. 
 
    Through one of the windows that gunfire was coming from. It lurched into a jump, directly at the building. Crashed into the window, through. Like James had witnessed in the past, when they jumped from one building to the next, through into a flat. But seeing it from this angle was quite something.  
 
    It went in, crashing through the glass like it wasn’t there. Punching its own doorway in, yet moving like a cat, with a grace that betrayed its size. The noise of the gun from inside the building—at that window, at least—stopped. The creature had its prey. 
 
    That was enough for James. He turned back, hurrying along the wall of the building, down the embankment, and out across the motorway. He jumped the central barrier. Could feel his foot bleeding. The painkillers were wearing off. It was time to leave. He clambered up the other side, back to the building. 
 
    Two choices.  
 
    Get the noisy bike back, or grab a car from the car park outside. There were plenty of cars to choose from in both services on both sides. He was limping a little. To the door into the building. The stink. Dead body. He carried on by, continuing to the front of the building. He’d take a car. They seemed pretty organised. He was sure the keys would be in the ignitions. The tanks full of petrol. He limped to the side of the building and looked around. He needed to get back to the precinct now. Fast. 
 
    But he didn’t want to lure any of the ghosts away from the building, either. He didn’t know if they could make their own way back—some animalistic homing beacon—but he didn’t want to help, either. And if they couldn’t all the better.  
 
    He checked around. No ghosts. 
 
    Ran for the cars. 
 
    There was a choice. Plenty. Sports cars. Family saloons. White fucking vans. Four-by-fours. James went between a white van and family saloon. Mondeo. Red. He kept the van between him and the building just in case one of the creatures wasn’t at the hotel. 
 
    He could still hear gunfire, and was pretty sure that they would still be there. He looked through the window of the Mondeo. The keys were in there. Just like a sales lot. Ready to be taken for a drive. James got in, shutting the door quietly. He turned the key, the engine starting with ease. At least the fuckers took care of their vehicles. He looked at the petrol gauge. Full tank. Bingo. 
 
    James slammed the car into reverse and pulled out, swinging the car across the car park. As soon as he was clear of the van, he looked around the building, checking. Nothing. He was in the clear. They were too busy with the hotel. Hopefully all of the militia were there, on site. The gunfire was thin now. Probably only one or two of them left fighting. The rest were chow. 
 
    James pulled out, down to the motorway. The wrong way down the ramp, and the motorway. He smiled to himself. One problem down. One more to address.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    Leaving the car a distance from the precinct, James walked back the rest of the way. He didn’t know how many of those things might still be left in the hive. Hopefully the majority of the soldiers were gone, and he could get in now. At least long enough to look around.  
 
    It was the middle of the afternoon when he got back to the precinct, through the alleyway and across. Into the Red Dragon. 
 
    Willow was waiting. She was sitting on the first set of stairs at the top. “Ellie?” James asked. 
 
    “She’s been crying pretty much since you left. You gonna go up and see her?” 
 
    James shook his head. “I don’t know if the others will be coming back. Hopefully it’ll be too dark for them to find their way, and I’ll have the whole night to find out what’s in there.” 
 
    Willow nodded. “Did you get everything … done?” 
 
    James knew what she was asking. Had he led the ghosts back to the services? Was the Major and his faux fucking militia dead now? Had he killed again? And again? “Yeah,” he replied quietly. “It’s all done.”  
 
    Willow looked away briefly and then returned her look to his. She met his eyes. “I’m going with you.” 
 
    “Fuck off.” He spoke out of instinct. Nothing else. He scrunched up his nose. Some sort of apology. “Look. Whatever the deal is with you and Ellie, it’d be a real good idea if you two stayed out of harm’s way.” 
 
    “You fuck off. I don’t have much time left.” She grinned. Snorted. “Besides. You never know what help I might be in there. You might need a girl.” 
 
    “I need you to look after Ellie.” 
 
    “Dave can do it. Tony. Aren’t you planning on coming back? I thought it was a look in and run out. Hoping there are only going to be, what do you call them? Juvies? And him. What did he say? A doorway? Seriously?” She stood as James climbed the stairs towards her. “You think you’re going to find some magic door in there full of people. Mums? Dads?” 
 
    James stormed passed. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “No.” Willow followed. “You don’t know. Ellie needs you, and Ellie is real. She’s here. She’s now. Either I’m coming in with you to help or you’re not going.” 
 
    James turned, angry. She was staring him down. She wasn’t going to give up. He made a noise like a frustrated child, then said, “Fine.” He glanced back. “We’re going now.” 
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    James watched the front entrance to the hive, the blown out mutilated door to the building. It was dark now. Willow crouched behind him. “You going to be okay with that?”  
 
    James looked back at her, and she nodded down to his foot. The blood, black from the night had wept through, coming out where the sole met the leather. Cheap arse fucking shoes. He nodded, turning his attention back to the hive. 
 
    “What do you see?” Willow kept her voice down, quiet. Low.  
 
    “Not a lot.” There was no movement that they could see from the roof when they’d looked earlier. It was like the place was dead. Like all of them had left. But that couldn’t be the case. There were still Juvies there somewhere, and James couldn’t believe that the ghosts wouldn’t have left them guarded. By something. “Come on.” James kept down, trotting across the street to the side of the hive building. He had a shoulder holster with a small hand gun in it. Willow followed. She also had a shoulder holstered gun, and she was carrying a knife. Big thing. She’d said she got it in a butcher’s shop. It looked like a short sword.  
 
    James pushed his back up against the wall and waited for the screech. It never came. He edged to the entrance and glanced around. “What the fuck?” he whispered. Willow came up his side and looked. 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    Inside the building—it looked like the entrance to a financial building—the majority of the first floor had been cleared away. Desks and furniture, even stud walls, destroyed and pushed to the sides, leaving it empty and open plan. James didn’t really know what he expected from that, really. It’s not like there was going to be a ghost inside the door sitting at the security guards desk, reading a paper, and watching the game. The walls looked different though. It was hard to see, the moonlight only illuminating the smallest amount inside the building. James stepped around the broken wall of the entrance, staying close to the side, in the dark. Willow stayed behind him, both of them silent. James followed the wall along. Willow waited. She was holding the knife-sword-thing out in front of her, guarded against anything coming in the dark. 
 
    James stopped. He felt something. He was close up on the outside wall of the building. Leaning against it. Something on his hand. There was something on him. On his skin. He brought his hand up in front of his face, but couldn’t see. He went back along the wall to Willow, back to where the light from the moon did reach. Goo. It looked like … whale sperm. “It’s the same shit as in the underground,” he whispered to her, flicking it off like snot. “Fucking hell.” 
 
    “Nice,” she said. “It looks like—” 
 
    “I know what it looks like. Come on.” James led them around the wall getting deeper into the room. There was a stairwell on the far side, lifts—at a guess, probably not working—, doors into other offices. James kept watching the walls. He had a torch strapped to his belt, the same as Willow. Similar to the ones that Stanny and his men used. Neither of them had any intention of using the light. Neither of them had a death wish, but they didn’t want to get stuck in the building, blacked out, in an emergency.  
 
    There was screech. 
 
    It was a distance away. Muffled. Still enough for James to drop to a crouch, waving Willow down behind him. He couldn’t tell where it had come from. Up? Down? There must be a basement to this place. Either way, if it was that far away, it probably wasn’t aimed at them. After a few seconds listening, he waved her forward. Continuing to the rear of the building.  
 
    When they got there the doors to the stairwell were ripped out allowing free movement up and down. James peeked his head around the corner and looked. There was light coming from below. A hue, glow. Bright. He looked up. Darkness. He gestured to Willow to look down. They’d be down there. Had to be. Why would they be in the dark, when they could be in the light?  
 
    James entered the stairwell, looking over the handrail, down. Couldn’t see much, but shadows dancing on the walls. Like there was fire, or ghosts, moving. He held his breath. Just the thought of them having their own light, creating it somehow. It was more than he could imagine. The threat it posed. He glanced up the stairs, making sure there was nothing there, and then started up. He had to be sure that he—they—weren’t about to get cornered, trapped, there. He went up, two at a time, fast, but silent. He kept his gun out, in front of him. As the darkness surrounded him, he didn’t think that they would be able to see him, even if they were up there. At the brow of each floor enough light came in to keep the stairs visibly. Willow followed, but James quickly poked around the doorway.  
 
    Each floor had been wrecked like the ground floor. The furniture smashed and pushed aside. Windows broken out. Walls torn down. It looked like a fucking bomb site. But it made sense. 
 
    As they got towards the roof, James was more careful. If there was going to be a guard, then it was going to be there.  
 
    But nothing. 
 
    He crouched at the exit to the roof with Willow. “So,” he said. “Looks like they’re all in the magic glowing basement.” 
 
    “What. The.” 
 
    “I know. I don’t feel any heat. Can’t be fire. I didn’t think these things were that smart, anyway.” He couldn’t help but think about what the Major had said. A doorway. “Only one way to find out,” he continued. 
 
    Willow put her hand on his arm. “You sure you want to go into the lion’s den?”  
 
    James nodded. “Have to find out.” He looked her in the eyes. Cleared his throat. “You don’t have to come. You should head back out.” 
 
    She snorted. She did that a lot, James realised. When she was talking to him, anyway. “Fat chance. The opportunity to see the magic light in the bottom of an insurance brokers in the middle of London, after the apocalypse, when all hell has shit on us, and the city is over run by cow sized monsters? I’m all in, matey.” 
 
    James couldn’t help crack a smile. Snorted himself. He nodded down the stairs. “Come on, then.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    At the entrance of the stairs to the ground floor, James watched Willow as she rounded the stairwell to the basement. She had the sword-thing in her hand, holding it out in front of her like she was about to get into a knife fight. She glanced between James and the stairs, carefully moving, not misplacing a foot. He had the gun in his hand, holding it out, covering her. 
 
    Too afraid to pull the trigger. 
 
    He didn’t know what would happen if the two of them saw a ghost. If something came out of the darkness.  
 
    Willow waved his attention back to her. She pointed down at the stairs. James couldn’t see what she was pointing at, so he came forward, following her into the stairwell. He started down. It was quickly obvious what she was drawing his attention to.  
 
    That goo. The slime. It was on the stairs, getting thicker with each step. Sticky, yet slick. Weird, otherworldly. Whale-y. Fucking hell. James got to her, just behind her. He looked down. There were two flights of stairs before the basement. The light was coming through the hole that was where the doorway used to be.  
 
    James crouched. Tried to see. Nothing. The movement of the light didn’t seem to be from the shadows of ghosts moving. It looked more organic within the light itself. He stepped down again. Willow was with him. The two of them matching step for step. 
 
    On the first sub-basement level, James waved his gun into the opening. It was pitch black in there. There could have been a ghost stood, waiting inside the opening, for all he could see. He could have poked it in the face with his gun. Hopefully there weren’t any in there, because James was well aware that the light from the next floor was going to make him visible against the dark.  
 
    They continued down. The goo getting thicker. It was harder to walk in, like treading stairs in the snow. The two of them hit the second sub-basement, the bottom of the building. The light streamed out of the opening, glowing, orange and reds, James hurried over to the side wall and pushed his back against it. There must be ghosts in there. He just wanted to take a look. Just one. See what was there, and then leave. Re-group. 
 
    Willow crossed to the other side, against the wall. She was holding her sword down to the side. Looking across the gap to him. There was a fire in her eyes. She looked more alive now than anytime James had looked at her. Excitement. It was there. In her face. James felt it too. He mouthed, you ready, at her. She raised an eyebrow. He guessed that was a yes. That, or she didn’t have a clue what he’d said. Either way, the two of them turned together, facing into the room. Trying to keep their bodies hidden from what might be in there.  
 
    Light. 
 
    Movement, devoid of sound. 
 
    The opening in the wall gave to what was probably storage at some point before. Looked like chain link cages. The sort of thing you’d find in the basement of rented space. It was torn to shreds of course, broken out into a wide open space. In the centre of it was something … else. Immediately James thought of the word, doorway. It looked like someone had taken the very air, and torn it, splitting it open like a pair of jeans in the nineties. A rip. Rift. Light coming from within. A warmth radiating from it. The whale-y goo slooped across the floor, thick. Gelatinous. It seemed to be weeping from the opening.   
 
    Apart from that, the room was empty. No ghosts. Juvies or otherwise. James looked at Willow. She was mesmerised by it. Couldn’t take her eyes from it. She came away from the wall. Out into the open. James waved her back.  
 
    But it was too late. 
 
    Crossing the threshold, a ghost came. Adult. Male. It leapt through the doorway, landing in the room, hunched. Screeched. Saliva drooled from its wide open maw as it screamed, angry, at Willow, stood there, frozen. 
 
    James turned, his back against the wall outside the room, before he noticed that Willow hadn’t come out. “Fuck,” he blurted. Turned. Brought the gun up. The creature was still standing there. It hadn’t approached her at all. The two of them stood, face to face, no more than twenty feet apart. James aimed the gun. Afraid to fire. If the creature went for Willow she’d never stand a chance. It would be on her. Ripping her to pieces. The gun was fucking useless. James knew it. He knew it when he brought it. He knew it when he drew it. It was only there to make him feel better, for fuck’s sake. Willow was still holding the knife, sword, whatever, but hadn’t raised it. 
 
    James lowered the gun. He still held it because it did make him feel better, but he decided not to fire. The chances were that this was it, anyway, for at least one of them. He could see Willow gripping the blade, tightly. The creature was heaving its bulk up and down as it breathed. Watching her. It bared James no mind. Nothing at all. It didn’t so much as glance in his direction.  
 
    Willow took a small step backwards.  
 
    Then the ghost did the same. A small step backwards. Towards whatever it was that it had come out from. James realised he was holding his breath. He’d never been this close to a ghost before without it trying to eat him. The skin of the creature was muscular, beneath tight skin. It look healthier than the others he’d seen. The others he’d fought. It finally tore itself from its stare at Willow, and looked at James.  
 
    Screech. 
 
    Loud, it seemed pissed that he was there. James sidled over to Willow. He watched the ghost the whole time, but stayed a little way away from her. “We should go,” he whispered.  
 
    Willow shook her head. “No.” She didn’t take her eyes from the beast. “It’s you. This thing isn’t bothered by me. Not at all.” She spoke quietly. At peace.  
 
    “The fuck you talking about?” James spoke louder. It was like she was entranced by the ghost. The creature turned greater attention to James then. Like he was acting threateningly. Towards one of its own. Willow waved her hand at him, but kept it low. Trying not to scare the creature, but give James the message. Go away. 
 
    James backed up a little and that seemed to pacify the ghost. He was confused. “Shit in hell,” he mumbled, unsure what to do next.  
 
    “It’s me,” she said. “The creature understands me on some primordial level.” 
 
    “Enough of the hippy talk,” James hissed, keeping his voice quiet, calm. “You’re going to get yourself killed. Get me killed.” The ghost looked between the two of them and then turned, back to the doorway, the portal, and calmly walked through, disappearing into it. “What the actual fuck?” James asked, this time louder. He rushed over to Willow and put his arm around her shoulder. “How did you keep that calm? Fucker could have had you at any time.” His look went from her to the doorway. “And what the fuck is that? What’s on the other side of it?” 
 
    Willow shrugged his hand off her like she was aggravated. “It’s important.” 
 
    “No shit.” James looked down at the goo he was standing in. He remembered the tentacle thing in the underground. The bugs. “A gateway to another place,” he said. “Maybe one we don’t want to go to?” 
 
    “Or maybe one we do,” Willow said quietly.  
 
    “We really should go. We don’t know how long those things will hang out at the services on the M1 once the food’s run out.” 
 
    “I didn’t feel threatened by it,” she said. “It was like it didn’t want to hurt me.” 
 
    “Let’s not push our luck though, shall we?” He grabbed her elbow and pulled her towards the stairs. 
 
    “I want to go through,” she said, pulling herself free. 
 
    “Are you fucking mad?” James pulled the torch off his belt and shone the light into the stairwell, up, and around. Checking. “You don’t know what’s on the other side.” 
 
    Willow stepped towards it. “But you can feel its warmth, can’t you?” 
 
    “Fuck that.” 
 
    She looked at him. “No, seriously.” 
 
    Then another came through from the other side. Small. The creatures skin was loose compared to the last, the muscle tone not present. It was no bigger than a calf, wobbly on the legs, too. It stumbled, and tumbled through, finally looking at the two of them and giving out a pathetic mewling noise. James raised his gun and pointed it at the creature, but Willow cupped her hand across the barrel and pushed it down. “It’s just a baby,” she said. “Don’t be mean.” 
 
    James looked at her exasperated. 
 
    Then another came through. A female. Pissed. It came through mid-screech. The room went from the quiet snuffling sound of the child to being filled in seconds. James put his arm across Willow, to protect her.  
 
    The creature came at them, getting between them and the baby, first. It screamed again, spitting its mouthy secretions towards James. He raised his gun. They were almost close enough to touch. “Don’t,” Willow whispered.  
 
    The ghost jerked forward, bapping James like a kitten. The force threw him across the room, rolling to a stop on the floor. Pain shuddered through him from places that didn’t hurt before. New places. Sure his foot hurt—but he was getting used to that always hurting—but pain from his arm where it had hit him splintered out across his body. He was sure it was broken before he landed on his other arm. His back. He lay on the floor shuddering in pain. Realising he’d lost the gun, he looked around. The light waltzing around the room, shadows skitting, he couldn’t see it, then he glanced at Willow, the creatures. He stared at them. He tried to shout to Willow to move. To run. The thing was going to protect the young. Maternal. But the words weren’t there. The impact had knocked the air from him. His lungs empty. He reached forward, hoping to touch her, but he was half a room away, blackness fighting at the corners of his eyes, trying to take him into the black. “No,” he whispered, his lungs burning. Willow dropped the sword. It clattered on the concrete floor. She lifted her hand up, towards the ghost, like she was in a trance, trying to touch it. It looked like she was going to pet it.  
 
    The ghost screeched. It screamed at her, the young bouncing around behind it like this sort of shit happened all the time.  
 
    “What are you doing?” The words weren’t audible even in James’s own ears.  
 
    The creature turned, it barked at the child. Now was Willow’s chance. Draw her gun. Fire. Run. Do something. The child turned and hopped back through the doorway, and the mother ghost turned its head to Willow. It sniffed the air, and then followed the child into the doorway.  
 
    James rolled over onto his back. He had no idea what was going on, but he had to move. The others might be back at any time. He could only hope they wouldn’t travel in the night, but that was to hunt. To feed. What if they had a homing instinct?  
 
    This had changed everything. His perception of what was likely to happen, changed. By this … this … gateway. He dragged himself to his knees. Willow was still standing at the door—the portal. She was a little closer. Her hand out. Reaching towards it. 
 
    “No,” James shouted.  
 
    She looked at him. Her eyes were wide. She was surprised. By him?  
 
    James looked around the floor for the gun as he pushed himself up to stand. Had to keep moving. Not black out. He stumbled over to Willow. Took her shoulders in his hands. Drew her eyes to his. “What are you doing?” 
 
    She stared into his eyes, vacant, for a second. “What?” she said quietly. She returned to him, a spark of recognition, and then she looked down him. “What happened?” she asked. 
 
    James shook his head. “Never mind. I’ll explain later.” He pulled her into a hug. “I thought I was going to lose you,” he whispered. Releasing her, James turned and took her hand. She crouched and picked up the blade. She seemed confused, like she had no memory of what had just happened. James pulled her towards the door, onto the stairs. He was running. He’d discarded any notion of quiet.  
 
    He ran up the stairs.  
 
    To the first sub-basement. Then to the opening into the building. As he got closer, he got quieter. He turned to Willow, stopping on the stairs. Raised his forefinger to his lips.  
 
    Hush. 
 
    He could hear something. Shook his head, and let go of her hand. James pointed to her holster. Willow drew her gun, and passed the blade to him. Thanks. She then overtook him, going to the entrance into the ground floor first.  
 
    There was a ghost, it was in the opening. Must have found its way back through the night. James was right. Some sort of homing instinct. Protection, maybe. Maybe the doorway. The child. Children. Who knows? Willow stepped back away from the door. It might have an instinct to get back there, but she was sure it still couldn’t see them. She pointed up, up the stairs, and James obliged. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    James passed her on the stairs, gripping the sword tight in his hand. His arm probably wasn’t broken. He’d regained a lot of the feeling in it and it hurt like fuck. But at least it hurt like fuck when he moved it. And he could move it.  
 
    He went silently up to the next floor. Waited for Willow to follow, and he was relieved when she did. They moved out of the stairwell. “How many?” James whispered. 
 
    “Just the one that I saw. It must have been one of the ones that you led away, so the rest might be on their way. But it’s blind, right. Let’s get up to the roof, see if there’s a fire escape back down.” 
 
    James nodded. Went back to the stairwell and hit the stairs. He moved fast, but quiet. He wanted to get out the building as fast as he could. They got to the roof. The doorway out had been ripped to an opening long ago. They were sure it would have been, having seen the creatures up there from their own roof numerous times. James waved Willow back and went out into the open first. She followed. Gun out, but down. Overtook him at the corner of the building, and continued across to the back of it.  
 
    James followed her. She knew the layout better than he did. 
 
    She stopped at the rear of the building. A ladder down to the metal fire escape. “It had to be this side if there was one,” she said. “Certainly isn’t down the front or side we can see.” She pointed over to the roof tops that they were on above the precinct. James nodded. She slipped the gun back into her holster, and climbed onto the ladder. Down.  
 
    Towards the fire escape. 
 
    James kept the sword out. Waving it from side to side like he was in a fucking knife fight. Honestly, what he was planning to do if one of those things came at him while he was holding a fucking sword, he had no idea.  
 
    Drop it and run? 
 
    Shit his pants and get ripped to pieces? 
 
    The latter most likely. Possibly both. 
 
    He straddled the ladder, following Willow. As he got halfway down, he heard Willow drop onto the metal landing of the fire escape. Too loud, he thought to himself. He looked down to her, watched. Up. Around. Awaiting the screech. The finality of it. He was waiting for death from above, as they put it. He gripped the ladder, breathing slowly, his heart thumping wildly. He could hear the blood rushing in his ears.  
 
    But there was no screech. 
 
    Thank fuck. 
 
    A rumble came. Deep. Low. It could have been thunder in the distance, but with it came a shudder. It was like the whole building moved. Earthquake. It was his first thought. It was a stupid thought, of course. There were no earthquakes in Britain. “What the fuck was that?” Willow hissed from below him. James continued down the ladder. Quickly. If he hadn’t imagined it—which he clearly hadn’t—then they needed to get off the side of the building. His feet clanged as he left the ladder, but he didn’t pay it any mind. He put his hand on the handrail. 
 
    The metal fire escape was vibrating. “Something bad,” he said. 
 
    Willow glanced at him, and then over the side, looking down the floors and floors of stairs to the ground. “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “When was the last time it was anything good? Go.” He followed Willow as the two of them ran down the metal stairs. James didn’t worry about the noise they were making. There was another rumble as soon as they started running and this one went on and on. Covering the noise of their steps. James was sure he heard a screech, maybe more than one, over the sound of it.  
 
    He nearly lost his footing when he felt the whole building judder, the fire escape groaning a deep metallic, sick, sound. The sound of it buckling as the building moved. “Faster,” he said, keeping pace with Willow. She was moving fast, and he really didn’t need to encourage her.  
 
    “What’s happening,” she said, breathless. It wasn’t really a question.  
 
    “I don’t know,” James answered anyway, “but it looks like the building might come down.” 
 
    Sounds of metal bending, deep from within the buildings structure came as the two of them hit the halfway point. A screech. Loud. One of the ghosts, it was near them. James didn’t give a fuck. He was just running. There was a loud pop. Right there, next to him. He darted away from it, nearly falling on the stairs. 
 
    It was a brick. Exploding in the middle of the wall. “The building’s buckling,” he shouted over the growing noise. There was another screech. It didn’t sound right. The ghost wasn’t screaming at him or her, it was something else. Fear, perhaps. 
 
    Willow had gotten ahead of him. On the stairs. She was nearing the bottom. James was still a couple of floors back. Wafts of something was rising around him. He was struggling to breath, thinking it was smoke at first, then realising it was dust. From the building. Like it was falling.  
 
    Then there was a screech.  
 
    The screech to end them all. 
 
    So loud, so encompassing, that nothing could be heard above it. Not even the falling building. The sound that came wasn’t from a ghost. It was from something far larger. James looked over the handrail as he kept running. Willow was down. It the street. She’d stopped. Turned. She was staring up at him. “Keep going,” he screamed. He didn’t know if she could hear him. But she backed away, as bricks, debris and detritus, fell from the building into the street, smashing down around her. James jumped to the next landing, and then onto the last of the stairs.  
 
    He looked out. Willow was standing there, on the other side of the street. There was a ghost there, between them. She had her gun out, but she wasn’t pointing it at the ghost. She was staring at the base of the building.  
 
    So was the ghost.  
 
    James left the stairs, onto solid earth. His relief didn’t last. The pavement was moving. He tumbled down, over onto his knees, he felt the skin stretch and tear. Rolling, he got himself back up. Glanced at the ghost. It was screeching again, but not at him. He could hear the building crumbling behind him. James ran down the street, half away from the ghost, half towards Willow. He was waving his arm for her to run with him. Up the street. Away from the ghost. Away from the building.  
 
    She started to run, but as she did she pointed. Beyond the ghost, she pointed at whatever the ghost was screeching at. 
 
    James turned, looked, still moving. Running backwards. He slowed to a stop. Coming from around the side of the building. Huge. A slopping grotesque, longer than a bus, drooling with whale-y slime. A massive tentacle, from a beast that must have been so large it was destroying the building from the inside. James and Willow almost fell over each other. The slippery appendage slammed down on the concrete and the whole road split, cracking. The two of them were knocked from their feet. They watched as the ghost charged at the monster, hurling itself into its path like a god damned superhero. It landed on the flaccid tentacle resting on the road, and bit into it. The tentacle didn’t even flinch. It just raised and lowered, expanding and contracting in size. Bugs flopping from it like fleas. Willow pushed her gun back into its holster.  
 
    James agreed that it was probably pointless to fire at the thing. 
 
    The two of them looked at each other. Speechless. The ghost was ploughing its rows of teeth into the tentacle and it wasn’t even moving. Couldn’t feel it. 
 
    Fucking hell. 
 
    James took Willow by the arm. He glanced up at the building behind them. The precinct. Ellie. The building was in danger. They were all in danger. “We have to go. Get them out of here.” Willow nodded. Slowly. Like she was struggling to process the information. Hell, he certainly was. The two of them turned, and ran. James glanced back, saw another, more tentacles coming from around the side of the building. These didn’t have the same girth. They were like snakes. Long though. They entangled the ghost in seconds. Its screech being muffled as the things swarmed into its maw, pushing in, drowning the creature in writhing fat fingers, grabbing it, and eventually pulling it apart. They tore the ghost in half like it was a piece of paper. The monsters guts spewed out, slopping onto the street, the tentacle below. The bugs scurrying over and lapping at the goo and gore, warm, pink gelatinous shit, shot from the inside of the ghost.  
 
    James shook off the feeling of sickness in his stomach, and the two of them rounded the corner, heading back into the pedestrian square. There was Tony, stood in the doorway of the Red Dragon. “What’s going on?” he shouted over the noise of the slow destruction of the building … the hive.  
 
    James ran towards him. Full speed. “Where’s Ellie?” he shouted, passing him and heading straight into the building. 
 
    “Upstairs, first floor.” 
 
    Willow burst in through the door. “Get them out. Get anything you can pick up in minutes.” 
 
    “What is it?” Tony asked.  
 
    James ran up the stairs. Ellie was at the top, with David. He was holding her, face planted in his shoulder. As soon as he saw James he let her go and she ran over to him. James scooped her up and she wrapped her arms around his neck. “We’re leaving,” he said, as much to her as to David. 
 
    “Dave.” Willow was on the stairs behind James. “Get the rest of the rifles. Leave everything else. And get the fuck downstairs.” David nodded, and took off up the stairs to the next floor. Willow disappeared into the Kitchen.  
 
    “Where’s Tony?” James called after her. 
 
    “Gone to get a ride. Get her downstairs.” Willow returned to the door. Pack on her back. A go-bag. James glanced up. Dave was already on the stairs, coming back down.  
 
    Then the building moved.  
 
    James braced himself with his free hand. 
 
    “Come on.” Willow ran passed him. On the stairs. Down. Dave was almost to the first floor. 
 
    James followed her down, carrying Ellie. “What’s happening?” she asked. Tears streaked her face. There was a wobble in her voice.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” James whispered back. “We’ll be fine.” He wanted to get out. Get away from everyone. Alone. Quiet. Safe. Like they used to be. He burst out into the Red Dragon hot on Willow’s heals. She turned to the left, out of the shop and along the front of the building. It crossed James’s mind to go the other way. Split up. But he had to think of Ellie. He turned behind her. Following. Dave close behind.  
 
    A rumble. The floor was moving. Back and forth like bombs going off, but close. The noise in the air was just a roar. James could hear nothing over it. A dust cloud was coming from the top of the buildings that surrounded the precinct like water breaching a dam. James covered Ellie’s face before it crashed over the top of the buildings and filled the precinct. Willow was feet ahead of him. Turning into the alleyway. James followed. It sounded like jet engines firing. He shot a glance back at the building they had just left, cracking. Crumbling under the weight of something. The whole thing was caving forwards. James shouted to run, but he couldn’t hear his own voice.  
 
    The rubble started to fall towards them.  
 
    Dust rose from the ground.  
 
    Around them.  
 
    A perfect storm of debris.  
 
    Willow got to the end of the alley and stopped. James came up beside her. “We have to move.” Willow pointed. There was a van. Down the street. Black. Moving. Tony. It skidded to a stop next to them, and Willow pushed the door open, hauling James and Ellie in first.  
 
    Then Dave.  
 
    She jumped in, shouting for them to move.  
 
    Tony hit the accelerator, and turned, straight away, out from the building. He was driving into central London, but that didn’t matter. He just needed to get away from whatever was happening.  
 
    The buildings were falling as Willow slid the door shut, deadening the noise. She crawled over everyone to the back window. The dust. The buildings. It was coming at them, but as the van reached speed, the demolition in the background died away. But there was a monster there. Its tentacles reaching skyward. “Well, fuck me,” Willow said, quietly. 
 
    Ellie held on to James’s neck without speaking.  
 
    He couldn’t hear much. Just the dull thud that was the buildings falling around him. But she was right. Fuck me. 
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    James sat on the sofa. Ellie was on the one opposite. Tony and Dave sat either side of her. They were holding hands above her head, as Dave was reading to her. Some history book. Learning was still important. He kept his eyes on their hands, fingers entwined.  
 
    Didn’t see that one coming. 
 
    He thought about the last time he looked back in the van, just as London was falling. At least, that bit of London, then he looked at Willow. She was sitting on the sofa next to him, her feet up on his lap. She was sleeping.  
 
    She’d spent a lot of time sleeping over the last few days. James closed his eyes and rested his head back. They were back at the farm. Without the militia, and without the Major, it seemed like the best place to be. James and Ellie had lived there for months without any danger coming to them. The creatures had never ventured out that far, not left the hive, apparently.  
 
    The hive. 
 
    The doorway.  
 
    To what? And what had come through it? Some Lovecraftian hell spewing out into the real world? Destroying buildings? Through a doorway not much bigger than a normal door. Had the creature burst through, or was there another door somewhere? There was certainly something else in the underground. Fucking doorways to other worlds. Perhaps. 
 
    But now wasn’t the time to address that. He looked around the room. The walls painted with white commercial paint. The smell of burning gone. The doors replaced. The farmhouse was whole enough that the five of them could subsist there for a while at least. 
 
    Until he had to go back into London. Find a doorway. He looked at the picture on the mantel of his parents. Maybe they’d gone through one of these doorways. Maybe everyone had?  
 
    James rested his eyes on Willow. He had a new family now. For now. One that he didn’t have only a few weeks ago.  
 
    Rag-tag bunch they were, too.  
 
      
 
    Together, they would find the answers. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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    It’s not good news. 
 
    Rife with despicable humour—black as the goo that came from that one corpse’s eyeball—and full of interesting ideas on how to dispose of a body, Against Type is a novella that is extreme in both violence, and comedy.  
 
      
 
    https://www.amazon.com/dp/B08LN7NKG9/ 
 
    https://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B08LN7NKG9/ 
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    Stay away from the clowns. 
 
    Sarah and Mia would have been better off leaving the horror show that passes for a carnival when they had the chance. But one falling out with a stabby rapist clown and now they’re in the back of a lorry on their way to who knows where? Murdertown, probably.  
 
    Carnie is a deliciously disgusting tale of gaping maws and salacious gore. It is pretty nasty in places, so if you don’t want to read about that sort of thing, then perhaps you might want to give this one a miss, yes? 
 
      
 
    https://www.amazon.com/dp/B08NWCMZK7/ 
 
    https://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B08NWCMZK7/ 
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    Alex Cole will do anything for money. Murder? Check. Assault? Check. Infanticide? Check. Sexual favours? Double-check. But after getting himself roped into something called Kuman Thong—including its roasted human foetuses—Cole is left fighting unfathomable phenomena beyond his comprehension, and rather unexpectedly trying save the world. 
 
    All for a lousy pay cheque. 
 
    Full of evisceration, morgues, interdimensional deities, and prostitution, Alex Cole is part private detective, part mercenary … all sick f*ck. Cole Investigations is open for business. 
 
      
 
    https://www.amazon.com/dp/B08QS3QTM9/ 
 
    https://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B08QS3QTM9/ 
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    Amelia and Damian sate their lusts on the flesh of humans. You can take that whichever way you want. They do. But Amelia is unhappy with her immortal beau, and seeks solace in the arms of another. Liz. In this tale of lustful matters, heartstrings are plucked, quite literally, and there is more red than a Valentine’s Day sale. 
 
    Meat Cute is a love story of dissection and vivisection. It contains sexual violence and graphic medical procedures. There’s even a good amount of cannibalism thrown in. There are ghouls. A vampire. It’s romantic, yes, but also disgusting and violent. 
 
      
 
    https://www.amazon.com/dp/B08WJ558PZ/ 
 
    https://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B08WJ558PZ/ 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    About the Author 
 
      
 
    Ash is a British horror author. He resides in the south, in the Garden of England. He writes horror that is sometimes fantastical, sometimes grounded, but always deeply graphic, and black with humour.  
 
    You can contact him here: ashericmore@gmail.com 
 
    And find him here: https://www.amazon.com/Ash-Ericmore/e/B08DYF2MYR/ 
 
    Or drop by his Goodreads page, here: https://www.goodreads.com/ash_ericmore 
 
    You might even find him on Twitter, occasionally: https://twitter.com/AshEricmore 
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