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CHAPTER 1

   
 James woke with a start. He turned on the bed and looked across the room. Sweat. Hot. It was unfathomably warm. Fucking hell. He looked, bleary, at the window. Sunlight streamed through. Kicked off the sheets. Bad dreams. Always bad dreams. He swung his feet from the bed to the floor. He could hear Ellie. She was outside.  
 He immediately went to the window and looked out. Even now, with the others there, he was still so protective of her. He needed to keep her safe. She was in the allotment. Out the back of the house. Tony was out there too. Good. At least she wasn’t on her own. James went to the door, listened. He could hear Willow downstairs in the kitchen. Crashing about. She was singing. It made him smile. The normality of it. 
 He pulled on a pair of jeans and went down. 
 “You slept late,” she said. Cleaning up the breakfast dishes. She looked tired. She never once complained, she never acted like it … but she always looked tired now. A darkness lingered in her eyes. “Missed breakfast.” 
 James nodded. “Yeah. I was out in the fields last night late. Checking the crops. Seeing what was salvageable.” Since there were five of them in the house now, the allotment wasn’t going to be enough. “I can get some harvest off the potatoes.” 
 Willow smiled. Short. Sharp. “Do you want me to make you something?” 
 James turned away, looked out the window. “I’m fine. Where’s Dave?” 
 “Working on the cars.”  
 “We never talked about it.” He never said what. He didn’t need to, but she was going to make him say it, either way.  
 “What?” 
 James glanced at her. It was eating her up, slowly. “You need to get medication.” 
 “What medication?” she snapped. A little bark. She wasn’t pissed that she was dying. She was pissed that James, and Tony, and Dave, and Ellie, all worried about her. They wanted her to be well and that really bit at her arse.  
 “I don’t know. But we need to do something.” 
 “Unless you have an oncologist up your arsehole, there’s not a lot we can do about it. Is there?” 
 “I’m going back into London,” James said, suddenly. 
 Willow looked at him. “Why?”  
 “The hive. I’m going back to find out what the fuck happened.” 
 She shook her head. “Don’t be so stupid.” 
 “There was a doorway. You saw it. I saw it. And that thing came from somewhere. There might be more than one.” 
 Willow turned away, walked towards the back door. She didn’t speak again. She just stood there and looked out through the window. She was twirling a strand of hair in between her fingers. James walked up behind her. Put his hand on her shoulder. She was looking out at Ellie and Tony. Tony was waving a carrot at her and barking. Weirdly. “I know,” he said quietly. “But there has to be more. Answers. Something.” 
 Willow turned and faced him. Sad. She had water, welling in her eyes. But she refused to let it go, like she had already let too much go, too many tears. “Then I’m coming with you,” she said.  
 The way she said it, James knew. There was no arguing with her. But he would try, regardless. He tried starting with: “No.” 
 She shook her head. “Don’t be so fucking thick headed. You know it makes sense if two of us go.” 
 A small sigh. “I’ll take Tony, then. David.” 
 “David would rather throw himself on a sword, and Tony would fuck you up for even suggesting he go back there. Besides. You know there’s something … between me, Ellie, the creatures—the ghosts at least. You saw it. As much as you don’t want to admit it, you saw it. It didn’t try to hurt me.” 
 “Maybe.” James looked away.  
 “Or would you like to take Ellie perhaps?” 
 James shot her a look. Scowl. “Don’t be so … so …” 
 “What?” 
 “You. Don’t be so you.” 
 “Look. I know London. I know the area you want to investigate. I can handle myself in a fight. The monsters don’t want to eat me—” She flashed a smarmy grin at him. “—and it doesn’t matter as much if I …” her voice trailed off. 
 “What? Don’t come back?” James snorted.  
 “Well? It’s not like I’m going to be around forever is it? Besides, you’re the one who said I should try getting some medication. When we go into London, I can get some.” 
 And that was it. The decision was made for him. He looked back out the window to the two of them in the allotment. “What do you think’ll happen if neither of us come back?” 
 Willow followed his gaze. “They’ll probably start a commune on the Isle of Wight.” She laughed. James liked it when she laughed. They faced each other and there was a second when the two of them looked each other in the eye.  
 James let a small snort come from his nose, and dropped his head down, looking at the floor. “So when do you want to go?” 
 “Late tomorrow,” she replied. “I can get Dave to get one of the cars ready. We can get to London during the day, and travel at night. When the ghosts aren’t about.” 
 “And the giant tentacle monsters? They seem to do just fine in the dark.” 
 “Them? Oh, I think that was a hallucination brought on by stress.” 
   
 It wasn’t. But they could pretend it was, just for now. 






CHAPTER 2

   
 Willow was sitting in the passenger seat watching the M2 flash by. The weather was chilled. October. The windscreen wipers flicked intermittently back and forth as they approached the M25, circling the capital. “Where do you want to stop? Somewhere near the O2?” 
 “Probably.” He knew the way there. That was near where he’d left the bike last time he had come up. The problem with it was that this time they were approaching when the hive had been destroyed. Probably destroyed, he corrected his own thoughts. There could be ghosts rampant in the city again. Maybe there wasn’t. 
 And the other things. Where ever they had come from, too. The door, gateway, portal—James still hadn’t settled on a name for it yet—that they had encountered in the hive … it wasn’t big enough to fit the creature that attacked them after they left the building. Another portal? It was certainly an answer.  
 But not a great one. 
 It was getting darker. James didn’t put on the lights. He knew the road well enough to navigate it in the half light. And he wasn’t about to advertise their presence any more than they had already.  
 David had done a good job on the car. It was smooth to drive, but more than that. It was quiet. He felt like it was reliable, too. Kinda important in itself. James glanced over to Willow. She’d straightened in her seat. The window was cracked open. “What is it?” he asked. 
 “Shh.” She waved her hand at him to emphasis the shush.  
 James took his foot off the accelerator. The car dropped in speed, and got even quieter.  
 “There’s something out there. On the wind.” 
 James drew the car to a stop and turned the engine off. He opened the door and stuck his head out a little. “I don’t—” There was. Something. “Thunder?” he said, a guess.  
 “That’s what I thought at first, but it’s too … regular. It’s constant.” 
 James listened. It wasn’t a rumble followed by silence then a rumble. It just rumbled on. Like a passing locomotive at a crossing. He stepped out of the car into the light spit of the rain and stood. It was miles away. Many miles away, but it was loud. Too loud for his liking. Willow scooted across into the driver’s seat and stuck her head out at his crotch height. “Is it coming from the city?” she asked.  
 James shook his head slowly. He didn’t have any idea.  
   


   
 James pulled the car off the street and killed the engine. They still had to cross the river. Walk about six miles to where the hive was. Where Willow’s home was destroyed. He got out the car and rounded to the boot. Opened it up and took out the two backpacks. He tossed one to Willow. “How are you feeling?” He looked up into the sky. The cloudless blue of the day had been replaced by the inky black of night. Neither of them were used to staying up all night to do something, but Willow was going to find it harder. She found everything harder these days.  
 “Don’t fuss,” she replied. She took a torch from the bag and then slid it on her back. Hand gun in a shoulder holster. 
 James did the same with his pack. Torch out. Pack on. His gun was held in a leg holster. He’d taken to using one like that after he’d lost the one Ellie had made. The same time he lost his toe. His foot didn’t bother him anymore, not really. Occasionally there were phantom pains, but only sometimes. He did miss it when he was in the bath. The nub wasn’t as pretty. He walked around to Willow. Neither of them turned the torches on.  
 “So what bridge are we crossing?” 
 James nodded to the north. “We’ll go over this one. It’s shorter than some of the ones down the road, and we may as well get it over with.” 
 The two of them started down towards the bridge that crossed the Thames. “You think that whatever was here before is still here?” 
 “That’s what we’re here to find out.” 
 Willow rolled her eyes. “As much as anything.” 
 They stopped at the edge of the building and James looked over to the bank of the river. The mouth of the bridge. It was empty enough. There was enough moonlight for him to think that there wasn’t anything on it. Ghosts. Or worse. He drew in a deep breath.  
 “Run or creep?” Willow whispered.  
 “Creep. We probably can’t outrun most of what’s trying to kill us anyway.” James started across the road. He walked slowly, but casually. He was quiet. Aware. He kept looking around him. Them. Up the sides of the buildings. He was watching for the ghosts. If they were up there, on the bridge, anywhere, he wanted to see them move before he heard them screech. They weren’t armed to fight. They were armed to put off and run. He kept his ears open for the other things. He remembered the sounds that the bugs made in the tunnels of the underground. That was going to—hopefully—be his first warning sign. That, and maybe the cracking of the buildings.  
 He got to the mouth of the bridge. Looked down the length of it. Willow joined him at his side. Neither spoke. They both knew the power of silence in this Earth. James watched, standing there. He listened to the wind. Studied the shadows. Waited until he was satisfied that there was nothing on the bridge. Then he nodded to Willow and the two of them started across. They both drew their guns. This was the one place that they’d be fucked if they got jumped. James walked down the left, Willow the right. It was the easiest way for them to make sure there was nothing there in the shadows. James kept his gun down low. He glanced over to Willow. She had hers up like she was cop in some action flick. Fucking Bruce Willis or something.  
 There were a couple of cars parked on the bridge. Haphazardly, but not blocking the roadway, you know, if you wanted to drive across.  
 They were the danger zones. James raised his gun slightly. The first was on his side of the bridge. He pointed the gun at it as he got closer. If there was ghost there, and he was quiet, he might be able to walk past. Maybe. The muzzle of the gun pointed at the vehicle the whole time, James got close enough to see the car was empty. Nothing behind it. He could hear the blood pumping through his veins in his eyes. His heart racing. The months of being at the farm—this time with a family—it was weakening his senses, his resolve.  
 Then he heard something over the edge of the bridge. Something down in the water of the Thames. The whole time they walked, the lolling of the water was there. Somewhere below the sound of the wind, louder the further across they went. But this was different. It sounded more like a boat changing direction. Something shoring against the current. James stopped. Willow too, he saw from the corner of his eye.  
 He looked down at the water in the distance. It was calm. As it was all the time when the weather was mild. Just the gentle rock of the tides moving from side to side, coming in. Going out.  
 There it was again.  
 Fuck. 
 There was something down the side of the bridge. James waved Willow to him. She came. Hurried, but silent. James pointed downwards, trying to indicate that there was something down there. He put his finger to his lips. 
 Hush. 
 He looked over the edge. The bridge gave way to nothing. A stanchion that held it up. Iron work. Girders. The blackness was complete, the light of the moon unable to breach the dark. James squinted, trying to see if there was something in the waters, gloomy and black. He was holding his gun tight, aware that it was completely useless against anything much larger than a man. 
 There. In the water. 
 James flinched backwards. Slightly. He listened. Something was cutting through the waves. His eyes flicked around behind them. Around them. Made sure they were alone on the bridge. Then he lifted the torch up. Pointed it down the side of the bridge and flipped the switch. The beam of light cut through the darkness.  
 Yes. Something was cutting through the water. It was long. Eel like. It was impossible to tell from that distance whether it was of this world or not. James let his hand guide the beam of light following the thing as it circled in the darkness. It went out, a little, then turned returning to the bridge. 
 Still James let the light follow it. He just wanted to see what it was. A crocodile? Okay. That was probably a stupid idea, but what the fuck was long and cutting through the waters of the Thames? He kept the light at the front of the monster as it started to disappear under the edge of the bridge. James was aware of the silence. Both he and Willow were holding their breath. 
 The light touched the edge of the bridge. Girders and iron. Workmanship that would hold the concrete structure up for centuries. 
 A pair of eyes. In the gloom. The darkness.  
 Willow saw them first. She brought in air. A sharp intake of breath, and she stepped back. Stumbling. 
 James froze. He had the torch on the eyes. They stared back. Weird. Inhuman. There was something about them … but James wasn’t about to try and put his finger on what it was, but he knew one thing. 
 The eyes below were not from a man, woman, or ghost. Too small to be one of the others, either. Something … 
 … else. 






CHAPTER 3

   
 James backed away. He touched Willow’s arm as she stood there waiting. Like she was waiting for something to come up, over the edge of the bridge. Something to come and take her. She snapped her head to the side. Looked at his touch. Then up to his eyes. She was scared.  
 So was James.  
 He motioned with his head. They should leave. Fuck being quiet. She got the message and the two of them started to run. They both left the edge of the bridge and ran together down the centre. Willow in front. James behind. He kept the torch on, flashing it back, behind himself. Making sure nothing was coming after them. 
 Willow ran by another parked car. No waiting. No watching. No careful negotiation of the space around it. Full run. James followed. He had the gun down low. His finger off the trigger. The last thing he wanted to do was discharge the thing by accident.  
 Willow reached the end of the bridge. The suspended concrete slabs changed to tarmac on the road. She didn’t stop until she was on the other side of the street. Back against the wall. She immediately raised the gun and pointed it down the bridge, as if something was following behind. 
 Shaking. 
 James flicked the torch off as soon as he was on the tarmac. That wasn’t a ghost under the bridge, but there was nothing to say there weren’t any there … somewhere. He ran up and stopped next to Willow. He watched the bridge, too, but didn’t raise his gun. He was heaving breath in and out, just like she was, but she was more composed. She was practiced at being in control. 
 “What the fuck was that?” James asked in a whisper.  
 “I don’t think I want to find out.” 
 “No.” James stood, straight. He looked around. “We need to get off the water’s edge, clearly.” 
 Willow nodded. “Yeah. For the best.” She lowered her gun.  
 “If we stay away from the water, do you know the way?” James was working from memory alone, and the last time he’d done this journey on foot he’d followed the Thames all the way to the hive. And he had a map. Shit. Should have brought a map. 
 “I do. Well. Enough of it.” 
 “I think we should move fast. I’m slightly more worried about everything else than the ghosts now. At night, anyway.” 
 “Agreed.” Willow holstered her gun. “How you feeling?” 
 “Touching cloth. You?” 
 “Same.” Willow snorted. She turned around in a full circle and pointed off along the side of the building. “Uh. This way.” 
 James frowned. “Sure?” 
 “Why not?” She flashed him a smile and then padded off along the side of the building. She kept close to the wall. To where it was darkest. At the end of the building she checked the corner quickly while James stayed behind her, and then hooked left. Along the wall of the same building but away from the river.  
 The two of them reached the next junction, and Willow turned right. It was a residential street. Tall houses. Victorian. Basements out the front. Drops into blackness.  
 As Willow turned and walked, James took her arm and quietly led her into the middle of the street, away from the holes. He’d seen what could come from them before. At night. He gestured over to them and she seemed to understand.  
 There was that noise again. Rumbling in the distance. 
 James hurried along to Willow’s side. He reached down and gently touched his gun. Just knowing it was there gave him some sense of relaxation. The city was silent. Whatever that noise was, it was coming from the Thames—or at least somewhere in that direction—and it got quieter as they moved a distance away. London smelt fresh. Like a summers day. Without the fogs and smogs. The cars. Pollution.  
 They walked across the mouth of an alleyway and there was a sound. It could have been rats. It could have been anything. James glanced towards it, but didn’t light his torch. He could see that nothing came from it as they crossed, from the moonlight alone. He looked at the sky. It was cloudy in the distance. If it became too dark to see, they might need to find shelter.  
   


   
 Two hours of walking had gotten them close enough to the precinct—the hive—the doorway, to have to be more cautious. Willow was crouched in the hallway of a block of flats. James had followed her into the building, and she’d pushed the door closed. A little. She was watching, out through the gap, while James dropped his arse to the floor behind her. “What’s up?” 
 “It’ll be light soon. We’re close.” She looked from the door to him. “We need to choose what to do now.” 
 “What do you mean?” 
 “Do you want to go to the hive, or wait here, until dark? Tomorrow, I mean.” 
 James raised his eyebrows. “No time like the present.” 
 “We could get caught out there. In the daylight.” She looked nervous. “I don’t really want to be ripped to pieces.” 
 “Me either, but those other things. Whatever the fuck they are. Can see in the dark. Who says we’re any better here?” 
 Willow glanced out the door, then back to him. “I’m tired.” 
 She looked tired. James nodded. “Fine. Let’s hold back until tonight.” He pushed himself up to his knees and looked around her, outside the door. It was going to be light within the hour. “Let’s find a room we can get into. One with blinds.” 
 Willow nodded, stood. She went straight by without waiting for him, and headed to the stairs. Up two at a time. 
 James watched her go for a few seconds, before getting to his feet. Then he followed her. Up the stairs, he heard her hit the third floor before she opened a door into the corridor. She waited until James joined her. When he got there, she was holding the door. Darkness beyond. The two of them left the stairwell, into a corridor of front doors. Willow turned on her torch. There were no windows. “Nice place you found,” James said sarcastically. 
 “Slum,” Willow replied. She started down to the left and tried the front doors. The first two were locked. Third one had been kicked in. The wood was splintered from the frame. Looked like a person had done it. Not a ghost. Willow drew her gun and pointed it out in front of her. James did the same. They entered the flat. Into a short hallway, door to the left. Open. Kitchen. Windows. Willow waved her gun in there. Satisfied it was clear, she turned to the door that was now behind her. Half open. She pushed the door back. It was a bedroom. The door at the end of the corridor was a shower room. As soon as Willow had made sure there was nothing in the darkness, she holstered her gun, and James closed the front door. It didn’t latch—there wasn’t a latch—but he moved a small telephone table to behind it. Anything coming in would knock it over and alert them. “This place is fucking tiny,” Willow said. The windows in the bedroom were blinded. She slumped to sitting on the bed. 
 “Bedsit. Central London? This place probably cost a grand a month to rent.” 
 “Shocking,” she replied.  
 James went down to the bathroom. Toilet. Shower. Sink. No running water, of course. No windows. The toilet had run dry and there was an obscure smell of shit coming from the u-bend. He pulled the door closed. Stuck his head in the bedroom. Willow was lying on the bed. Head on the pillow. The room didn’t smell like anything had died in there, so it would do. He watched her for a moment. Her chest was rising and falling slowly. He thought she was asleep. 
 James pulled the bedroom door ajar, and went over to the kitchen. There was an uncovered window in there. He kept his torch off, but had a quick look around. There was standard kitchen stuff. And some canned food, which was something. He rattled the cans around and looked at them. Spam. Cool. Peaches. Blegh. Slipping the backpack from his shoulders he placed it down on the kitchen worktop. Put the torch down too. James returned to the bedroom. He stood in the doorway watching Willow sleep. She must be exhausted.  
 But she wasn’t giving up. 
 James went over to the bed. He took his gun from its holster and placed it on the nightstand next to the bed. He lay, next to Willow. His head on the pillow beside hers. He should rest too.  
 He watched the bedroom door. He left it open. So he could hear the telephone table. Then he closed his eyes. 
   


   
 James stirred in the day. He opened his eyes. It was still dark in the bedroom, but a quick glance to the door told him it was still daytime. Light outside. He closed his eyes again. He had been dreaming about Ellie, ghosts. Men. The horrid dreams he had never subsided. Then sleep took him again, while he was thinking about the dreams. Then they returned. 
 He was snapped awake by something on him. 
 James opened his eyes. Shit. What the fuck. He immediately moved to grab his gun. On the night stand. He knew exactly— 
 Willow stopped him. She was resting her head on his chest. “It’s only me,” she whispered.  
 James thought to relax, but his body tensed even more. He’d not had any sort of closeness since long before this had happened. Not like this. He could feel her breathing. Her body against his. He was aware of her hand. It was slowly caressing his stomach. Her hair was up in his face. He could smell her. What was she doing? Don’t think about it. She just wants some closeness. Just don’t get too excited.  
 He could feel his cock twitching. Fucking hell.  
 “It’s okay,” she said. Her hand moved down his body. He could feel it on him. She stroked down gently on him. Made him harder. James didn’t know what to do. He hadn’t thought about Willow like that. Hadn’t had time to. Not with looking after Ellie. Willow moved. She looked up at James. His eyes met hers. “You don’t mind?” she whispered. 
 James didn’t. He leaned his head forward and kissed her. She responded, pushing her lips against his. He reached down. Fumbled. Out of practice, and still somewhat surprised. His hand slid down her body, touching her clothes, in, under the shirt she was wearing. Skin. Cool to the touch. He felt the goose-bumps raise on her as he slid his fingers across her.  
 She breathed in, deep. James pushed his lips harder on hers. “Stop,” she said. James immediately pulled back. He’d done something wrong. Shit.  
 Willow pulled her gun from the shoulder holster. 
 James started back quicker. Fucking hell. He didn’t think he’d read the situation that far wrong.  
 She looked at the apprehension on his face, then at the gun. She giggled lightly and shook her head. “Silly. We don’t want anything going off by accident, do we?” 
 James let out a sigh of relief. “No,” he said, wondering if after all this time he was going to be able to stop that from happening anyway.  
 Willow dropped back to the pillow, James leaning down over her. He kissed her again, his fingers fumbling over her clothes. He didn’t know how fast to go. What to do first. But he realized that he did want her. He wanted her so badly.  
 He could feel her unbuttoning his jeans. Her hand down the front of them. Her fingers around his cock. James righted himself, onto his knees. He looked down at her, beneath him on the bed. She was already pulling at her own jeans.  
 James felt … normal, just then. In that split second. 
 Then there was a crash. 
 Something fell. 
 James stared at Willow while the two of them processed it. Then James grabbed his gun from the night stand. Turned. Off the bed. He was already by the door before Willow had her gun. James heard someone swear.  
 It was a person. A human. 
 He gave Willow a knowing look, and then bust out the door into the hallway. There was a man standing in the doorway of the flat. He was dressed in all black. Holding a backpack in one hand. A carrier bag in the other. He stared at them, in some surprise. His eyes dropped down to James. Who still had a hard cock—not in his jeans. A smile. Small one. He focused on the gun. “Who the fuck are you?” he asked.  
 “I could ask you the same question,” James replied. Willow came out the room next to him. Half dressed. Gun up. 
 “You were fucking,” the man said. 
 James flushed red. For whatever reason. “Uh,” he stumbled over his words.     
 The man flicked the carrier bag up, releasing it, throwing it at them. James instinctively pulled the trigger on his gun. The noise was deafening. Ringing out around the hallway. He blinked in surprise, but there was no man there anymore. He’d missed. The guy fled. James ran to the front door, swinging the gun out, in front of him. The guy was already at the door to the stairs. Through. James followed.  
 Ran down the corridor.  
 “Wait,” Willow hissed. “The noise. It’s light.” 
 James stopped. Glanced at her. “Get the stuff.” He turned, back onto the stairwell. Down. He could hear the guy on the stairs he was moving fast. A couple of floors down before James had even gotten on the landing. He ran hard. Heard the guy leave through the front door. He burst out. Not worried about what was on the other side, obviously.  
 James heard Willow enter the stairwell.  
 He got to the ground floor. The front door was flapping in the wind. James ran over. Gun out. He stuck his head out, quickly. Looked. Ducked back in, just in case the guy was waiting outside to blow his head off. He didn’t see anything. No gun fire. No screeching. He looked again. Slower this time. Looked around. Up as well. There could well be ghosts, this close to where the hive was. Was. He didn’t see the guy. Willow hit the bottom of the stairs behind him. Ran over. Backpacks, gun. Torches. Weighing her down. She dropped it all behind James, brought her gun up, checked outside the doors. 
 “Where’d he go?” 
 “No idea.” James pushed the door to the side and stepped out.  
 “What are you doing?” 
 “He’s gone. Moved real fuckin’ fast too.”  
 Willow grabbed his arm and pulled him back into the shadows of the building. “What about the creatures?” 
 “With how fast he was moving, they’d be all over us by now if they were here. Guess they’re not.” James did his jeans up. Picked up his backpack. “How far are we from the hive?”  
 Willow had already redressed. “Not far.”  
 James looked at the sky. It was overcast. Looked like rain. Mid afternoon sun. “It’s going to be a dark one tonight. I think we should get moving. Slow. Take our time.” 
 Willow nodded in agreement. 






CHAPTER 4

   
 James crossed the road. It was a half-light. Getting darker by the moment. The cloud cover didn’t help. He rested up against the side of a building. Glanced back across the street to Willow. She was still in the alleyway on the other side.  
 Even James knew where they were now.  
 They were on the approach to the precinct. The last time he’d seen this road he’d been looking out the back of a van window. Buildings falling behind them. 
 And he could see them now. In the distance. Demolished.  
 He gestured for Willow to come over. Join him. The road looked clear. It was hard to see too far down it, but if he couldn’t see well, then they couldn’t either. He just hoped that if one of those other things came at them, they’d see it a mile off. Fucking tentacle monsters. The two of them crouched. The light made it hard for them to see if there was still an opening into the alleyway to the precinct. How much of the building had fallen? Whether there was any of the hive left. 
 James waved her on. They had barely spoken since they left the block of flats. It was safer to be quiet outside. At least, that was what James had been telling himself. They half ran down the side of the buildings towards the fallen building.  
 There was no movement. Not that they could see. James slowed. He could smell something on the wind. Rancid. Something rotting. Then the rain started. Just a drizzle at first, but enough for him to no longer be able to pick up the scent. He crossed the street, followed by Willow. Towards the ruins. James picked up the pace. But stayed silent. The rain helped with that. He knew the rain didn’t help when it came to the ghosts senses. Slowing, he approached where the buildings were ruined. He could see buildings that still stood precarious. Held up by steel reinforcements and not a lot else. Rebar sticking out the concrete precariously. Buildings that would fall if anything tried to climb them. He circled around chunks of concrete the size of cars, and bits of building fallen to the road. Willow touched his arm, and pointed.  
 The alley. 
 They headed through into precinct. Most of the building they were living in was gone. Some of it was scattered in the pedestrian area in front it, layered in thick dust. Most of it must have fallen away—the other way. It looked like an earthquake had hit. James crouched. He looked at Willow, looking up at the building. “You okay?” He could see the distress. 
 She nodded. “Not the first home I’ve lost.” 
 James followed her look. “No.” His eyes drew down the building to the Red Dragon. The front of the shop was caved in. No way through. At least he didn’t have to persuade her that it was too dangerous to go inside. “The hive?” he asked. 
 “It’s what we came for, isn’t it?” 
 He could hear the dryness in her voice. It was what they came for. James got to his feet. Checked around, and then ran across the precinct to the other side. He crossed the opposing alley and then looked out it to where the hive building used to be. The whole building had fallen, destroyed by the monster that they witnessed last time they were there. But at least there was no sign of the monster itself. James stepped out into the street. Looking at the rubble. The wreckage.  
 Willow came up next to him. Gun out. The same as James. He watched the building. She was moving vigilantly. Watching their surroundings. “You hear that?” she whispered. 
 James was too wrapped up in his disappointment to hear. “Huh?” he answered out of instinct.  
 Then there was a screech. From the side. 
 James snapped his head, looking down the street. Pointed his gun in the same motion. A ghost. Small one. A juvie. Fuck. James raised his gun. 
 “Wait,” Willow whispered. “The noise.”  
 James pulled his finger off the trigger. Stood. Watched. The creature looked like it weighing them up. James had seen the action before. “It’s going to jump us,” he said. He saw Willow glance to him from the corner of his eye.  
 Then the ghost pulled back. It was a distance from them, but they both knew it could reach them in a single pounce. Juvie or not.  
 It leapt. 
 Up, into the air, the creature pounced like a cat. It was fast, too. James threw himself to the side just to avoid it, hoping that Willow would do the same. A last minute roll on the broken tarmac, and James could look back. He’d twisted his shoulder, pain travelling like electric through his body, but he saw. Willow had gotten out of the way. The ghost screeched. Long. Loud. James raised his gun and fired. He knew that a handgun wouldn’t  drop it. Not even a juvie. But he had to do something. The bullet slammed into the side of the creature—into its ribs, if it had any—and it lurched to the side. It’s attention was drawn to James alone and it turned to face him.  
 Willow got to her feet, behind it.  
 James waved her away. “Run!” he shouted. Willow just stood there. She looked unsure. James raised the gun and pointed it at the ghost, but didn’t fire, too afraid to miss. Willow was in his line of sight beyond the monster. “Get out the fucking way,” he whispered to himself. 
 “Here,” Willow called. “Here.”  
 James watched as the ghost stared him down. He was sure it was going to charge him, and then it didn’t. It stood there. Then, it turned to Willow. She’d drawn its attention but to what end? Now she was in danger. James hurried to the side. If he could get around to the side of the ghost he’d have a clear shot at it as long as Willow was out the way. As he ran, he glanced over to her. 
 Willow didn’t even have her gun out. She was reaching forward to the creature like it was no more than a fawn in the forest. Palm open. Like she was going to feed it. The ghost snorted. Snuffled. Like the one in the basement had. The juvie, when its mother was close. And it didn’t look frightening anymore. It was like Willow was calming it.  
 Then James suddenly knew.  
 That’s why Ellie was so important to the militia. They must have known that the ghosts—they didn’t attack women. For some fucking reason. He focused back on Willow. She and the ghost were close now. She still had her hand out. She was talking to it, but James couldn’t understand what she was saying. She was cooing at the beast. Its head bobbed up and down like it was interacting with its own kin. Shit. James lowered his gun. What now? He waved to Willow. 
 She flicked her free hand at him. Away, she was saying. Go. 
 He didn’t want to leave her, but he had to. With just handguns there was no way they were going to be able to take this thing down, not before it could rip them to fucking pieces. He ran to the side. Quietly. Staying out of the line of sight of the ghost. But he kept watching Willow. He had a whole heap of weird-arse fucking emotions ploughing through him right then.  
 James took to the rubble of the fallen hive. He scrabbled around some of the larger parts of the building and into the wreckage. He could still hear Willow. Her murmurs of comfort to the creature. He holstered his gun.  
 There was a screech. James knew immediately it was the juvie with Willow. Just by the sound. He turned. Stuck his head out or the wreckage. Hand was already on the gun. It was gone. Willow was standing in the middle of the street on her own. Breathing hard. James let go of the gun, still holstered. He looked up at the surrounding buildings. Saw the ghost on one of the fire escapes on the other side of the street, a couple of buildings down. Willow watched it for a few seconds and then turned and ran over to the rubble, over to James.  
 As he sat back onto a faux seat he’d found—really just some concrete handily on its side, with a small private area, again created by fallen building—Willow came from above him and slipped down opposite. “Well,” he said. “That was something.” 
 Willow nodded. “I think I shit myself.” 
 “You’re not the only one.” 
 She looked around where they were sitting. “This is the hive, right?” 
 James nodded. They were sitting in the middle of where the ground floor open plan office space was. The stairs both up and down should have been over to the side. “The stairs up are gone.” He looked into the sky. “Obviously. The stairs down …” James looked over to where they should have been. He might have only been in there once, but he had the floor mapped out in his mind perfectly. He’d been fixated on returning there ever since they had left. “I guess the basement is still there, but unless we’re planning on doing some serious landfill rearranging, we’re never going to get to it.” 
 Willow nodded. She leaned back into the rubble and looked skyward. “Maybe that’s what was going on with the kid. If the doorway is still there. Mum’s on the other side? Locked out?” 
 James sat forward. “So are we going to talk about it?” 
 “I just thought that as the mother didn’t attack last time, I could keep the baby busy for a few seconds. I didn’t think it was going to bond with me or some shit. I was waiting for you to take your shot.” 
 James snorted. “Not that.” 
 Willow looked back down to him. “Oh.” She let out a little smirk. “Yeah.” Looked away. Embarrassed.  
 James smiled to himself and took the opportunity to change the subject. He stood. “So I guess that this doorway is sealed. Doorway to wherever it went,” he continued, mumbling to himself. He started up the rubble. “That does, however, leave the question open of whether there is another doorway, or not.” 
 Willow got up. She checked over the buildings to make sure the Juvie wasn’t returning before she joined him up the side. “So let’s take the option that there is. Where did the—what are we calling this other thing? I don’t think we ever decided.” 
 “I wanted to call it a tentacle monster and Ellie said that was silly.” 
 Willow nodded. “Okay, but I can’t think of anything better to call it right now, so tentacle monster it is. So where did the tentacle monster come from?” 
 “It looked like it was inside the building, from where we were standing.” James looked around the rubble. He pointed to the rear of the building. “Which was over there somewhere.” He looked around. If it had come from somewhere else, where? It couldn’t have been the front of the building. They would have seen it from the zone. His eyes wandered to the building next door. “How about that one?” 
 The building still stood. Barely. There was gaping holes in the side of it, presumably where large chunks of the hive had crashed into it. But what if they hadn’t? What if the building had been partially destroyed from the inside?  
 James looked up and down the street. “How far are we from the underground?” 
 Willow scrunched her face up. “Not far. Five minutes in that direction?” She point down the street away from the direction of the hive. “You’re thinking what?” 
 “Come on.” 






CHAPTER 5

   
 James dropped from the rubble of the hive and walked to the side of the building next door. There was a hole in the side of it at ground floor level. Big enough to step through. Big enough, he thought, to tentacle through. He looked at the floor. There was a crust covering it. Something white. Looked like dried cola. Stained. He crouched. Got closer. There was the temptation to touch it, but he held back. Willow joined him.  
 “What is it?” 
 “Whale cum,” James said, absently. 
 “What?” Willow stepped back instinctively.  
 James looked up, then laughed. “No. Not really. It was in the ground floor of the hive remember? It was that shitty gelatinous goo that covered everything. It was the same in the underground when I was down there. This …” he pointed to the crusted staining. “… it could be the same thing.” 
 “So you think tentacley came from in here?” 
 James dropped his head to the side. “Could be.” He stood. Looked around the inside of the building. There was significant structural damage. The ghosts had probably been in there at some point too. But it looked like whatever had been there was gone. James stepped in, carefully. He waved Willow back. “There’s nothing in here, but I don’t think both of us moving about is a good idea. It might bring the whole place down on us.” He took out his torch and shone it into the building, deeper. “Wait there.” He looked back to her. Met her eyes. “Please?” 
 She nodded.  
 James turned back into the building. He shone the torch in every direction he looked. The ceiling was down from the floor above, and through the girder work that still stood—that was holding the building up—he could see more holes in the walls. He moved away from the direction they had come in, towards the back of the building. He worked slowly. Carefully. With each foot that went down, there was movement below him. It made sense that if the hive had a basement this building would too, and James didn’t want to fall through the floor. Breaking his arms and legs now would be a bit of a fucking problem. 
 The further in to the building he got, the darker it became. 
 He stepped carefully through what was left of a doorway. He could see the remnants of a lift shaft. Shone the torch around to the side. Found the stairwell. The building was fundamentally designed the same as the hive. He went to the stairs. Up was still intact—mostly—but down was gone. Destroyed. Like it was the source. He crouched. Close to the edge, looking down into the gaping maw of darkness. Flashing the light around the wall, he saw what was left of the stairs. He could probably make it down. It was only two floors. Hopefully. The hive was only two floors. He wished his torch was strong enough to prove it. James dropped the torch back onto his belt and made sure his gun was secured into the holster, before dropping his pack to the floor. 
 “You okay in there?” Willow called. She couldn’t see him, not after he’d gone through the broken door. 
 “I’ll be out in a flash.” He didn’t want her following, so said nothing. James got himself to sitting on the edge of the drop and turned, facing the wall. If any of this gave now, that would probably be the end of him. He’d drop backwards two floors onto a destroyed stairwell, with only Willow here to help. 
 Best make sure that doesn’t happen then. 
 He started down. Found foot holds. Tested them by pushing on them, hard. Gripped as best he could. He just needed to get down a few feet. At least, that was what he was telling himself.  
 And the further he got down, the darker it became. After he was a body length down, he could barely see his hands in front of his face.  
 James stopped. He thought he was probably halfway. Made sure his had a good grip with his left hand. His feet were well secured. He reached down and took the torch from his belt. Shone it out and around him. He was more than half way to the bottom. Looked like this building only had a single storey basement. He could see the goo though. It was on the floor below him. Only six feet further down. There were bugs in it. They were tired looking. Lethargic. James kept the torch in his hand and finished the drop. He stood at the corner of the stairwell, watching the bugs. They didn’t look as well—or as awake—as the ones in the underground. Then he started around the wall into the basement. The ceiling above him had been wrecked. It wasn’t down, but didn’t look like it would take much. He hurried. Didn’t want the building to come down on him.  
 The goo on the floor got deeper. A little. As he went to the side of the basement, following the trail of destruction. The tentacle must have come from here. He turned a corner. There. A hole in the wall. In the basement. He approached it. Slowly. Carefully. Drew the gun. He shone the torch into the hole. There was goo. Bugs on the ground on the other side of it, and they seemed to be moving more. James looked in. It had been broken through. Two or three feet of concrete. Toughened stuff, too. Through, it was the underground. He could see the rails beneath the gloop. James stepped out into the darkness beyond. He shivered as the memory of what he had seen in the tunnels before came back.  
 There was a smell. Something that he hadn’t smelt in the underground before. And a warmth. He thought about going back. He could tell Willow that the tentacle monster had come from another doorway. It clearly had.  
 But he wanted to prove it.  
 He needed to know.  
 There were more doors. Doors to other places. 
 James hurried down the middle of the tracks, carefully. He didn’t want to find a fucking great hole and fall down it. He went to the left. It made sense that the tentacle wouldn’t double back on itself, but that was only stupid supposition. He hurried along, unconcerned about the cracking of the bugs when he stood on them. He knew that if there was a monster down there bigger than a bug, he’d probably be dead before he saw it, but those were the breaks. 
 He was so close to proving himself.  
 James hurried along. He could see something in the distance. As the tunnel curved. So easy to see in the perfect blackness. Light. Blue. It danced on the walls. It slid along, slowly, like light reflecting off water. 
 James continued. He stopped thinking about Willow and hurried to the corner, unperturbed with what he might find.  
 Stopped. Looking. James watched the doorway as it reverberated in the air, hanging in the tunnel of the underground. Far bigger than the one in the basement of the hive, this one wobbled in and out like a diaphragm, breathing. Blue like water around a desert island. Illuminating the tunnel and everything about it. It was seeping goo from the base, dropping it out like snot. Bugs on the flow. It was another doorway. Another one.  
 There were at least two.  
 James could feel the warmth of it as he stood there. It was like it was inviting him into it. He wanted to go through. Of course he did. He wanted to step through into another world. Another place.  
 It drew him forward. He wanted to reach out and touch it. 
 He did reach out. 
 James steeled himself and stepped back. What was he doing? He couldn’t just go through a portal to wherever. He’d left Willow up. Above. He turned back, away from the doorway. Shook the thoughts from him. He hurried back. Running. To the break in the wall. Into the basement.  
 He climbed the stairwell, hand over hand. Foot over foot until he could see Willow. She was standing at the top of the opening to the basement, torch in hand. As soon as she saw him, she huffed. He heard her. As soon as she could reach him, she helped him to the top. 
 As the two of them lay there, in the darkness, exhausted, James said, “I thought you weren’t coming in?” 
 “I thought you weren’t going to be long?” she replied. 
 James snorted. “Touché.” 
 “What did you find?” She spoke barely above a whisper.  
 “Another doorway.” He looked over to her. Could see her silhouette in the darkness. “There are doors. Who knows how many?” 
 “But where do they go?” 
 She was right. James knew he was going to have to venture through. But that was going to be a harder sell. Surely. “One way to find out.” 
 Willow crawled over to him, in the dark. He could see her outline move. She touched his face. “Will you stop doing stupid things?” she asked.  
 “Probably not,” James answered honestly.  
 She laughed a little. Her lips pressed against his for a second. “You’re crazy.” 
 “That I am.” James leaned forward to kiss her again. She’d moved. He found nothing but air. Couldn’t tell in the darkness. He listened to her getting up to her feet. Her torch bounced around the walls.  
 “Come on,” she said. “Let’s get the fuck out of here. We know what we came to find out. Right?” 
 James nodded, in the blackness, to himself. Sat up. His fingers were shaking as he held the torch. Muscles pulled. He wasn’t exactly a rock climber. Stood. His torch found Willow. She smiled at him, and turned, leading them out of the building. James was happy to see the sunlight, even if it was raining. The two of them stood in the opening to the building surveying the rubble of the hive. 
 “Strange,” James said. “Standing here, in the middle of the day, looking out, like nothing was amiss.” 
 “Yeah.” Willow glanced at him. “We’ve gotten very used to hiding in the dark, haven’t we?” 
 James nodded along. Yes. Yes, they had. 
 “Shall we go and find a chemist?” she said. “I need to stock up, remember?” 






CHAPTER 6

   
 James pulled the car up at the end of the dirt track to the farm. The two of them sat in their seats for a few moments, staring at the house in silence. James could see Ellie. She was watching from the upstairs window, probably wondering why they hadn’t gotten out of the car yet.  
 “We’re going through, right?” James asked. Throughout the whole journey back, neither of them had spoken about the option. That one option.  
 Willow sighed. “I guess.” She wasn’t looking at the house anymore, just staring into space. “Probably going to kill us.” 
 “Seems a bit harsh. If other things can travel through them, then why not us?” 
 Willow sort of grunted. “Of course, we need to persuade them that we need to do that.” She nodded at the house. She too could see Ellie. “She’s not going to like it.” 
 “No.” James pushed his seatbelt off—something that Ellie had insisted was a tradition that they kept doing. He opened the door. Still didn’t get out. “Maybe if they got closer to one of the doorways. Maybe they’d feel the draw.” 
 “It doesn’t seem like a sensible thing to do,” Willow continued. “To go through.” 
 “Mm.” James swung his legs out the car, tapped at the gun on his leg to make sure it was still secure and pulled his backpack from the backseat. He swung it on his back.  
 Willow jumped out the other side. She had slept a little in the car. She looked better. Less gaunt. But she still looked tired. James knew he couldn’t say anything to her, though. It would just upset her. He started towards the house. He needed to go through. Every day it was becoming more and more important. First, he needed to find his parents. Then it was Ellie’s mum. Now it was Willow. She needed medical help. It was getting worse. Tony had a daughter. Gone. David really hadn’t spoken too much to James about what he had lost. Not really. But he was sure that he must be missing something.  
 James stopped and glanced back to Willow. She was still at the car faffing with her pack. Ellie kept on asking, every time, why couldn’t he just stay there. With her. But she didn’t understand. He had this family. The five of them. But it was broken. Each of them individually was broken, and the only way he could think to fix it was to make it right.  
 At least find answers, even if he couldn’t get everybody back. 
 But after all these months, he’d made another step forward. One more question answered, but another question a step beyond it. This time it was what was through the doorways?  
 The second doorway—the one in the underground.  
 That was where they needed to go. 
 “Come on.” Willow broke him from his thoughts as she walked by, slowly, towards the house. Holding her backpack by the strap, almost dragging it along the ground. James hurried up to the side of her and took her pack from her. She tried to resist and hold onto it, but let go as soon as James had the weight of it. “Thanks,” she said. 
 “Welcome.” James nodded at the house. “Here she comes.” 
 Ellie had left the window in the upstairs and was at the front door. Big smile. She always had a big smile when James got back. It was like she had always decided that as soon as he was gone, he wouldn’t return. 
 Just like her mum. 
 And that was the point. 
   

 

   
 James sat on the sofa with Willow on one side of him. Ellie was sitting on the other. Tony was frowning, sitting on the sofa opposite, with David. “Huh,” he said for the second time. 
 They had just proposed that the doorways needed going through. 
 “There is something on the other side.” Willow said. “We’ve seen things going through them. You know that. There are more doors than just the one at the hive that got buried.” 
 “But you don’t know where they go.” David said. 
 “No,” James continued. “But it makes sense that there’s something like … Earth … on the other side. The ghosts. They’re the perfect example. They seem to be perfectly able to live on this side of the doorway, but they’re obviously coming through from somewhere else. It must be breathable over there.” 
 “Obviously,” said David. The sarcasm in his voice was noted. 
 “This isn’t Star Trek,” said Tony. 
 James glanced over to Willow. They had decided before they’d broached the subject with the others to do it together. James believed that Willow wanted to go through just as much as he did, only for different reasons. She hadn’t said, but he thought she just wanted to know. One step beyond. Discovery. Before she was too tired to move that far. “We think that there might be people,” she said. 
 James reached over and touched her knee, resting his hand on it. They had agreed not to say anything about that possibility in front of Ellie. Yet. He heard Ellie—felt her—turn her head and look at him. She hadn’t spoken in the whole conversation. “It’s only supposition,” he said quickly. “A guess.” 
 Dave was nodding slowly. He was watching Willow. James knew that he suspected that Willow was getting worse. “So how do you think this is going to work?” 
 “The two of us go—” 
 “Now hold on,” Tony interrupted. “What makes you think that’s a good idea?” 
 James dropped his head to the side. “We would never ask either of you two to go. And we can’t ask both of you to go. It’s my idea. It makes sense for me to go.” 
 “And I haven’t got much to lose, now, have I?” Willow cut in. 
 “Don’t say that,” Dave snapped at her. 
 “What about me?” Ellie asked quietly.  
 James looked down at her. “You’ve got to stay here. Look after these two ragamuffins. Besides you are the best at tending the garden.” 
 She looked down, thoughtful. “I am,” she said. “But why does it always have to be you?” 
 The way she spoke, James could tell she was intrigued by the possibility of there being other people. No matter how much she loved him—and she did, he knew that—she would still want her mother back. She would always want that. 






CHAPTER 7

   
 James dropped his pack into the back of the vehicle. He wasn’t happy about this. What if something went wrong, they’d asked. What if it had? He looked through the back window of the four by four. Ellie. Tony. Dave. Sitting on the back seats. This wasn’t some fucking holiday. Willow came up next to him. Shot him a look that told him she was no more happy about this than he was. He shook his head and the two of them went around to the front of the car and got in. Willow was in the driving seat. She looked in the mirror. James couldn’t tell at who. “You’re sure?” 
 Whoever it was nodded, because there were no words. The atmosphere had been tense to say the least since the decision had been made. Willow started the car and headed towards London. 
   

 

   
 They were going through the doorway in the tunnels under the city. In the underground. Where—James had assessed—the tentacle monster had come from. When he, himself, had put it like that, he realized that it had sounded stupid. But the decision was made. They were travelling up to London in the day. It seemed from their last trip that the ghosts were gone—the doorway that they were coming through buried by a building destroyed by a creature that had come from a different doorway. 
 It was all so science fiction. Fucking portals and doorways.   
 James watched the road ahead. During the day now, seemed as safe as during the night. They were even going to travel further into the city this time. Save running madly across bridges with fucking trolls underneath them. Whatever in hell it was down there. 
 Head to a hotel first.  
 Rest up. 
 Then travel more. 
 All of them.  
 Fuck. 
 Willow took the four by four off the M25, dropping down to South London. Then north. They reached the bridge that they crossed on foot last time in a matter of hours. They’d decided on that one because they knew they could drive across it easily.  
 Then head for a hotel in the city centre.  
 Willow slowed the car at the mouth of the bridge. Nothing had changed since the last time they were there. There were still only a couple of cars on the bridge. The route through was easy enough. She glanced at James. Then to the back of the car in the mirror. She left the engine running. Opened the door. Hopped out.  
 She rounded the vehicle to the front and stood there. She was watching the bridge, making sure there was nothing on it.  
 James got out too. Stood next to her. “Anything?” he whispered. The relationship between the two of them had grown stronger over the last few days, but neither of them had mentioned what had happened in that room. James had wanted to, and he hoped that she had too, but there was always someone or something in the way. Right now it getting this done.  
 “Nothing.” She strode over to the bridge and looked over the edge to the water below. James joined her. The water rippled quietly. The bridge was dark underneath. So dark there could be anything under there. Things in the water. It was impossible to know. She looked at James. Small smile. “Come on then. Let’s take everyone back into the jaws of death.” 
 James nodded. He didn’t want them all here, either.  
 The two of them returned to the car. Started across the bridge. They had all the windows up. James was holding a handgun. So was Dave, in the back seat on one side of the car, and Tony, on the other. Waiting. Waiting for something to come at them.  
 Willow kept the vehicle slow.  
 She weaved where she had to, but kept it close to the centre of the bridge as best she could the rest of the time. The vehicle came off the other side without issue, and apart from one look to James—a look of relief—Willow started towards the city centre where they would spend the night.  
 They’d both seen something under that bridge that was neither ghost nor tentacled. There was more here than there used to be.  
 James didn’t like it. 
 Willow turned up the side of the building, and the three men stared out the windows, up, watching around them. Sure, James was certain that there weren’t any ghosts. Just not that certain. He arched around and looked at Ellie. She was alert. Britain needed lerts, he thought to himself. She smiled at him, and then continued watching out the window with the rest of them. 
 The earth really did feel empty at times like these. 
 Willow pulled the vehicle around the corner, changing her route. The road was blocked by a turned truck. “What do you think happened?” James asked, breaking the silence. It was daytime, and they were marauding through the streets in a loud vehicle, yet they all sat without speaking, as was the habit. 
 Being quiet. 
 “Looks like ghost activity. Lot of damage to the side of the truck, but it doesn’t look recent.” 
 She took the next left. Then the next. Bringing her back to the road they were on to begin with. “There,” she said, pointing out of the window of the four by four. James followed her finger to the hotel at the end of the street.  
 Big place. “How do you know it?” he asked. 
 “Used to work there. I visited it a couple of times before I ended up holed up with these two scamps.” She waved back over her shoulder to the two men in the back. 
 James nodded. “How far from the hive?” 
 “Ten minutes by car. Should be far enough away that these three will be perfectly safe while we’re there, but close enough that they can—” she shot a look over to them, “—keep an eye on us.” 
 James covered his smile with his hand. “Safe?” he said through his fingers. 
 Willow didn’t reply. It was going to be as safe as anywhere else. This was a stupid idea, and the two of them knew it.  
 She pulled into the driveway of the building, up to the front doors. James looked out the window of the car. “It’s open.” The doors into the hotel—rotating ones—destroyed by something. It left a gape into the building. “I think we should try elsewhere. It’s not secure.” He glanced over to Willow.  
 “It’s okay,” she said. “I know the building well enough.” She opened the door and got out, shutting it behind her. She didn’t slam the door, but she wasn’t exactly quiet either.  
 James jumped in his seat as the clunk of the door echoed around the building outside. He sighed and got out. Looked into the back seat. “Give us a minute to quickly check the place out.” 
 Dave nodded, and the three of them in the back stayed put. None of them looked comfortable. James got out. Arsed the door shut and followed Willow over to the building. She’d already drawn her gun. Had it down by her side. She stood there, listening at first, waiting, before she entered the building. James watched her, waiting for her to indicate that she was happy that the foyer was safe to enter. 
 She tipped her head a little and then brought her gun up, striding in through the door.  
 James followed. 






CHAPTER 8

   
 As soon as James was in the gap that was left by the missing doors, the smell hit him. Shit. Well, not actual shit. Although some of that did seem to be mixed in. The smell of something rotting was predominant. A smell that James hadn’t encountered in some time. In the beginning it was prevalent. Everything smelt like rot. Everywhere. These days a lot of it had simply rotted away. He covered his mouth, his gag reflex kicking in, and there was the faint, but present rolling of his stomach. 
 But he didn’t speak.  
 Survival meant you didn’t open your mouth. 
 He followed Willow over the foyer to a corpse next to the reception desk. Willow crouched, examining him. James held back. The stench was unfathomable. He pushed his face into the cleft of his arm, using that to cover his nose and mouth. He could fucking taste it. Him. “Fresh,” he said. 
 Willow nodded. The body was face down. Dried blood pooled out from underneath him on the tiled floor. She reached forward and took the body by the shoulder and roll it, over to face the ceiling. 
 His face, gone. 
 “A ghost,” James said quietly. “Recently.” He looked around the room holding his gun out, like there might be one in the corner waiting to jump them. If there was a ghost in there, they’d be dead already. 
 Again Willow nodded. “But look,” she whispered. She lifted the man’s jacket. The wounds underneath—still fresh enough to be sticky—were slight. Weaker. The man hadn’t been ripped in two. He hadn’t been shredded by a ghost. Torn asunder like so many before. “The kill wounds.” 
 James, satisfied the room was clear, leaned down and looked. “You don’t think that is the kill wound?” He waved over the missing face. The flesh was torn away. The bones cracked and broken. The man’s eyes had been removed. Pulled out. 
 “No. Look.” Willow moved more of his clothes to the side. There were gashes, deep in the man’s upper torso. Defensive wounds on his arms where he’d put them up and whatever had attacked him had slashed mighty claws over them, shredding the skin beneath the clothing. Then his belly was open. Hollowed out. Gorged upon. “These wounds on the arms and the chest. They’re the attack wounds. Then it’s feasted on him. Opened him up. Looks like it started on the face and couldn’t work out the bone. Then it found the guts.” 
 James stood before taking a deep breath. “Juvie,” he said. “No adults around to teach it.” 
 Willow joined him, standing. She glanced around the foyer and hurried over to the windows, pulling down one of the thick, velvet curtains. She dragged it over and flapped it over the corpse. “Yeah.” 
 “Any idea who he is?” James asked. 
 “Not the guy from the flats?” 
 “Nope.” 
 Willow kicked his bag. It was a hiker’s rucksack. “He was travelling light,” she said. The bag flopped mostly empty.  
 “Maybe he’d just gotten to the city. Never seen one of them before.” 
 “Perhaps. But who lives in England and doesn’t hit a city in the aftermath of everyone fucking disappearing?” 
 James nodded. “True.” 
 “You get the others out the car. Warn them about the smell. Tell them it was a deer or something—” 
 “A deer?” He snorted a light laugh. 
 “Whatever. Just don’t tell Ellie. You know she’s not going to settle here anyway.” 
 “Are any of us?” James asked, absently. He watched Willow as she went behind the desk and out the back. Gun up, just in case. They were more likely to find other people hiding out the back than creatures, and they all knew how dangerous that would be. 
   

 

   
 James Helped Ellie out the back of the four-by-four. He’d warned them about the deer. David had shot him a look, eyebrow up, but the lie wasn’t for him. It was for Ellie, and she shuddered, but didn’t pick up on it. Tony and Dave could find out the truth in their own time. James took her hand and the four of them went into the building.  
 Once a posh hotel, Willow had checked out the staff stairs at the back of the building. They were behind locked doors. The keys kept in a safe under the reception desk. She still knew the combination. The doors had still been secure. She’d checked up a couple of floors. No one and nothing had been in the stairwell since the event. They all collected on the ground floor. The doors behind them closed and locked.  
 “Okay,” Willow said. “These stairs are safe to use. You can only get to them via the locked security doors on each floor.” She needed to explain everything like a tour guide, because Tony, Dave, and Ellie would be there without them. “On the third floor there are three apartments that are only accessible from this staircase.” She looked at James and smiled. Making the point that she did know what she was doing. “Come on.” 
 The five of them climbed the stairs. It was clean. Prim. Ellie stayed close to James. Almost cuddling his leg as they climbed. They took the rear, Tony and Dave in the middle. Willow was in the lead. She took two stairs at a time. Confident. 
 “What are these apartments for?” Tony asked. 
 “Night staff. People expected to work doubles. Triples. Central London. Not the easiest place to get in and out of at any time, day or night. So you get to sleep here.” 
 “Very capitalist,” Dave muttered.  
 Willow turned off the stairs to the right on third floor. She opened another door—locked—and led the rest of them to a small set of flats. Three doors. She opened all three of them. “I suggest we leave all these open.” Everyone nodded in agreement. “I’ll take this one.” She stepped into the first door, before turning back. “They’re all the same by the way.” She flashed a grin. “Go. Investigate.” 
 She sounded excited. Like this was a break.  
 Tony and Dave went into the second of the rooms and Ellie led James by the hand into the last. They were snug little flats, rather than James had expected, just repurposed hotel rooms. They were also all internal to the building, the much more valuable real estate of windows going to the paying customers. It was actually perfect. Pitch black, and only being able to see using their torches, the main room had a double bed, and a writing desk and chair. Two doors off. One to a bathroom, with no running water sadly, and the other to a kitchenette. It was no bigger than a wardrobe, but at least it was something. James watched Ellie as she bounced a couple of times on the bed, then went to the chair. Bounced on that, and then returned to the bed. She lay down. Her eyes closed. 
 She felt safe. That was all that mattered to her.  
 She understood closed doors. Security.  
 And the three rooms were quiet. Silent. The city was silent now, but here, locked inside a windowless box it felt like a void. Within seconds she started to snore. James smiled. He left the room and went to Willow’s front door. Knocked gently. 
 “Come on in,” She called. James could tell she was keeping her voice down, but suddenly they all seemed to be acting so much more normally in there. James flashed his light to the floor and followed the carpet around to the side into the main room—the bedroom. She shone her torch in his face. James blinked as his vision was taken, no better when she apologised and removed it, leaving green blobs in his eyes.  
 “So why didn’t you stay here?” he asked. “This all seems pretty perfect.” 
 “No food. No electric. No water. And without some more free movement—like we got at the zone—it’s pretty hard work in here. And besides, there’s only these three rooms. There were far more than that of us at one point.” She flopped on the bed. “How’s Ellie?” 
 “Sleeping.” James went and sat on the bed next to her. “She’s tired. Doesn’t travel much.” 
 “None of us do.” She yawned. “Still. Not a bad little hidey hole to spend the night. Think they’ll be okay here, when we go?” 
 James nodded in the darkness.  
 He felt her hand on his back.  
 “Lie with me,” she said. 
 James turned and put the torch on the table next to the bed, then twisted, laying down on the bed next to Willow, his head rested on the pillow. “There is something warming about being here. Comforting,” he mused. He heard Willow get up. Could see her shadows moving in the darkness. “You need more light?” 
 “Nah. I’ve been here before remember.” 
 James saw her cross the foot of the bed and push the door to the room closed. The only light in the room coming from the torch sat on the bedside tables. Willow came back to the bed. She straddled across James and leaned down. Kissed him.  
 “You okay?” she whispered. 
 James nodded. He lifted his head and kissed her back. His hands rode down her sides, feeling her, slender, under his touch. He wished he could see more, not wanting to do this by touch alone. But that was the world now. Everything in the dark. He smiled to himself as she slid back. He felt her undo his jeans, pull them open. He was already hard. She stroked his cock. Then she moved. Up him. He reached forward again, finding her flesh exposed. She’d pulled off her shirt. He slid his fingers around her bare skin. Found her breasts. He half sat, taking her nipple into his mouth. She grunted. A Happy grunt, he thought. He bit down gently on her, pulling with his teeth. She was muttering happy things. Pushed him back onto the bed. She rolled off him. Pulled his jeans down. His shorts. She was undressing. He could see by the shadows from the torch light.  
 Willow straddled across him. Her warmth surrounding his cock as she settled down onto his hardness.  
 James sucked air in deep. It had been so long since he’d felt the heat of a woman around him. The want to cum rose hard in him. Fast. She rocked back and forth. That didn’t help with his longitude. He grunted. “I’m going to cum,” he said. He made a long guttural noise.  
 Willow slipped off of him and the need dropped slightly. Before he could move, she was down on him. Had him in her mouth. She rolled her tongue around his cock, and James couldn’t control himself. He pulsed. Hard. The orgasm ripping through him, unlike anything he’d felt before. He bit down his jaw, stifling the noise he wanted to make. He wanted to cry out in pleasure, the free-ist he’d felt in forever, but at the back of his mind, he didn’t want the whole world knowing. 
 There was a weird slurping sound from down near his groin, and then Willow crawled back up his body, she straddled his face, grinding herself against his mouth. James opened up. Let his tongue circle around her clit. He could see the shadow of her above him, pinching at her breasts. She was breathing in and out, hard and fast. “Oh, god,” she was saying over and over, a mere whisper.  
 Her movements became jagged. Her breathing, sharp intakes. She clenched her legs against his head, trapping him, before rolling off onto the other side of the bed. “Jesus Christ,” she whispered. 
 James was heaving air in and out of his lungs. He could taste her. His lips silken with her juices. She rolled over and put her arm across his chest. “Thank fuck for you,” she said. 
 James leaned his head to the side and nestled in her hair, imagining the shock of red that he couldn’t see. He wanted to fuck her. Again. Now. He wanted to see her. She quietly rolled off. He could hear her dressing, so he did the same. He sat on the edge of the bed and she came around to the side of him, sitting. “That was amazing,” James whispered. 
 She kissed his cheek. “You are amazing,” she said. She went and laid back on the bed.  
 James turned and kissed her. “I best check on Ellie.” He got up and took his torch to the door, pulling it open. When he did the light from beyond illuminated enough for him to see that she had her eyes closed. A little, warm, smile. 
 James rounded the corridor and went back into his and Ellie’s room. She was sleeping. Little snores lifting from her body. James smiled. He wanted to go back to Willow, but he also didn’t want Ellie to wake here, alone. 
 He went to the bed and lay next to Ellie. Rested his head on the pillow and drifted into sleep. 






CHAPTER 9

   

The tentacle was as large as a house. It enveloped Tony, his screams dying away instantly. James dropped to his knees. Willow lie dead at his feet. Her arms torn from their sockets. Blood still gushing out onto the sand beneath her. Her flesh paling by the second. He glanced over to Ellie. She was standing, watching. There were ghosts behind her. A hundred of them. Snarling, grotesque creatures, waiting for her order.

 James snapped his eyes open. Looked straight to the side. Ellie was gone. Fuck. He sat. Grabbed the torch from the table next to the bed. Reached down, pulling the gun from the holster on his leg. He swung his legs from the bed. He could hear voices. James got up, holding the gun out in front of him. It was Willow’s voice. He re-holstered it. She sounded fine. Happy. He flipped the torch off and followed the sound. She and Ellie were in her room. As he walked past Tony’s and Dave’s he could hear them talking too. 
 He walked into Willow’s room. Gave her a shy smile. “How long have I been asleep?” 
 Willow shrugged. “Few hours.” She smiled. “We all have. It’s nice here.” 
 “Yes,” James agreed. He looked away. “It is.” 
 Ellie grinned at the two of them. “What’s up with you two?” 
 James laughed. “Oh, nothing.” She upped and left the room. James heard her go into next door to see Tony and Dave. “How are you … this morning?” He looked outside the room to see if he could work out what time it was from the light. 
 “Better,” she said. A little coy smile. “I needed that sleep. We all did. It may not be liveable here, but it is safe. It feels safe.” 
 James nodded. “So we go?” 
 “We do.” 
   

 

   
 Dave drove the two of them to the building next to the hive. They were constantly aware of the Juvie that was still in the area, but Dave had rifles. They parked up outside the building and the three of them entered. Carefully and slowly.  
 Willow looked down the hole into the perfect black.  
 Dave hooked up the ropes required for the two of them to descend to the bottom without climbing down the walls as James had before. “And you’re sure about this?” 
 “Yeah.” James shot him a wink. “It’s going to be fine.” 
 “But you have no idea what’s on the other side.” 
 “We’ve been through this. We have to know.” 
 Dave nodded. “Ready.” 
 James started down the rope. Hand over hand, his feet fumbling down the wall. He kept stopping and flashing his torch down to the basement, making sure there was nothing else down there. All he saw was bugs. Slow and ineffectual. Whale goo. He reached the bottom. “Ready,” he called and Willow started down. 
 When the two of them were at the bottom, James waved up to Dave. “See you in twenty-four hours,” he called. Dave waved an agreement and left. He headed back to the vehicle. Back to the hotel where he would wait with Ellie. She didn’t understand. She didn’t want them to come, but she hadn’t argued like she had in the past. Getting older. More mature.  
 She’d be eleven soon. 
 James shrugged off the thought. “This way.” He flashed the torch into the basement and to the hole into the underground. 
 He led the two of them around the winding wall of the tunnel towards the glow of the doorway. “It’s weird,” he said as they stood at the bend, staring at it. “It draws you forward.” 
 Willow nodded. “It does.” 
 James looked at her. “Maybe that’s why things come through them? Makes sense right? We’re drawn to it, you’d think an animal wouldn’t be able to resist.” 
 Willow bobbed her head from side to side. “Could be.” She pointed to the doorway. “You know there’s a real possibility that this is gonna kill us, right?” 
 “Yeah,” he replied. “Could do.” James stepped forward, towards the portal. It radiated some etheric beauty. Blue streaks of lightning moved slowly from within, taunting the edge of it, but without fierce recoil or noise. Somehow it felt like … home. As the two of them got closer it hugged them, brought them within its embrace. “But I don’t think it will,” he continued eventually. Quietly. He glanced to Willow. “You sure?” 
 Willow nodded, unspeaking. 
 “Me first.”  
 She nodded again. It was what they had decided.  
 James stepped to within grasping distance of the doorway. It seeped the same looking goo at the bottom of it as the other. Bugs occasionally crawling out, like it was just an entrance into the sewers. James frowned, unimpressed with where his mind had decided to go with it. He stepped to the side and looked around it. It was thin, like paper. He watched as the goo and bugs materialised from nothing.  
 Willow cleared her throat, vocally. “Anytime today.” 
 James shot a look back to her and smiled. Checked his backpack was secured on his back. His gun holstered on his leg. He turned his torch off, not needing it this close to the light of the door, and re-attached it to his belt. Here goes nothing. 
 He stepped forward into the doorway. 
   


   
 The warmth of the light enveloped James as invisible water surrounded him. It was like he was falling, slowly, at first, waiting for something to happen, when he was pulled gently forwards.  
 He tried to breathe in. But there was nothing there. Gripped immediately by panic, he reached around, tried to grab at something, stop himself from being pulled into the thing, but there was nothing there. He was already inside … a light blue surrounding him. A warmth unlike anything he had ever experienced. And yet without being able to breathe, he felt no burning in his chest like he was drowning. He was safe. Secure. 
 It was like being in the womb.  
 He was going to be re-born.  
 The motion that pulled him forward was smooth. Like the feeling of being on a well-oiled high-speed train. He knew he was moving. He could feel the gee’s. But there was no sense of friction. It was weird. Really fucking weird. He looked around, trying to see Willow. She may not have followed yet. She might not follow at all. 
 James felt something rock him. It was like turbulence. His safe ride, his gentle flow, broken by some external force, crashing into him. Then he felt like he was increasing in speed. Like an aircraft taking off. His stomach lurched. His ears wanted to pop, but they couldn’t. He reached up to touch himself, and everything seemed to be moving in slow motion. A pain behind the eyes.  
 Migraine. 
 It was hot. Burning. Heavy. James covered his ears with his hands. He knew he’d done it, but couldn’t feel his hands touching anything. Not even skin. 
 Became aware that he was numb on the outside. 
 No body feeling. 
 Anaesthetised. 
 Only on the outside. 
 Pain in … head. 
 James felt like his retinas had detached from his eyes. Like someone had plucked his eyes from their sockets. He tried to scream but it was dry. There was no sound in this space. All he could hear was his own blood pumping around his body. 
 His heartbeat, so fast, yet so uneven. It made his throat tighten. He was going to black out. Ears ringing. He was so hot. His blood felt like it was clotting in his veins. 
 He was going ridged. His silent scream running alone in this fever dream of pain. 
 His vision was getting weaker. The blue turning black. Creeping in from the edges. From the outside. He let his hands drop from his head. Pointless anyway, the pain of a thousand hot pokers were jabbing at him. Making him bleed pain. He could feel nothing, while all at once feel everything.  
 In one split second, he was everything. 
 The blackness. 
 He couldn’t fight it anymore.  
 Trying to look around. He had to warn Willow. There was nothing good inside the doorway. It was only pain. 
 But he couldn’t. There was nothing there but blackness. Blackness that quickly took his thoughts.  






CHAPTER 10

   
 James snapped his eyes open. Darkness surrounded him. He rolled them. Pain. Closed them again. It hurt just to have them open. He felt like he’d been pushed into the centre of a rugby scrum with the England front half. Or something. He didn’t know anything about rugby. He realised that he was alive. Pain meant alive, right? Bad rugby puns? He looked around. He was laying in something. Something sticky. He opened his eyes again. Too dark to see. He tried to get his bearings. Reaching around, he tried to feel anything familiar. He felt like he was on soil. Dirt. Not in the underground anymore, perhaps. It was wet, but not with the goo. Like it had been raining.  
 He breathed in deeply. Conscious for the first time that there was air. Actually air.  
 He was alive. 
 Ellie. 
 “Ellie?” he called out. “Willow,” his voice dropped to a mumble. He pushed himself away from the floor. There was a stench. Something rotten. Off. He fumbled for the torch. Switched it on, pulling it from his belt. Fucking hell. His whole body was burning. James flashed the light around. He was in some vegetation. He looked up for the first time. He was outside. Night sky. He could see stars. Where was he? “Willow, Ellie?” he called out, again, coughing away the phlegm in his throat. He could taste something acrid. James shone the torch down at himself. He was covered in puke. His own by the look of it. At least that explained the smell. Shit. 
 He lit the ground with the torch. Dirt. Grass. Leaves. He glanced up to the sky. If he’d paid more attention in school he could probably use the stars to work out where he was, but he’d paid so little attention at that sort of thing, he wasn’t sure if he was making that up or not. Jesus. 
 James shone the torch around him. Trees. Overgrown. He wasn’t sure if he should move. “Is there anybody there?” he called out. 
 “James?” 
 It was Willow. The voice had come from the darkness. James shone his torch in the direction he thought it had come from. “Where are you?”  
 “Here.” 

Helpful. James caught sight of the light from her torch. Within the trees. He moved in that direction. Then he caught sight of her. “Willow.” He ran to her. The two of them embraced. James pulled back, “Sorry,” he apologised. “I’m covered in puke.” 
 She looked down at him. Giggled. “That’s fine.” She looked around. “Where are we?” 
 “No idea. I don’t …” his voice drifted off.  
 “Did we go through?” 
 James looked at her. He frowned. Thought back. His memories were fragmented. “I remember the hotel you took us to. We …” he cleared his throat again, moving on. “Yes. We left the hotel. I remember … remember …” 
 “I don’t remember anything after we got there. With Dave.”  
 James looked at the ground beneath their feet. “Me either.” Looked around. “So we went through?” 
 “Still alive,” Willow said. 
 James patted himself down cheekily. “Feels like it. But I feel like I’ve been run over by a bus. How about you?” 
 “Same.” Willow shone her torch around the trees, woodland. “Reckon we’re where?” 
 “Stars. Trees. Air. Still on Earth?” 
 “Could be.” Willow started to flash the torch around wildly. “But where the fuck is the doorway?” 
 Cock. James started to spin too. Fuck. How hadn’t he thought of that? “Shit.” 
 Willow reached out and rested her hand on his arm. “It’s okay,” she said calmly. “We’ll wait until morning, I just don’t think we should move too far.”  
 James nodded. “Could be hours.” 
 “Could be. But look. We’re here and we’re fine. We just need to lay our hands on the doorway. Still on Earth, remember. We could have materialised in the arms of some Cthulu-esque Lovecraftian monster from the eighth dimension.”  
 “Yeah.” James let himself relax a little. “Okay. Let’s see if we can’t find somewhere to hunker down. Maybe get some rest. I could use some painkillers.” 
 “Me too.” 
 James shone the torch around. No one way seemed any better than another. Shit. “Yonder,” he said, starting off with purpose in some direction. He couldn’t have even verbalised what direction he had chosen to go in.  
 Willow followed behind him. The trees and growth were too dense to walk side-by-side. James kept his wits about him the best he could. It was too dark to be able to identify any of the forestry. He could feel that they were on mud more than dry soil. The air smelt fresh. Maybe rain forest.  
 With that, brought bigger problems. 
 Like how the fuck they were going to find the way home. 
 He broke the tree line. Into a clearing. He could see the moon for the first time. Low in the sky. Maybe morning soon. The light from it lit enough for him to be able to turn off his torch. Even if it was only temporary. Willow came up to him. Did the same. “It looks so peaceful,” James said quietly. “Think there are ghosts here?” 
 “Maybe. But we seem to be in the middle of nowhere, so probably not.” 
 James nodded. He dropped to a crouch and pulled his backpack off. Unzipped it. Got out some painkillers. Bottle of water. Took them. He looked at the ground. Felt the grass. It all felt like home. But different. There was something odd. Off.  
 He breathed in again.  
 But it smelt right. And that counted for a lot. He stood. Looking out over the clearing. In the distance the grass dropped away, and beyond that he could see hills. Valleys. They could be in fucking Wales for all he knew. Scotland. He smiled to himself. Finally made it to Scotland. He shook that thought away. Long gone was the idea of taking Ellie and running. New things were afoot, even long before they’d done this.  
 “Fancy walking across the open?” he asked quietly. 
 “Not especially,” Willow replied. She took the lead and started to walk off around the tree line, going in the direction James intimated, but not straight out into the open air. “As we have agreed, there aren’t any ghosts, there is nothing to say that Cthulu monster isn’t still here somewhere.” 
 James smiled and followed.  
 The two walked in silence for a while. Worried that they might be going further and further away from the doorway, James kept a vigilant eye on the surroundings. Trying to see some light. Something to suggest there was a doorway—or anything else—there. “What if we’re not on Earth anymore?” he mused, quietly. 
 Willow stopped and turned. She raised her eyebrows. “Look around. Of course we are.” She turned back. Started walking again. 
 Of course they were. Which meant that if they couldn’t find the doorway, then they could just find their way back to London.  
 Didn’t explain the tentacle monsters or cow-sized bear creatures ripping the human race to pieces. But James decided not to bring that up. On occasion, on the walk around the edge of the clearing, he was sure he heard something in the darkness of the woods.  
 He decided to assume it was badgers and have done with it. 
 When the two of them reached where the grass dropped on the clearing, Willow stopped. “This seems a good place,” she said, slipping her pack down. She got to the ground. “We can see most directions. Big tree.” She waved up at it. “You need to rest.” 
 James dropped to the ground like a sack of shit. He didn’t remember anything between the street and waking up in the mud. Everything hurt. Everything. He leaned back against the tree, closing his eyes for a few moments. 
 “Listen,” he said, quietly. 
 Willow froze. Unable to hear anything, she replied, “What?” again, in a whisper.  
 “There.” James opened his eyes. “On the farm when you sit at night, you can hear the animals. Small ones. Crickets. You can hear when a bug passes too close to your ear.” 
 Willow listened again. “I don’t hear it.” 
 “No.” James leaned forward. “I’ve been waiting for something. And there is nothing. As we walked I thought I heard things in the trees. Animals. But now …” He looked up to the sky. “… I’m not so sure. There’s nothing on the wind.” 
 “What are you saying?” 
 He shook his head from side to side. “This isn’t Earth?” It truly was a question. “This could be another place entirely.”  
 Could be. 
 He leaned back again. Closed his eyes. “And I don’t smell anything apart from the dampness of the grass.” 






CHAPTER 11

   
 A scream. A screech. At first James thought it was a dream. He was so used to the dreams that started like that. Ended like that. But when he opened his eyes the screaming didn’t stop. He sat forward. He’d fallen asleep against the tree. Here. How fucking stupid. He looked around. Willow was gone.  
 There was noise. Loud noise. It surrounded him. It was something … something in pain. Not Willow. No. He focussed. Blinked away the sleep before grabbing his gun from the holster. It was light. No. It was lighter. He glanced up. The sky hued in a deep red. There was something unholy about it. A colour James had never seen before. Not in the sky. Not anywhere. He pushed himself to his knees. Looked down the hill.  
 Nothing. 
 Back into the clearing. 
 Again. Nothing. 
 James turned. Looked around the tree, into the woods beyond. He could see Willow. She was fine. Crouching a couple of trees back. Gun drawn. She was looking into the dense darkness beyond. James crawled to her. Stayed low. Quiet. “What the fucking hell is that?” he hissed, coming up to her side. 
 “I don’t know,” she said. “I thought I heard something, and came back here. Then that started. I didn’t want to go looking without you.” She glanced at him. Gave him a worried looking smile. She looked tired. Like she hadn’t slept in a week.  
 But she never complained about it. 
 “Come on then.” James got to a crouch and then moved deeper into the trees, lit only by the crimson sky. Gun out in front. He could hear Willow behind him. Keeping up with him. He headed towards the sound. 
 It was an animal. Had to be. It certainly wasn’t human. There was the screech of something. The scream of something else. Crashes. It sounded like boulders striking trees. The tearing of the undergrowth. James felt the ground shake. Like an eighteen wheeler was passing a café, as he sat there, drinking a latte. Christ. It was weird the things that still occurred to him. The scream came again. This time it was loud. 
 Close.  
 James looked back to make sure that Willow was still behind him and that he was happy he could find his way back the way he’d come. The last thing he needed was to lose the packs. Water. Painkillers.  
 His head still throbbed.  
 He settled next to the trunk of a large tree. Rested against it. Whatever was making the noise was on the other side of it. He could tell by the volume. The trunk of the tree reverberated as something hit it. Hard. The tree must have been nine feet across. Whatever hit it, hit it really hard. And it was big.  
 Snapping of branches. The stomping of feet. James looked at Willow. She was next to him. He could see the apprehension in her face at what was there, as much as he was feeling it. Maybe they should just head back. To the packs. Try to find the doorway. Leave this place long behind them. Something moved to the side. Big. 
 James instinctively put his hand out, in front of Willow to protect her. As he would have done Ellie. He raised his gun.  
 Something came through the undergrowth. Backing up. Away from something else. It was a creature. Not a ghost. It walked on two legs. Hair covered it whole body. Short. Like an ape. It was taller than a human, but not gigantic. Eight foot maybe. It hadn’t seen them. It was far too busy with whatever else was there.  
 The creature had long ears, spiking out over the top of it head, pointed, like a rabbit. Its arms, longer than a human’s would be, extending down to the creatures knees, letting it lean forward on the knuckles of its huge clawed hands. 
 It was white. 
 Well, originally. 
 The creatures white fur was stained with something darker. In the hue of the red light of the sky, it was hard to tell the exact colour of it, but it was stained black. Blood. The creature reached up with his claws and tenderly touched the skin that flapped loose from its slender, thin stomach. This black liquid flooding out like a waterfall, onto the grasses below. The creature looked up at its foe—outside of where James could see—and it screamed. The noise the creature made. It was scared. Easy to see why. It had been bested by the other thing, yet the creature was strong. Muscular. It was terrifying to look at.  
 James cowered back. To Willow. Pushing himself against her, but kept himself between her and it. “How about we run?” he asked over his shoulder. He didn’t really care what the answer was. They were about to run. 
 He glanced to Willow and she was already pushing herself up the tree, to her feet. “Huh,” she said. 
 James crouched, ready to start like a sprinter. He got to his feet and started to move. Slow at first. He wanted Willow in the front. As soon as he got up, she started running. Made Usain Bolt look slovenly. He followed, as the two of them darted through the trees, over branches. Bushes. Stumbling. Tripping. Staying upright.  
 Just. 
 Cuts were appearing on his flesh as he pushed through the growth. Lurching around trees and under fallen branches.  
 Willow gasped, “There,” in her breath. Pointing to the red glow of the grasses after the break in the trees. James huffed after her, looking back over his shoulder. Losing sight of Willow and then finding her again. He burst out the brush, only a few metres from where he had entered. He looked at Willow. She was leaning forward, her hands on her legs, breathing in and out. Hard.  
 James ran to the packs and slung one up, over his shoulder. “We’re not safe,” he said. “You saw the size of that thing. Whatever was fucking it up was clearly bigger.” 
 Willow nodded, waving her hand at him to shut him up. She knew. But the run had fucked her up.  
 James picked up her pack too. He hurried to the edge of the slope, looking down the hill. Out to clear lands. Then back to the woods where they had come from. More than woods. Forest. Dense forest. Looked up at the red sky.  
 Shit. 
 Which way to go? Look for the doorway? Run the other way? 
 Willow came up next to him. “That way,” she said, like she was reading his mind. She pointed down the hill. Away from the forest. James hesitated, but only for a second. She was already running. He followed.  
 The two of them ran hard down the hill, towards the ridge at the bottom. The grass dropping away in front of them. 
 Behind, a roar leapt from the trees. Loud, guttural. Sounding like a freight train rolling towards them. James gave a glance back. Seeing nothing, he continued. Kept pace with Willow. Staying behind her. 
 She was over the lip of the hill, going down the other side. She was pointing as she ran.  
 James followed the line of her finger.  
 A structure. 
 In the distance, a building stood. Small. Squat. Damaged to the point of barely being able to be recognised as a building at all. James followed as she changed direction to run towards it. She’d led them away from the trees and there was nowhere to hide if something came out for them. Something making that amount of noise.  
 James got up level with her. It was somewhere to hide, sure. But they had to make sure it was safe. He raised his gun as they got closer. It looked like a ruin. Something you might see in the grounds of a medieval castle, but not. It wasn’t stone. Brick. Modern. There was rebar sticking out of the side of some of the fallen walls. A new structure. 
 James ran to the side of the wall. Stopped by the closest thing the building had to a door—a crumbled opening that could have been a door a hundred years ago, or equally could have been a wall pushed down by a fucking tentacle monster. He held his gun up, waiting for Willow to take position on the other side of the door. When she did, he gave a quick glance back to the hill. Where they’d come down from the ridge, there was no way of seeing back to the woods. He just hoped that nothing was following them.  
 He looked at Willow. Ready? he mouthed.  
 She nodded. 
 The two of them turned into the building, guns out in front of them. 
   


   
 James huffed air in, while his eyes accustomed to the dark. The red light from outside reaching only some of the inside. Neither of them spoke. Being quiet saved lives. James pulled out his torch and flashed it around the floor, making sure there was nothing beneath them, checking for bugs, for goo. Nothing. He quickly shone the torch around the four corners of the room they were in. Again, clear. 
 He lower the light and flicked it off.  
 Went over to Willow. She was leaning down. Puke running from her mouth. He pulled her hair back, kept it out of the way. Waited for her to finish. “It’s clear,” he whispered in the darkness. 
 She stood. “What the fuck was that?” 
 James shook his head. “I …” The words drifted off. “Something else.” He looked around the ruins. The corner of the building was gone, rubble, brickwork strewn across the ground. “Weirder and weirder,” he whispered. He went to a wreck of a doorway into the only other room in the building, what with the upper floor gone. The ceiling above that gone, too. Looking up, James could see as much of the red sky as he could the ceiling. Willow sat. Even under the glow of red, she still looked pale.  
 She should never have come. 
 “Is this Earth, or not?” she asked, quietly. Then she said, “I’m scared. What have we done?” 
 James went and sat beside her. He put his arm around her. “We’ll find the doorway and go back. Let’s just wait for the sun to come up properly. How’s that?” He tried to keep any hint of fear from his voice. Tried to stop it from wavering. She nodded, and looked at the floor. She looked like she was going to puke again. James didn’t blame her. He wanted to, too. He got up and kept the torch pointed at the floor. He scanned the room. Around the rubble. It looked like regular brickwork, but there was something about it. He crouched. Picked up a chunk of it. Looking at it, red brick. Like you would use to build a house. But it was crumbly. Soft. Like it was old. Really old. Houses had been built with these things for years. They didn’t crumble. That was the point. He pushed some aside. Beneath there was detritus. He carefully pushed brickwork aside, having it fall to pieces like it was dry cake.  
 The torch light flashed off something. Something reflective. 
 James pushed more of the rubble aside, and slid it from underneath. Metal. He lifted it up and shone the torch over it.  
 “What is it?” Willow was looking at him. 
 “It’s a car number plate,” he said.  






CHAPTER 12

   
 James showed Willow the metal. She shone her light on it. “A UK one.” She paused. “Huh.”  
 He turned it back to himself. “Any idea what year it is?”  
 “Nope.” 
 He sighed. “Me either.” He slumped down next to her. “Welp. At least we know.” 
 “But where are we?” Willow looked out through one of the holes in the wall. “This red light. It’s pretty fucking alien.” 
 “Yep.” James leaned his head against the wall. It was a damn good question. Jesus. “I think we should wait until whatever is in the woods to have gone, and we try to find our way back. I know we said we’d be in here twenty four hours, but, well, fuck that. We found out what we needed to know.” 
 “Which is?” 
 “Whatever is on the other side of the doorway, is not home.” He looked up into her eyes. “Our families aren’t here, are they?” 
 She let a little smile slip out. “No. But don’t you want to know where we are? What we’ve discovered?” 
 James snorted. “Not really. I just want to feel safe again.” 
 Willow put her hand on his leg. Gave a little squeeze. “Well I think we should stick it out a little longer. See what we can find.” 
 James closed his eyes. He wasn’t going to say no to her, was he? He stared out into the red. Heard a clicking. It sounded like a bug. A beetle. Something like that. He raised his finger to his lips.  
 Hush. 
 Willow had heard it too. She was already halfway to a crouch. A glance to James and she was up. Gun out. He was the same.  
 It was the first noise they’d heard that could have been just an animal. James quickly moved to the wall. The opening of the building. Willow went out first. Gun forward. She turned. James watched her, before following.  
 The two of them stood, facing a woman. She was holding a spear out in front of her, like she was hunting them. She was painted.  
 Red. 
 She blended in to the surroundings, camouflaged. There was another. A man. He too was camo’d in the red light. They were both dressed in red. And they both looked as surprised as James and Willow.  
 James lowered his gun slightly. Dropped it away so that he wasn’t appearing quite so aggressive. He glanced over his shoulder at the hill behind them though, still aware that there was something really fucking big out that way. Somewhere. “Hi,” he said to the woman. She stared at him. Unmoving. The spear remained up. James rested his hand on top of Willow’s gun and pushed hers down as well. “Ease up,” he whispered. He didn’t want to admit it, but the two of them—the man and woman in red—looked odd. Like something out of a film. Scavengers in a wasteland. The man came up beside the woman. They both had their spears out. The man made a clicking noise in his cheek. The sound that James had heard. The noise of the beetle.  
 The woman returned it. 
 They were communicating with rudimentary noises. 
 “Do you understand me?” James asked. “We don’t mean you harm.” 
 The woman was looking at their guns. She was distrustful of them. Like she’d never seen one before. Fuck it. Before this had happened, James had never seen a handgun in real life before either. He slipped his gun back into the holster, and raised his hands up, surrendering, passively. “Do you speak English?” he asked. 
 “What are you doing,” Willow hissed at him.  
 “Put your gun away. They clearly don’t know what to make of us.” He heard her sigh. She wasn’t happy about it, but Willow put her gun back into the holster too.  
 The woman in red put her finger to her lips. 
 Hush. 
 James nodded. There was some understanding there. The woman clicked at the man. He made a chirp back. He sounded irritated. Her click came out, loud, and he seemed to back down. James decided that she was probably in charge. The man in red lowered his spear, and turned away from them, starting away from the ridge. The hill. The woods.  
 The woman yanked her spear at them. She wanted them to go with her.  
 James looked at Willow. He shrugged at her. She didn’t look like she wanted to follow the woman, but right now, this was want she had wanted. Adventure? Tick. She sighed and nodded at the woman. Yes. They would follow. 
 The woman in red turned away, and James and Willow followed.  
   


   
 They walked in silence for an hour or more. James was watchful over Willow. She was tired, exhausted. But she never spoke up.  
 He tried to keep a mental map of where they were. How to get back to the doorway in the forest. At least, he hoped the doorway was in the forest, neither of them having actually seen it. It could be anywhere.  
 As they came over the brow of a hill, James looked into the distance. He could see buildings. He nudged Willow and pointed. It looked like the skyline of a city, but nothing like he’d seen before. It looked like it had been destroyed a millennia ago, broken to a husk, and stomped on some more. James could see in the distance what looked like a road, but it too was broken. Cracked, trees growing through it. He glanced at Willow. Their confusion agreed, but unspoken.  
 The woman stopped, and held her spear up. It looked like a military motion. Halt. 
 James and Willow did, and the woman dropped to a crouch. The two of them followed suit. Willow drew her gun. Waiting. Watching. 
 The man in red was out the front of the four of them. He took point, a distance out. He must have made a sign to the woman, or a sound. It was so well used that neither James nor Willow had seen it. Heard. The woman in red got lower. 
 The man still moved. Slower. He was edging forward. Spear was up. 
 In the silence, James heard a scream. It could have been one of those things—the one that had been hurt in the woods. The one that was fighting something far worse. James drew in a breath. He moved as quietly as he could, reaching around and sliding his gun from the holster. The woman in red turned. She was pissed. Finger up to the face. James was making little noise, but apparently, too much. 
 The scream came again. 
 This time it was louder. 
 Surely James hadn’t pulled the creature towards them with the noise he’d made. 
 The thudding of weight on grass came. Something was moving across the hills they were on. Something big. Heavy. And it was getting closer. Another scream. Louder again. This time it was close. So close it was deafening. James held the gun without moving. He had his hand on the grip. Hadn’t pulled it clear from the holster.  
 Yet. 
 Then the scream came again, close. So loud. 
 The woman in red jumped up to her feet. The man, still as a tree, suddenly turned. The creature leapt into view, the red light hiding its size, its fur, camouflaging it. It pushed from the ground with its enormous, muscular arms, reaching a height far above its own, ten, twelve feet in the air. It was the same species as the creature they had seen in the forest, but this one was covered, head to toe—claw to claw—in black fur, instead of white. 
 It screamed as it flew, a war cry. Its jaw unhinged like a snakes, open further than it should have been, ready to consume. The man in red span, spear out.  
 The creature landed on him. Wrapped in a weird angle, it tried to gets its slobbering maw over the guy’s shoulder, but he twisted away, moving his flesh from the snap of the creatures long teeth, a split second later and the guy would have been chow.  
 James moved to the side. Gun out. Up. He tried to get a clear shot at the monster—couldn’t. Willow moved out the other way. The two of them pincering out. The woman in red rushed the thing.  
 The weight of the creature pushed the guy to the ground. It was on top. Squirming. Clawing at him. James saw the man’s flesh rip as the long talons from the end of its hand—Paw? Fucking claw holder—dug into the meat of the man, his clothes pushed to the side as the two of them scrabbled on the floor. The guy’s face distorted in anger. Pain. The creature twisted its claws. Pulled them out. The guy’s blood sprayed out like a geyser, the creature had a handful of his flesh. It discarded it to the grass, focussing back on him, bleeding, new hole in his side. 
 And yet the man never made a sound. 
 The creature screamed as the woman ran up on it. Spear up. It hit out at her, it’s arms having greater reach than her spear. She dodged to the right. Reactions so fast, she was moving before James had even seen that the creature was going to strike. She was to its side. Spear up. She ducked down. Pushed. Thrust. The tip of the spear sunk deep into the creatures flesh.  
 It yowled.  
 Its head raised up, making it look like it was barking at the moon. Its bloody hand reached out to the woman, but she dragged the spear from the creature backing away from it like she knew what it was going to do before it did. It swung, pawed at her, missing. The creature briefly turned its attention to the guy beneath it. He was barely moving. Blood draining out of him. The grass, red from the light, redder from his blood, pooling out, soaking into the dirt. He managed to pull a blade from somewhere. A knife. He weakly slashed at the creature, barely cutting its skin, before it clamped its massive hand down on his face, its claws, talons, wrapping around the guy’s skull. It squeezed, still without him making a sound. There was a crack as his skull splintered. A crunch as it shattered under the grip of the creature. Breaking. Blood. Brain. It slipped through the creature’s fingers like jelly. Amniotic fluid spraying out in a mist.  
 The woman stabbed at it again. The spear slipping into its body. It screamed again. Took its attention from the corpse it was hunched over. This time it grabbed the spear, ignoring the woman. She released it, falling away to her back and scrabbling away from the creature. 
 Without her or him to worry about, James opened fire. In the silence of this world, the guns cracks filled the air as he landed slug after slug into the creature. Willow fired at the same time.  
 The two of them nailed it, creating at least ten new holes in the fucking thing. The creature howled, pushing itself up, turning to the two of them. It yanked the spear from its thin gut. Tossed it to the ground. 
 The woman stood as it waited, wavering in the light wind that had risen in the red light. She looked at it, first, perhaps to see if it was going to turn on her again. Then she looked at the two of them. Stood there. James already reloading. He glanced at her. She looked shaken. But not by the creature. Her brows creased together.  
 James turned his attention to the monster, pushing the new clip into the handgun. It was breathing in and out, wheezing. Its arms had lost all strength, and it held them to its side. The creature dropped to its knees, its claws clamping down on the grass. It choked out some alien noises, before falling to the grass, face first. 
 James slowly lowered his gun.  
 He looked at the woman. She was staring at the gun, shaking her head, slowly. James kept it out, but lowered. He approached the monster. Some of the bullets had passed right through it. He nudged it with his foot.  
 The thing didn’t move. 
 The woman ignored the creature, and went over to the guy. His head was gone. Eviscerated. She stood over him. Gave him the quickest of glances and then picked up his knife. She slid it into her clothing. Then took his spear. Picked her own one up. She looked at James. She looked sad, but there was a distinct lack of emotion in her face. She shook her head. Made a clicking sound. 
 Then she waved James and Willow on. 
 Follow. 






CHAPTER 13

   
 The three of them hiked no more than another twenty minutes or so. They went down a ridge. Coming towards a large body of water that they hadn’t previously been able to see, it hidden from view by the landscape.  
 The woman in red kept waving them forward as the land dropped away to a beach. James looked out. It was a lake. Big one, too. Certainly not something he expected to see in England. Looked more like a Great Lake. The three of them went through some copse of trees. James could see that the grass beneath their feet had been worn into a track from use. He gave occasional glances to Willow, but neither of them said anything to each other. Knowing looks. Raised eyebrows.  
 As they reached the shore, at the bottom of the hill, the woman walked them out onto the sands, dry. The wind was blowing harder on the edge of the water, and the sand blew around like a whirlwind in the desert. James looked back. The wind on the sand was hiding their footprints. The woman was walking along the line of the trees as the hill got steeper, becoming a short cliff face.  
 As she approached a break in the chalk. 
 She turned into it. 
 James and Willow walked up to it. The entrance to a cave in the side of the cliffs, facing the water. The woman was standing there, waiting for the two of them to follow. James wanted to draw his gun. He didn’t like that this woman hadn’t communicated with them in any way. What if they were walking into a trap? What if she wanted revenge for the man? James looked at Willow for some guidance, but she looked tired. As they left the glare of the red light, standing in the shadow of the cliffs, he could see how pale and drawn she was.  
  At that point he knew that she needed to follow the woman, even if it was just to find somewhere to rest.  
 James wasn’t even sure if he could find his way all the way back to where they had awoken, without the woman guiding them. 
 He motioned for Willow to go in first, glancing around them to make sure there was nothing behind them. Up, to make sure that there was nothing coming from there.  
 He followed in.  
 The darkness of the cave replaced the red light of the sky as the woman went in, and the two of them followed around. The tunnel in the cave led to a door.  
 Solid. 
 Metal. 
 Set hard into the rock, like it had been there a thousand years. The woman in red clenched her fist and banged, hard, on the door with the side of the fist. Thunk. Thunk. Thunk. 
 James looked around like something might hear, but they were deep in a network of chalk, far below the surface of the hills. For the first time, the woman regarded them as if she had some sort of unspoken opinion. She looked James up and down. 
 The door opened. Beyond stood a man. White hair, heavily receded. He was wearing spectacles. He looked at the woman, his eyebrows raised, and then to James and Willow. The two of them stood there, a little stunned. 
 The woman pushed by the man in the glasses and into whatever was beyond the door. The man sighed. “Come in.” He spoke in a hushed whisper. But immediately James picked up an accent.  
 It certainly wasn’t English.  
 He waved the two in, by him and into the room beyond. James led the way and Willow followed close behind. James kept his hand down, close to the gun holstered on his leg, and as he turned back to face the man, he closed the door. From the inside, James could see, it was a brushed steel. It looked like it had a digital lock on it at one point, but now a wheel turned like a bank vault and a bolt as big as James’s arm came across, sliding home within the rock. The man muttered something about not being too careful. 
 James looked around the room. It was like a locker room. The woman in red had gone to locker on the side wall and pulled it open. She had taken most of her clothes off, standing nearly naked in the room with the three of them. She pushed her red clothes into the locker, before taking something black out. She turned. The skin that was painted lined against the skin that was covered, a pale white skin. She looked at James, then to the man. “Older did not make it.” Her accent was like his. It was something like a South African cadence, but … not. There was something odd about it that James couldn’t quiet place.  
 James looked to the man. “Who are you?” His eyes slipped to the woman, dressing quickly in the corner.  
 “I think …” The man spoke at a normal volume with the door closed. “… the question is who are you? Your weapon. Where did you get it?” 
 “What’s that supposed to mean?” Willow asked.  
 “We’ve not used weapons like that in a long time.” He kept his eyes fixed on the two of them. Running his look over them, again and again, observing their every move. The woman finished dressing and left the room without speaking again. 
 James was watching the man. He seemed to be waiting for her to leave before he was going to say anything more. She let the door go as she left to swing shut.  
 Then the man let his eyes return to the two of them. “My name is Jacobe.” 
 “James,” he replied, “and this is Willow.” 
 Jacobe nodded his hello. “You must have as many questions as I.”  
 James smiled. “I guess.” 
 “Please.” Jacobe waved them to follow him. “Come. To my quarters where we can talk.” 
 The three of them didn’t speak as they followed Jacobe through the door. The corridor beyond was walled in sleek metals. It looked old, but state of the art some time ago. James looked up at the ceiling. There were electric lights on, but lights like he had never seen. Elongated bulbs that didn’t seem to hold a centre, the light was just … there. There was nothing on the walls. No adornments. Nothing homely.  
 Jacobe took them to the first corner and around to the right, and then opened the first door. He went in, and James and Willow followed. It was an office. The walls were the same as the others. There was a desk in the centre, facing the door, as an office would have, but behind it, against the far wall was a cot. Rudimentary basis for a living quarter. Jacobe lived here as well. He rounded the desk and sat. Some monitor screen facing him, and nothing else on it. He waved his hand at the two other chairs at the desk and Willow sat first. James was unsure. Hesitant to immediately take this guy at face value. He glanced to Willow. Tired, she patted the seat of the chair next to her. She’d had enough of being on her feet and wanted to rest.  
 James sat. 
 “You are not from here,” said Jacobe. A statement, for sure.  
 But one James thought he should answer. “I guess not.” 
 “Your skin colour. Your voices.” He looked down at them almost disapprovingly. “Your clothes. You have weapons that use explosives to create projectiles.” 
 James nodded slowly. From a certain point of view, yes. “You don’t?” he asked, quietly. 
 “No. Not for many years. Where are you from?” 
 “England. London.” 
 Jacobe frowned. He ran his fingers into his beard. “Well,” he said. “I have not heard that in time.” He smiled. Shook his head. “That explains something.” 
 “What?” James continued. He glanced at Willow. “Where are we now?” 
 Jacobe rested his head on his fist and stared at the two of them. “Well. The correct answer is The Land.” He rolled his eyes. “But I expect you to want more than that.” 
 “What is your accent?” Willow finally spoke. “Where are you from?” 
 Jacobe sighed. “There was a fire in the forests to the south. Something that we don’t see just random appearances of. I assume that was something to do with you?” 
 “When?” James sat forward. The doorway? 
 “Sometime back.” He waved his hand dismissively to the side. “We don’t engage in time as a concept anymore. Pointless.” His eyes met James’s. “Here.” He turned the monitor to James and Willow. The screen came on. It was a projected three dimensional image, crystal clear, created by technology far beyond anything he’d ever seen. James gave Willow a look. Where the fuck were they? 
 The monitor projected an image. It was a news story. Something you might have seen on TV before the event. A man was talking into the camera, but there was no sound. Behind him the image of missiles firing. James looked to Jacobe. “What happened?” 
 Jacobe raised his eyebrows. “Man decided they had enough of living, and fired weapons on each other. They destroyed the earth. The sky. Most things protecting the human race from the elements was taken.” 
 “When?” James whispered. His eyes returned to the screen. There were computer generated images of missiles flying across a map and landing. Europe. The Continental United States. China. Nuclear war.  
 “As I said. Time is no longer a construct. Millennia? Generations ago, is perhaps the answer.” He nodded at James’s gun. “That would have been the last time someone used one of them.” 
 “What happened after?” 
 “The sky turned red. Creatures came from the night. We were left to hide in the dark. Over time, we have come accustomed to living here. There might be other settlements. There might not.” 
 James looked at Willow. “Time … travel?” His voice rose as he spoke. Scrunched his eyes up.  
 Willow frowned. “I feel sick.” 
 “I am the cleric here. The librarian family line. I hold the most knowledge of history. When are you from? How did you get here?” 
 James relayed the past to him. Waking up and everything was gone. He told him about the creatures. He told him about the doorways. Dates. Time. History. Jacobe nodded along the whole time. Like he understood. 
 When James had finished talking, Jacobe sat back. “It is unlikely that you have travelled in time,” he said, confidently. “We were in advance of technology from when your event occurred. It sounds more like you have come to another space in reality.”  
 He said it like James should just go ohh. Well of course. James shook his head.  
 “Another universe.” 
 “You say that like it’s nothing,” Willow said. She had a raised voice. 
 Jacobe looked at her. “In the records we see that our scientists had learned a great deal about time and space. The concept of multi-verses is not unreasonable.” 
 James slumped in his chair. “Fuck.”  
 “Quite,” Jacobe said. He smiled. “It is a turn up for us, too.” 
 “How many of you are there?” Willow asked. She seemed to have calmed.  
 “Around fifty at the moment. We do fluctuate in size. But we have to be careful to keep blood lines separate. Older is a loss. He was good stock.” 
 James wanted to ask if Jacobe knew where the doorway was, but held his tongue. He didn’t want to offend.  
 “You want to leave, I assume. Your home is different to here.” 
 Willow nodded. “We were looking for others like us.” She snorted. “We didn’t expect to find this.” 
 “I imagine not. You are welcome here. Your weapons are too loud to use outside, though. We move silently in the red day. We don’t leave in the black night. It keeps us safe.” 
 “We’ll need to return to our own world,” James said. He glanced to Willow, expecting her to agree. She was nodding slowly.  
 “You are sick,” Jacobe said to Willow. 
 Willow nodded. 
 “May I ask what afflicts you?” 
 “Cancer,” she said. 
 Jacobe shook his head. “I know of it, yes. A plague in its time. But not something that we can help with here.” 
 “That’s fine. When we came through a magic doorway and found monsters and the red sky, I did consider that my chances of finding the cure to cancer pretty slim.” She giggled.  
 “I am sure that answers will present themselves.” 
 Willow sat forward. “Do you know where the doorway is? Maybe where the fire started?” 
 Jacobe nodded. “Our hunters have found something in the forest. Something that they do not understand. As soon as I saw you, I made the assumption that it was a doorway of some sort. You had to be travellers from somewhere.” He leaned forward letting out the groan of an old man. “But I was not expecting all of that.” 
 “You could come with us,” Willow said. 
 James looked at her. “Yes.” He turned to Jacobe. “Come with us.” 
 Jacobe nodded. “You have a blue sky and a bright sun, you say. I think it is something that we can consider, but there are other things that also need to be thought of. Our skin here is not used to direct sunlight. Most impurities were wiped from the face of the Earth along with everything else. You have bacteria’s and diseases that we don’t. There is a great possibility that if we were to travel to your Earth, we would all be dead in less than a single generation.” 
 James nodded. “When we go back, will you consider it?” 
 “I will. It would be something of a miracle. To have a home that wasn’t in a bunker underground.” 
 James sat back. He looked at the old man. He looked weary of his life. His skin paled from living underground. His eyes were piercing. Probably generations of hiding in the dark.  
 “You will want a guide to this doorway I take it?” 
 “We have friends waiting on the other side for our return.” Willow closed her eyes. “Do you mind if I rest, though?” 
 “Of course.” Jacobe stood. “You can stay here. There is little in the way of amenities here—we haven’t had guests in hundreds of years.” He laughed at himself. Shook his head. “The multi-verse eh?” he said to himself, chuckling. “I will return with food. Have time to sleep.” 
 James stood. Raised his hand to the man to shake. Jacobe looked at it. Unsure. James smiled. “I guess you don’t remember this either. Take it.”  
 Jacobe extended his arm and rested his hand in James’s. James shook it, gentle but firmly.  
 Willow was already on Jacobe’s cot. She had her arm rested over her eyes.  
 Jacobe nodded to James, a silent, welcome appreciation. Then he left the room, leaving James to sit in his chair. His monitor still played images. They all seemed to be from the same time in this place’s history. The images all showed the destruction of Earth. The firing of missiles. Different news networks. Probably different languages. Perhaps this was the only footage left. 






CHAPTER 14

   
 “I wish we could stay longer.” James offered his hand out to Jacobe, who took it and shook it, this time.  
 He smiled, warmly. “I wish you could too. It would be nice to learn more of your society.” 
 “The offer is still open if you want to come through.” 
 Jacobe stiffened. He glanced to Alite, the woman in red. Returning his look to James and Willow, he said, “I appreciate the offer, but as I said, I don’t think it is a good idea.” 
 Willow nodded, taking Jacobe’s hand after James, and shaking it too. “If you change your mind, you’ll need to bring light with you. Our doorway comes out in the dark.” 
 “The monster that came through into your world. We call it the Griffin. It had moved on from here. A grotesque giant, something mutated from what I do not know. It has only visited here twice in my lifetime, so I doubt that it will trouble you again.” 
 James nodded. “Thank you,” he said, warmly. 
 Alite was already dressed to leave the bunker. Dressed in red, her exposed skin painted. She carried her spear, ready. James looked at her, nodding to the door. “Ready?” The woman nodded and led them out into the tunnels.  
 Jacobe joined them at the door. “Travel well. If you need to return to us, you are welcome here. Just remember to be quiet, and travel during the red day.” 
 James nodded, turning away and following Alite to the sands at the lake, Willow behind him. She stepped out into the red day, waving them out behind her. “Stay close, and stay low. No speaking.”  
 James and Willow stayed in behind her and followed, across the sand. She would occasionally make the same ticking, clicking, sounds she had to Older, as if he was still there. Habit, James expected. They climbed the hill to the grasses, James giving the lake one last look back as they did.            
   


   
 They approached the trees near where they had rested before. Alite crouched and waved the two of them to stop. “We are close,” she whispered, almost inaudibly. “There is danger in the trees. The darkness draws the things here. You must go when you can. I will keep the way clear.” 
 Willow touched her handgun. “Do you want it?” 
 Alite shook her head. “That weapon is of no use here.” She gave a small smile. “It is a comfort to know that there are other places.” 
 Willow nodded. “You’ll have to come visit.” 
 Alite bowed her head towards the trees, standing. The three of them walked over to the edge of the forest. James and Willow followed Alite in.  
 The darkness ate the red of the light immediately, turning the hue of the trees to a dark crimson, close to purple. James breathed in slowly. He was worried about Willow. She was exhausted after the journey. She’d slept for only a couple of hours in the last twenty that they had—best guess—been there. He kept the rear, behind Willow, as the two of them struggled to keep up with Alite. She was moving fast, silent. The two of them could just about keep her pace, but were far from quiet as they did.  
 Alite ducked and weaved, missing the stumps and branches, the smallest of twigs sticking from the undergrowth, like she was a deer. James clod-footed through making enough noise to wake the dead.  
 Alite stopped, suddenly. She dropped to a crouch.  
 Willow crouched down next to her, and James behind. She pointed. Through the darkness, in between the shade and shadows of the trees came shards of light, unlike anything that they had seen here before. 
 The doorway. 
 James nodded. He rested his hand on Alite’s shoulder, drawing her attention to him. He smiled at her. Alite brought her finger to her lips. 
 Hush. 
 She pointed towards the doorway. Made a little running motion with two fingers. She gripped the handle of her spear tightly and moved. Out into the light. 
 Willow gave James a glance, and then followed.  
 James too. 
 Willow ran quickly behind Alite, towards the light, James behind again. He had his hand on his gun. Didn’t want to draw it. Fire it. The last thing he needed was to bring down whatever was in the darkness on Alite, not while the two of them were fleeing through the doorway.  
 As they got closer, James could see shadows in the darkness, beasts and creatures lying in wait, perhaps. Hulking there in the gloom. Drawn by the doorway, most likely, just as they had. But they weren’t going through. Maybe something in there cerebral cortex was different. Something that made the warmth of the door appeal, but not the lure to touch. He looked down, the light of the doorway changing the hue in the grass. He could hear his feet now, louder than before. He was running in the slime, the goo that was coming from the doorway in the underground. So all the doorways wept this shit. Good to know. He looked up as a creature came from the side.  
 Smacked into Willow. 
 It was small. Something about the size of a chimpanzee. Couldn’t tell what it was in the blur of movement. The darkness. Willow didn’t make a sound as she fell to the side, into the undergrowth. James instinctively drew his gun, but Alite had already turned back. She had her spear up. Aiming. The creature had its maw open, snapping at Willow’s face, trying to take a bite of soft fleshy meat. Willow was holding it back. Her hands wrapped around where its shoulders would have been. The creature was hairless. It was slimy. Broken. It moved quickly. Jarred, unnatural movements. Like it didn’t have bones and joints. Not like a human. James pointed his gun, but Alite stabbed the spear into the middle of the creatures back. The point digging in, staying in the body, not hard enough to come out the other side. A perfect shot, practiced, to kill, but not to endanger others. She pulled back on the weapon, pulling the monster from Willow, up on the spear like a smore. The thing was dead. Killed instantly. Alite spun the spear, the creature slipping off the end with a thin splop, being flung into the bushes and growth. James heard Willow say fucking hell. Then she was getting back to her feet. Slowly. James reached down. Took her hand, pulled her up to stand. Alite was already spinning slowly, waiting for the two of them to be up, to be able to move. Guarding them.  
 As soon as Willow was up, Alite motioned with her weapon. This way. And she was off again. Towards the light. James could make out the doorway as the trees and growth thinned. It had been broken. Trampled. The creatures here in the forest. Those staying near the door for its warmth. They had damaged the trees. And the Griffin, whatever the fuck that was, when that was there. As they broke the last of the undergrowth, the three of them were suddenly doused in light, the light from the doorway without obstruction, and the light of the red sky, coming down without the hindrance of the woods. The forest. Alite stopped. She turned. Spun around as James and Willow ran passed her towards the doorway.  
 There was sudden movement in the trees.  
 It was like the forest came alive. 
 James glanced to the side. Everything started moving. The creatures came from the darkness. From all directions. Alite waved her spear at them. Spinning. Waiting for the first to charge. James and Willow running for the door.  
 There were so many of them.  
 Following them out were smaller creatures, some that they must have just run past. They weren’t concerned about them when they didn’t know they were going for the doorway. They all seemed to want to stop them from going through, now though. Angry. Like they would disrupt something. The ones following them, out in the light, they looked like skinned lemurs, flesh on the outside. They hopped and jumped towards them, Alite spearing the first, sliding the corpse from the spear, and then striking at the next. James spun as he ran. He’d never seen anything like it. 
 A creature, on all four, coming from the darkness. It was a mess of pus and boils, looked like it had one hundred percent burns, and then been dipped in acid. It had balls of wet flesh dropping from it, the trees it pushed by tearing parts of it off, only to be replaced with more of it, fluidly replacing lost body part. Fluids. Whatever. James turned more. Massive, muscular creatures as tall as the trees coming from the side. Black of skin. Naked. Elongated, humanoid things, horns sticking from their heads. They were males. All of them. Phallus’s hanging as long as James was tall.  
 The gap for them to get through was getting smaller the more of these things that came. He looked back at Alite. She was carving things down. Knowing each and every one of the creatures kill spots. 
 A warrior. 
 But even she looked like she was tiring. Swinging the blade, puncturing some, cleaving parts from others. James pulled his gun. Fired off two into the tallest of the creatures. Trying to keep the waters from closing in front of them as they ran. “Come on,” he shouted back to Alite. “It’s the only way.” He fired again. 
 Willow took cue. She had her gun in one hand and a clip in the other. Bullet after bullet bouncing into the creatures as they came. Alite was trapped, enclosed into the circle of creatures, as they were. She was stabbing. Spearing. James stopped running at the doorway. He couldn’t leave her. He turned back. “Go!” he shouted at Willow. She fired more. Dropped the clip from the bottom of the gun. Loaded the next. Firing again. 
 There were screams from the monsters.  
 Gunfire ringing out. 
 The silence of the forest had become a cavalcade of sound and hate and death.  
 Some of the monsters were turning on each other. The monster with the black fur, long ears, fighting a horde of the skinless simians. They were jumping at it, tearing at its fur with their teeth as it pulled them off, almost as fast, ripping the smaller creatures in half, their insides gushing out into the forest, their death screams adding to the orchestra of horror that unfolded. James’s head spun. The noise. He glanced over to Willow. She was standing by the doorway, just in reach of it, but she hadn’t gone through. She was firing. Shot after shot. Dropping the different creatures. 
 He looked back at Alite. She was without her spear. Lost to the fight. She was holding her knife, waving it back and forth, holding the creatures at bay. But they got closer. Every time the point of the blade wasn’t facing them, they took a step closer, pushed her back.  
 “Alite,” James shouted. “You have to come. Now. Before it’s too late.” 
 One of the simian creatures lurched at her. She swung the knife. Big fucking knife. Cut into the creature, taking its arm in a single swipe. The thing screamed, falling to the trampled grasses, rolling away as its blood pumped from the wound. Another creature saw it, in its weakness, plucking it from the ground and tearing its head from its body with its oversized teeth. The simians didn’t care about their fallen comrade, choosing to take the opportunity to move on Alite once again. 
 James spun, as the biggest creatures came forward, and Willow called. “James. No time.” He saw that they were going to get between him and Alite, and the door. He fired into them. Enough to slow them. 
 “Alite, now,” he shouted. “Going.” James ran through the gap that was left, glancing over his shoulder to Alite, she was turning. Running hard. Following. The doorway. It was her only chance of survival.  
 Willow turned, throwing herself through the door into the light. 
 James ran at it. Just as he reached it, he slowed, turning. Firing the last of this clip into the creatures. 
 Alite wasn’t going to make it. They were all but between them. James eyes met hers. She looked … scared. For the first time since they’d met. She was waving for him to go, as she ran, dodging the swinging arms of the tallest of the creatures grabbing at her. James turned. She wasn’t going to make it.  
 He prayed. 
 James threw himself into the light of the doorway.  






CHAPTER 15

   
 James sucked the air in like he’d just come from underwater. He opened his eyes. Blackness. Total absence of light. He felt around. Gravel. Grit. Dirt. He must be in the underground. He fumbled the torch from his belt and switched it on before trying to stand. His head hurt. Thumping. So did everything else. Shit. These doorways were hard on the body. He flashed the light on. Looked like he was in the underground, but he couldn’t see any light from the doorway. Fuck. He needed to work out why they appeared where they did.  
 Willow. 
 He closed his eyes. He was sure she’d gone in first. James shone the torch around. On the ground. The walls. No sign of her. He wanted to call out, but he was wary. Things in the dark. James stepped forward on the ground. He was between the tracks. He could feel the squelch of the goo from the doorway. It was on his feet. He couldn’t have been unconscious too long. The shit would have dried up. 

Where the fuck was he?

 He reached down. Holster was empty. Shit. He’d lost his gun. Where? James couldn’t remember. He had it in his hand. Shooting at the monsters. Willow was at the doorway, waiting for him. Then it all faded off. Fuck it. He couldn’t remember what happened after that. Did Willow go through? She must have. He had. What about Alite? She was further out. Had she gotten away? Did she come through with them? Fuck it. James kicked the ground, the stones rolled around, the goo spitting off the end of his boot.  
 He shone the torch one way, then the other. It made no difference which way he chose. There wasn’t even a left and a right. Just a forward. Into the black. He kept the torch on the ground and followed the tracks. Hoped he was going either towards the doorway or a station. 
 He walked for what felt like an eternity. Could have been ten minutes. An hour. Nothing made any sense with all his senses taken. Couldn’t see. Nothing to hear. Just the sound of his footsteps. The small round lit area from the torch. The occasional groan of the walls. That one made him shit. Eventually, he stumbled to a station. No idea how close he was to the doorway anymore. Nor Willow.  
 He climbed out, onto the platform and started up the stairs. To another tunnel. More stairs and an escalator that hadn’t run in a year. More. He could see daylight in the distance. Up. Too far up. He hurt like shit. Everything ached. It had to be the doorway. The travel. Whatever the hell it was.  
 And he wanted a drink.  
 Nothing that had happened in the last day made him feel exactly good. And now he wanted a drink. Felt like he’d caused more than he’d gained. He stomped on the steps as he went up. The man, Older. Probably dead because of him. Going through. Alite. She was probably dead too. And what had he achieved?  
 Nothing. 
 Big, fat, fuck all. 
 He got to the top of the escalator and rested his hand on the rail, letting it take some of his weight. The light coming from outside, in through the open gates of the station. Rain. James looked at the station name. St. James’s Park. Close to Charring. Trafalgar Square. It was close to the hive. Just … well, the park … between them. Always rain. He hooked his torch back onto his belt, felt the backpack. He’d feel better if he had a gun. Could have been in the tunnel.  
 Well, he was never going to know now. 
 In all fairness, he didn’t know how long he’d been gone. Did time pass when you were in the doorway? Did that take time? He didn’t remember the journey, just how much it had hurt afterwards. Then he’d found himself lying on the floor unconscious both times. There was no real way of knowing how long they’d been in this … other place. Other world? Whatever. They could have been there for fucking weeks.  
 He looked out into the rain. He was only one street from the park. He’d head over to the hive first, see if Willow was there. She must have made it. Then back to the hotel. Try to find the others. If that much time had gone by, then he might need to find his own way back to the farm. Meet up with Ellie there. 
 Ellie. 
 She’d be so worried. 
 James shook his head, throwing the thoughts aside. He couldn’t think like that. It was just as likely to be less than the agreed twenty-four hours. 
 He pulled his collar up, and stepped out. The rain was cold. It wasn’t hard, driving, but it was unpleasant. He looked up, around. He was close to the hive—close enough. James stuck to the side of the building. It wasn’t any darker there—he was kidding himself that it was—but it made him feel better. There was an opening to a basement, and he crossed the street. Wished he had a weapon. Fuck.  
 At the end of the street, he looked into the park.  
 The rain caused a mist. He couldn’t see far in. The park was big. Really big. Might take him an hour to get from one side to the other, but once he had, he would almost be on the hive. He crossed the street, walked in through the open gates. 
 There was a guy pushed up against the gate column on the inside. Well, might have been a guy. Long dead. Maybe eight, ten months, dead. He had rotted to nothing. Skeletal, pretty much. Still wore clothes. Torn open. Ripped to shreds. Had to have been a ghost. Maybe back when there were more people. Killed him without needing to rip him to shit for food. James gulped. Felt like he was in a cartoon. Mouth full of saliva. That was what he told himself. Not fear. 
 The ghosts were gone, right? There was nothing left to fear. The Griffin, too. Not that there was any danger of finding that thing there. From James’s gathering, the thing was so large it didn’t fit through the doorways. It just let it tentacles creep through.  
 He wondered briefly how that worked. Part of a creature in one world, and another in another place. He guessed he would likely never know. He took a deep breath and looked away from the remains. Best not to think about it.  
 Right? 
 He started on the path. He would have preferred to walk straight from one side to the other, but didn’t have a clear view. He only guessed that this was safer than staying in the streets. At least he would see a ghost coming. 
 The silence of the park. The mist. It left an eerie shudder to run up his back. Once James was no more than a hundred metres into the park, he looked back and couldn’t see the gates he’d come in through. That was when the fear gripped him enough for him to wonder if maybe it wasn’t best to stay in the streets. Maybe he should turn back. Stupid, he thought to himself. There was nothing to fear now. Nothing here. But what if something from the other place comes through? James shuddered. Skinless simians. Fucking hell. That was the last thing this place needed.  
 But that wasn’t the case. If they wanted to come through, then they would have by now. Right? James looked up into the rain. It was splodging on his face now. A little harder, perhaps. A little bigger. He hunched his shoulders. He should probably stop thinking about what if’s?  
 Then there was a screech. 
 He froze on the spot. Looked around. It was a ghost. Fuck. Had it seen him? He couldn’t see it. James pirouetted on a penny, looking around. Nothing. He could see a reasonable distance in every direction. All he could see were trees, park benches. He looked down. Fuck it. He wasn’t on the path anymore. Too busy stuck in his own head to think about where he was going. He could have been wandering in circles.  

Fucking calm down. It’s only a park. The screech came again. James instinctively dropped to a crouch. The way it was echoing around the park, bouncing off the trees, it wasn’t close to him. It was definitely in the park though. He stayed low and hurried forward. Crouched down next to a park bench. It was the best thing he could think to do. Take some sort of cover. To his left he could see the outline of the children’s play area. Swing sets. Slides. Looked like a massive fucking wooden construct. He headed towards it. As he got closer he crossed a path. Could have been the one he was walking on. Maybe not. Fuck it, he’d gotten completely turned around. The playground was surrounded by a short wooden fence. Good. Easy in. He grabbed it and flung his feet over. Landed on the wood chipping ground on the other side. Mulchy. Rotted and composted in the London rain for a year. He looked at the structure.  
 A pirate ship. 
 Looked like there were plenty of places to hide, too. 
 Then came another screech.  
 Closer.  
 It couldn’t see him. Couldn’t. Well, maybe it could. James looked around the bleak inroads of mist again. He sure as shit couldn’t see it. Maybe it could hear him? Fuck. James climbed onto the pirate ship and crawled into one of those tunnels little kids seemed to have so much fucking fun in. James remembered—briefly—what fun was. He was on his hands and knees, facing one of the two entrances of the tunnel. The other, his arse, was facing. Jesus. This was a really fucked up idea. He pulled the backpack from his back. The closest thing it had to a weapon in it, was a torch. He kicked it away from him. Got the torch off his belt. Held it like a club. 
 He looked at it. It was a shit club, but it was all he had.  
 He heard another screech. The thing must have his scent or something. Shit. He didn’t even know where the fucking ghosts had come from. It wasn’t the other place. They didn’t have them. The doorways … they must all go somewhere different. Made sense. Maybe that meant there was— 
 The sound of a ghost landing on the bark mush in the playground broke James’s mind from the thought. He froze. Solid. Held his breath. The creature walked around. He could hear its footsteps. Bulky. The thing had some weight. It could have been the juvie that they saw before. The one that seemed to take to Willow. Shame she wasn’t there, now. There was a pang of guilt. Fear. It hit James hard as he thought about her. He wanted—needed—to know she was okay. That she was going to be fine.  
 The ghost snorted. It was sniffing around the base of the pirate ship. James was only a few feet from it. Above it. It must have some idea that something was there. Another snort. Then it got quieter. James could still hear the thing breathing. He could imagine it standing there, its hulking body moving up and down as it waited, trying to determine what the smell was.  
 It moved again. A little.  
 Then again. 
 Suddenly the monsters face was in the opening at the end of the tunnel. A metre—less—away from James’s own face. It yowled at him. A screech. So close. James could immediately tell it was a juvie. It was smaller than the adults he’d faced in the past. But not by much. 
 And he didn’t have a gun. 
 He thwaped the ghost in the face with the head of the torch, and it made a crunching noise as the glass broke. 
 The creature screamed at him. Annoyed, and unhurt. James backed out of the tunnel, scrabbling away from the monster as it pushed and squeezed its bulk into the small opening. Its pushing made it slow. James was out the back and standing. He could see the monsters back legs at the other end of the tunnel. Scrabbling. Towards him. 
 James jumped from the side of the structure, down onto the chipping, rolling, then standing. There was a crash as the ghost broke through the wood of the tunnel, smashing its way out. Turning its head and screeching straight at James. He glanced around. This was it. There was nowhere to go. He was never going to out run it.  
 The creature turned to face him.  
 It was young. Slightly more clumsy in its movement than the adults. Less sure of itself. James watched as it lowered its rear legs down. He could see it readying itself to pounce. He waited.  
 As it pushed out with its back legs, taking to the air, James threw himself to the side, landing hard on the ground as the creature reached out like a flailing kitten, missing him by inches. His shoulder made a gristly, grinding sound when he landed on it. Pins and needles blasted down his arm and then it went numb. James didn’t stop. He rolled to the side. Pushed himself to his feet. The numbness in his arm subsided, allowing the pain to flood back out. “Fuck it,” he grumbled, ducking under a walkway on the pirate ship, and out the other side. He turned. The juvie had gotten to its feet. Shaking off the mush that stuck to it from the ground where it had landed, splayed. Baby like. 
 It quickly turned, trying to get eyes on him again. 
 James glanced around. He needed somewhere to hide. There was toilet block in the distance. Doors might be open. It wasn’t much, but it was probably better than trying to hide under a slide. The juvie was staring at him. It was trying to decide which way he was going to run. Hunting him like he was a fucking sandwich. After all this, James thought, killed by a juvie in the park. Like a chump. He turned and started running for the toilets. Inside. Small windows. It was his only chance. He heard the creature move. It had jumped onto the ship. He heard the dull thud of weight on solid wood. Next it was going to jump him. On him, or in front of him. He’d seen them do it before. This thing was still learning. Didn’t have an adult to teach it either. It would go straight for the kill. That’s what its instinct would tell it to do. 
 A screech. 
 That was it. Kill scream. 
 James turned to the left. As hard as he could without losing his footing. Towards the fence. Hand on it. Over. He heard the juvie land on the mush.  
 He glanced as he landed back on the grass on the other side. It was exactly where he’d have been if he’d kept running. Sucker, he thought to himself, before deciding that was probably premature. There was another screech. It was coming again.  
 Again, James turned. He was running as hard as he could. There was no way he was going to be able to keep this up for much longer. The juvie was going to tire him. Fuck it. He glanced again. This time it was still in the air, but it was going to miss him. He was running away from the building now, too.  James was still holding the torch like a club. It gave him the smallest sense of protection. The tiniest. 
 James glanced around, to where the thing should have landed. It was gone. He looked around, almost tripping on his own feet, running blindly in the mist of the park. It could be anywhere. He didn’t have a clue where he was going. Shit. 
 Then it landed.  
 The juvie landed no more than twelve feet in front of him. It landed facing him. It was learning. And it was learning fast. James slid to a stop. Held the torch up like it was going to be some sort of threat to the creature. Even a juvie was as big as a cow. Just a slightly smaller cow.  
 The two of them faced off for a moment or two. The juvie was huffing air in and out like it wasn’t used to the chase. Maybe it wasn’t. Maybe James was right and this was the first human this thing had tried to chase down. Maybe. James was happy to stop for a moment. His legs were shaking. That weak shake after you’d run until you could run no more. 
 He knew he was done. He couldn’t run anymore. And this thing was going to finish him. It wasn’t even going to be a fight. “Come on then,” he yelled at the juvie. He wanted to get one swipe in with the torch. Another one to the face. Something for the thing to remember him by. It screeched out at him, taking a step forward, like it had understood.  
 Fucking hell. That was all he needed. The ghosts learning the fucking language. Jesus. He took a step back. Away from the creature, matching it, step for step. Its step was far larger than his, so he took a second. It matched him this time. He could see viscous oozing drool coming from the things maw, as it salivated over the thought of chowing down on James meat. Fleshy. Warm. Fresh. “Well?” he shouted, glancing around. One last look for an exit. 
 Nothing. 
 The creature lurched forward at him. It covered the distance between them in a second and then it was there. Its face in his. He could smell it. It was the closest he’d even gotten to the ghosts without the smell of gunpowder riding his senses as he fired off shot after shot at the things. It smelt like sewage. 
 Fair enough. 
 “You piece of shit,” James said, quietly. He brought the torch up, swinging it like a hammer, smacking the hulk of a creature in the mouth with it. The torch smashed. Bits of plastic and glass dissipating out into the air, enveloped by the rain. The rain that was getting heavier.  
 It was close to pouring. 
 The creature just stared at him. Just for a split second, James thought he could see a little confusion in the juvies eyes. But the blow didn’t even make it look to the side. He was at least hoping for the things head to snap to the side, action film style.  
 It raised a scowl, making a noise like a port-a-loo full of pissed off bees. 
 So that didn’t work. Shit. It shook its head from side to side, quickly. Pissedly. James took a step back, and then it swiped at him. It hit him hard. On the shoulder. The one he’d already hurt.  
 The pain ricocheted through him like he’d been hit by a bus. It wasn’t as hard as when the mother hit him in the basement, but it was fucking hard enough. James lifted into the air, into the rain, and landed some five feet to the side. The rain was a torrent now. He landed in the water, pooling as it was coming from the sky too quickly to be absorbed into the dirt, the grass. He lay there stunned. Realised he didn’t have the torch in his hand anymore. He tried to move.  
 His body was having none of it. He could taste blood in his mouth. Laying on his side. He kept his eyes open. He could see the creature. It was just standing there, watching him. It was playing with him. Or at least trying to. You shouldn’t play with your food, he thought. James could see the darkness fighting for dominance in his vision. Shit. He rolled onto his back. It hurt to breath. Felt like he’d ruptured something inside. His guts didn’t feel like they were in the right place anymore. He lifted his head, looked down his body. At least he hadn’t been gashed open.  
 That was something … right? 
 He looked over to the monster. It had turned its body to face him. It was coming towards him slowly, it knew how badly he was hurt. “Lucky shot,” he said, weakly to the creature. “I think you broke something.” 
 “Me,” he whispered to himself.  
 The juvie got up in front of him. It was sniffing at the air around him. Probably wondering how to eat him. Like the poor fucker at the gates. James hoped the thing would make it quick. He didn’t fancy laying in the middle of the park—in the cold rain—with his guts hanging out. Left to bleed out. 
 The creature screeched.  
 Roaring, it raised itself up on two legs. Back. Bucking like a donkey. 
 Good. It was going to trample him. Should be gone in a second. 






CHAPTER 16

   
 James watched as the juvie reared up, its front paws, claws, arching up to stamp out the life that he had left in him. It was going to rip him to fucking pieces. James closed his eyes. He pictured Ellie.  
 He was so sorry. He’d made it. Made it back. And none of them would ever know. Not even if Willow had made it back. He’d be lost in doorways in the universe. 
 Well, fuck. 
 Then there was a scream. It wasn’t the creature. 
 Human. 
 James opened his eyes. 

Alite. 
 She was flying through the air. Hurling herself to the back of the monster. Blade out. The knife. Older’s blade. She crashed into the juvie. Blade into it. Knocking it far enough to the side, that when it came down it missed James completely. He suddenly felt less like dying today, and rolled to the side, out of the way of the creature, turning. Trying to face Alite. She was quick. Circling the beast, blade still in hand. The rain had washed the red from her. 
 She was keeping herself out of the things grasp. She circled it. It turned trying to clumsily keep up with her. Waving its mighty paws out. But she was too quick. Quicker than this sort of monster. James could see her eyes. Steeled. Fearless. And the ghost. It was far slower than the skinless simians that she was used to fighting. 
 “Get up,” she called through the rain. “I cannot hold it forever.” 
 Even Alite knew that she couldn’t just take the juvie with a blade. Not alone, anyway. James struggled to his knees. It had nailed him badly. He looked around for a weapon. Fucking branches. He picked one up. His left hand was wrapped around his stomach, his hand cupping the base of his ribs. Maybe he’d broken one. Hurt like hell. Hurt to breathe. He came up behind the juvie, as Alite danced to the side, like she was taking the piss out of the lack of stealth and awareness of the monster. He raised the club. He wasn’t going to hurt it, he knew that. But they had to do something to beat the fucker down. 
 James’s eyes met Alite’s, and she nodded.  

Do it. 


Do it now.

 James swung the branch, a one handed baseball bat swing. It had no strength behind it. It wasn’t going to do much. And every inch of him hurt to do it.  
 The creature bucked at the surprise. It spun, screaming out a guttural deep scowl. Anger. Fear, perhaps, that it didn’t know he was there.  
 As soon as it was facing him. 
 Alite jumped. 
 She jumped onto the back of the creature like it was a bucking bronco. Down. Her arm around its neck, holding onto it. The other hand held the blade, and she jammed it into the juvies muscular neck. In. Out. In. Out. Again and again. The creature’s pink, fleshy goo spurting out, each time the blade slipped in. It came out, another gush. The monster wavered, staggered. It moved to the side. 
 James could do nothing but watch, backing away, letting Alite do what she was good at. The hunt. The kill. He dropped the branch to the ground. Dropped to his knees.  
 Alite held on. The blade was moving so fast James could barely register it. She was stabbing at the monster time and again. It was getting weaker. The pink, translucent gloop it had for blood splashing out onto the grass, into the pooled water. It dropped down, onto its belly. Alite still on its back. Stabbing.  
 More. 
 It stopped moving. It stopped trying to get her off. Flopping down into the water. But Alite didn’t stop. She lay on its back and kept digging the knife in, over and over, until she could feel the juvie release its last breath. The body still. 
 The creature dead. 
 Alite rolled to the side. Spent. She dropped from the creature’s corpse and lay on the wet grass, breathing in and out hard. She let the blade drop from her hand and stared at the sky for a few minutes.  
 James watched her, in too much pain to get up. He was gently pushing against different parts of his body. He didn’t think his arm was broken. Nor his shoulder. His ribs might be. He couldn’t breathe in without a stabbing pain in his lungs. That probably wasn’t good.  
 He tried to get to his feet. The branch was still in reach, so he grabbed it, tried to push himself up. Managed to get to one knee. Then Alite rolled over. Looked at him trying, and got to hers. Quicker than he was going to manage it. Shit. She picked up the knife from the grass, and quickly checked around, making sure there was nothing around them. She slipped the blade into the folds of her clothes, putting it wherever in there she kept it, and ran over to James. “Are you okay?” she asked. 
 James nodded. Hard to talk without breathing. “You came through,” he said, weak. 
 “I did not have much choice,” she said. “Where is the woman? Willow.” 
 “I don’t know.” Between the branch he was using as a cane, and the immense strength of Alite, James got to his feet. “We came out in different places.” 
 “As did I. You said it would be dark. It was not. I came out in the middle of a wrecked structure.” 
 “How did you find me?” James kept watching the park. Into the rain and mist, trying to see if anyone … or anything … was there, following them. Stalking. Watching. Hunting. 
 “I am a keen tracker. The best, as Older says. Said,” she finished, sadly.  
 James nodded. He didn’t want to ask too many questions. 
 “But I must return.” She let James go, and he took his own weight on the branch. 
 “Fine, but I’m going to need medical attention before I can show you the way to the door. And I don’t know where it’s going to bring you out on the other side.” He rested his head to the side. “Or when. I don’t know how close I am to when I left.” He looked at the juvie. If it was the same one that they’d seen before, they couldn’t have been in the other place for long. Hopefully there was no wanky time dilation, or shit like that. He was quoting TV shows and had no idea what he was thinking. But he would love to get back to Ellie. At least to let her know he was safe. 
 But now he was missing Willow. 
 Alite slipped her head under his arm and took some of his weight. “Which way?” 
 James pointed quickly with the stick. “Maybe that way.” 
 The two of them walked off into the rain. 
   


   
 They reached the edge of St James’s Park and crossed the street towards the buildings. James could see the fallen hive building in the distance. There was no way he could send Alite down into the underground now. He was too hurt to help himself, and he had no torch to give her. Let alone explain the way. 
 “The sky here is grey.” Alite was looking up as they walked. She was keeping a good eye for monsters, but she was sharp. Keen. There was plenty of space around them. She was used to fighting faster and more dangerous monsters than the ghosts, apparently, and this … this … seemed to be a bit of a holiday to her. 
 James glanced up, hobbling in her arms. “Sometimes it’s blue. Never red.” 
 She looked up again. “The monsters come at night?” 
 “Most of them during the day. If the Griffin has finished with us, anyway.” His mind flicked to whatever the fuck was under the bridge when he crossed with Willow, but he decided not to mention that.  
 “Look,” she said. She was pointing towards the rubble, a hundred yards down the street. James couldn’t see what she was talking about at first, and then he saw movement. 
 Willow. 
 She had gotten back and was waiting for them.  
 “Holy shit,” James muttered. “Thank fuck.” He caught Alite giving him a quick look. A smile. Like she knew that Willow meant more to him than just a traveling companion. There was look of sadness behind it though. Perhaps Older had been, too? Willow started running down the road to them. Her run was slow. But she looked happy. Happy to see them, not so happy that James was being held up.  
 She greeted James with nothing more than a small smile. She didn’t grab him. Hold him. She didn’t even ask if he was okay. She just turned her attention to Alite. “How did you get here?” 
 “I woke up in the buildings. I followed a track. James is hurt quite badly. I do not remember coming through the doorway.” She spoke matter of factly.  
 Then Willow turned her attention to James. “What is it?” 
 “I don’t know. Lungs hurt when I breathe. Maybe broke a rib or two.” He nodded to the side, to Alite. “Saved my life.” 
 “Not for the first time.” Alite grinned at them. 
 Willow looked exhausted from the journey, but she still took the other side of James, helping him along the street. “If time has passed, um, normally, then I think Dave should be here in a few hours.” 






CHAPTER 17

   
 They explained everything to Dave in the car on the way back to the hotel. Ellie’s face was a picture—she lit up when she saw Alite—but that fell just as quickly when she saw James. He’d blacked out a couple of times in the car, but hadn’t said anything to Willow. He just said he’d fallen asleep. 
 The pain in his lungs was indescribable. He needed to get back to the farm. They had medical journals and such there. But he wanted to get back for so many other reasons. There had to be reasons there were doorways. Plural. There just had to be. 
 David and Tony helped James onto the bed. They gave him a rudimental examination. He did have broken ribs. That much they could deduce. Aside from that. There could be plenty wrong with him. He lay there in the dark after they’d left. The pain subsided if he didn’t move. Breathed shallow. He tried to turn onto his side, but he couldn’t. As soon as he pushed on his arm, trying to take any weight on it, the burning, red hot poker of pain would rattle through his chest. In his lungs. Burning his insides. He settled to just lay, and be without pain. 
 Ellie looked in a couple of times, and Dave and Tony had wrapped him in protective gauze, to help take the strain on the ribs when he moved. They’d given him a butt ton of pain killers, too. He didn’t know what they were. Something from Willow’s stash, he expected.  
 Made the room smell purple. 
 He drifted off to sleep quite quickly after that. 
 James sort of faded in and out the next day. They definitely left the hotel. He remembered being helped down the stairs. Then they were in the car. Ellie was there. Always. She wouldn’t leave his side, but everything else was a blur. Like he was shitfaced the whole time. There were buildings surrounding the car. He was laying across a seat. Willow was there too. He could only see the buildings as he looked up, out of the windows. Then there was sky. Not a lot else. Maybe they were on the motorway. 
 Unlit street lights. 
 The occasional tree. 
 Then they were back at the farm. 
 They helped him into the house. 
 Helped him to bed. 
 He was pretty sure he’d vomited a couple of times. Somewhere. Over something. Someone perhaps. The pain was astounding. Then they drugged him again. Fucking hell. His bed was comfortable. 
 Sleep.  
 Perfect. 
   


   
 “A pulmonary laceration.” 
 James was laying in the bed and staring at the ceiling. “A what?”  
 “It can be caused by a fracture in the ribs. It’s basically a punctured lung.” Willow was standing next to the bed, hold a book. She’d just told James that he’d been out for about three days apparently, and in his finer moments of relative cohesion, told them more of the pain in his lungs. “You’ve definitely gotten fractured ribs. Probably four.” She bobbed her head from side to side. “Hard to tell, none of us being a doctor. And it’s likely you have a small puncture in your lung. Fragment of bone or some such.” 
 “Uh-huh.” James continued to stare at the ceiling while she spoke. He was clean of the painkillers at the moment. Sure it made him compos mentis, but it also meant that he couldn’t really move about. “So no chance of a blowjob, then?” He started to giggle. Maybe the drugs hadn’t worn off completely. And it hurt like a bastard. 
 Willow saw the funny side, too. “No. I don’t want to kill you.” 
 “You wish you were that good.” He laughed, harder, regretted that too.  
 Willow sat on the edge of the bed. “You need bedrest. Maybe a few days. Maybe. Maybe longer. The tear in your lung will heal itself in time. The ribs too, if The Complete Textbook of Self Diagnosis has anything to say.” She looked at the cover of the book. “Stupid self-help books.” 
 “And how about you?” James asked. He turned his head. He could do that without it hurting too much. “How’s things?”  
 “The usual,” she replied. She stood. Tucked the book under her arm. “You need to rest.” Ever defensive.  
 “Talk.” 
 She leaned over James and kissed him, gently but firmly on the lips. “I’m fine. Tired. I ache like a motherfucker every morning. Apart from that, no change, Doc.” She went to the door. “Want to see Ellie while you’re with it?” 
 James nodded. That also hurt, and he wished his hadn’t. 






CHAPTER 18

   
 James was sitting on the sofa. Three weeks it had taken him to persuade them to let him get out of the fucking bedroom. He’d been able to sit after only a week. Two weeks in and he was hobbling around the room fine. Willow had spent the night with him. Well, half an hour, and he was exhausted after that, so she’d left, but that was still four days before he’d been allowed to walk to the kitchen. 
 Jesus. He was fine now. 
 Alite was sitting on the sofa opposite. She had a map laid out on the table between them. Little flags on it like they were hunting a serial killer. James leaned forward, wincing when the pain cut through him. He tried to hide it, so they didn’t think he was still an invalid, but he caught Alite looking at him. 
 He was surprised she was there, when he’d left the bedroom. He’d assumed that she would have headed back to the other place as soon as she could. Probably before they had left the hotel. But she’d stuck with them. Now, Ellie, Dave and Tony were in the allotment, gardening, and Willow was in bed. James was worried. She was spending more and more time in bed. She had no energy. Kept insisting she was fine, but on a good day she was up and about. A bad day and she was only around for four or five hours at a time. He looked at the flags and then up to Alite. “So, what is it?” 
 “I have been examining your maps.” 
 “I can see.” 
 She glowered at him. “Seriously. Here, Willow tells me this was where she lived. There was a natural gas substation.” She had her finger on where the hive was. “And the doorway—as you call it—in the underground rail system. Here.” Finger moved a little across the map. “It is only a guess, but there was an electrical power reduction outlet in the system here. I found it in a book on the creation of the London Underground. It was out of date, but I believe it still correct.” 
 James looked from the map to her. “So?” 
 “There seems to be a correlation between large stores of power, combustion stations, and the appearance of the doorways.” 
 James sat back. Winced. Didn’t try to hide it this time. “So not only do you think there are more doorways, but you can work out where they are?” 
 Alite nodded. “I have not proved it.” 
 “Why not?”  
 She shook her head. “Some of your friends do not share my desire to find out. And I cannot drive.” 
 James looked past her to the window, out, to the cars parked outside the house. “True. On both counts.” He frowned. “What did Willow say?” 
 “I did not speak with her. She is sick. I spoke with David and Antony. They …” she thought for a second before continuing. “… do not approve.” 
 “I don’t suppose they do. Okay. So the hypothesis is that there are doorways at these … power stations.” Most of what she had said went over his head.  
 “Yes. Some will be below ground, and I do not believe they will all be accessible. Some may be buried deep in rock. The ground. It is a lot of guess work. I suppose.” She looked down at the map. There were several flags in Kent. Nothing really close to them, but plenty within driving distance.  
 “You know, I’ve built crazy plans on weirder and less researched information. Like I went through a portal in the underground because it seemed like a good idea.” 
 She smiled. “It was a good idea. In the end.” 
 James returned the smile. “Okay. Closest?” 
 “South,” she said. Finger went on the map. The coast. “There is a de-commissioned power station there that was used as an offsite electricity reserve for the National Grid.” 
 James raised his eyebrows. 
 “A large battery.” 
 James eyebrows dropped to a frown. “Do you think that the quantity of electricity had an effect on the doorway?” 
 Alite raised a single eyebrow. “There is only one way to find out.” She slipped a cheesy shit-eating grin on her face. 
 James couldn’t help but join her. Sure, Willow was probably going to go ape-shit, but it couldn’t hurt to go and look, right? Telling Ellie was going to be a different matter though. He fixed his eyes on Alite. “Don’t get me wrong, but why are you still here? Isn’t this a life or death thing for you? Wasn’t that the gist?” 
 Alite nodded. “I do not have a lot to go back for. Not after Older.” 
 James felt a massive pang of guilt. If it wasn’t for the two of them tripping the dimensional doorway, Older would likely still be alive. He knew it. She knew it. Willow too. But James didn’t know how to approach the subject of an apology.  
 “When I woke up here. I do not know what happened. I spoke to Willow and she said it was the same for you two. I did not worry about not remembering after that. I think I came through because to not, would be to die. I am here now. If there is a doorway to your world, then I assumed that there must be doorways to other worlds. Perhaps one like my own. One my people could live on. Be free. Maybe one with Older on. It is what you seek, is it not? An alternate Earth. One with your people on.” 
 “I suppose it is.” 
 “So we go to the south. Find another doorway to another Earth?”  
 When she smiled at him, it said that she was happy that someone was in agreement. And suddenly James knew that he had to find Alite a home too. Somewhere she could be happy. She got up and went out towards the kitchen. He heard her clatter about, making something. James rolled the idea around in his mind that they could track doorways now. That was cool. So cool. But now he had to find his parents. Ellie’s. Willow needed proper medical help. Alite needed an Older. Fucking hell.  
 He hoped she was right and the doorways were there. 






CHAPTER 19

   
 The road to the coast was pleasant enough. There was all of them. James was sitting in the back with Ellie on his lap, Willow got the luck of being the driver, and Alite took the other seat in the front. Squished up next to James and Ellie were Tony and Dave. “I don’t know why you all needed to come.” 
 “Because we’re only going to look,” Ellie piped in, mimicking James’s own voice with the words he’d said time and again. Willow seemed happy enough to go, but even with Alite there, it was still only three on three. No score draw.  
 James grumbled an agreement. Of course he wanted to go through. Of course he did, but that really wasn’t his intention at this juncture. He wasn’t in a fit state to go universe hopping—or whatever it was—and he just wanted to see what was there. If anything. Alite could have been wrong. She might have found a pattern that wasn’t really there. And if there was a doorway there, they still needed to find it, and whatever the fuck might have come through it and be waiting for them.  
 God knows what might be there. 
 James looked out of the window. They were following a map to the coast, most off the motorways. The M-roads stopped long before it got to the coastal towns. The dual carriageways were clear. There were occasional cars on the side of the road, but not a lot. Nothing blocking the road. 
 Being out in the sun was nice. Okay, it was cramped being crammed into the car, but it felt like they were having some time out. Jolly boy’s outing to the seaside. James smiled to himself. 
 “What?” Ellie asked. He hadn’t even registered that she was looking at him.  
 James shook his head. “Just thinking about seeing the sea.” 
 “I’ve never been to the beach,” she said. 
 James raised an eye at her. “Well,” he said. “I suppose we might be able to see it today. What do you say?” 
 Ellie nodded enthusiastically. Her behaviour had changed a lot over the last months. She had grown like no one would believe, not so much in size, as becoming an adult. It went with the territory, he supposed, and no one said anything about it. But she was also slower in other ways. James could tell that she was learning practical skills, survival, hunting, farming … but she wasn’t growing academically. He never saw it as a problem, as he never thought that they were going to be alone that long. This long, he thought to himself. He should address it, but each time they seemed to be getting a step closer to finding some answers it became a lesser priority. 
 Willow took the road off the dual carriageway, and one of the signs on the side of the road said that they were only a few miles from the coast. The sides of the road had overgrown so much that the greenery was starting to intrude on the concrete, but apart from that you couldn’t tell that anything had changed. Not since it had happened.  
 James watched. He moved his legs slightly, a little bit of pins and needles from where Ellie was sitting. He could feel the weight of the gun hanging in his holster. It was a warming feeling. Something comforting. He was watching Willow. Following the road. Backseat driving. She didn’t drive often. It was usually Dave. 
 She had a strap holster across her back that she’d made it for the butcher’s knife that she carried sometimes. Fucking short sword. There were rifles in the boot. But Dave and Tony still had one each between their legs.  
 Alite was still comfortable with a blade. The knife she carried was her preference, but she had made another spear. It was leaning against the passenger door. She was used to using a gun now. A handgun, at least, but she was still … scared was the wrong word. Alite wasn’t scared of anything. Apprehensive … about using it.  
 “There,” Willow said. She pointed out the window of the car across the fields to the side of them. In the distance were two chimneys the size of tower blocks. “That’s it.” 
 Alite leaned forward. “They are huge.” 
 “That’s what she said.” James smiled at Tony in the middle of the car and Tony just frowned at him. He shut up.  
 “Big business back in the day,” said Willow. “When these things used to run, the shit pluming out of them was disgraceful.” 
 “I suppose we would have had them in the past.” 
 “Probably.” Willow took a roundabout and followed it around to the right, third exit. Driving to the law, even now. So did Dave for the large part. It was weird how people behaved in the empty, lawless, world. She pulled up in the middle of the dual carriageway. Not so legally. “But now what?” 
 The chimneys loomed in the distance. There was a petrol station on the left. An old Subway sandwich shop. James pushed his door open. “Come on.” He slipped out, letting Ellie shake herself off, having been folded in on top of him for so long. He stretched his back. He still breathed shallow. It didn’t hurt as much. Still enough though. But it was habit now. Just breathe shallow and the pain doesn’t come. Dave and Tony got out the other side of the car, and Alite. Willow sat behind the steering wheel. 
 The sun was warm. It really did feel like they were on a day out.  
 James pointed to the chimneys. “Head over there, I suppose.” He looked at Alite. “Do you think?” 
 Alite shaded her eyes with her hand, looking into the distance. “The positioning of the other doorways suggests so, yes. But what if something has come through. Like the ghosts. Or worse?” 
 James eyes shifted to the petrol station. “All right then. How about a bag of charcoal and pair of sunglasses.” 
 Alite looked blankly at him.  
 James grinned.  
 “All right, but I want a packet of firelighters.” Dave carried his rifle as he walked in the direction of the shop attached to the petrol station, Ellie rushing to his side.  
 “What?” Alite asked, as she came up on James. He was walking slower than the others, still.  
 “I’ll explain it all one day.” He snorted to himself. He glanced back to Tony. 
 “Bring us a Snickers, yeah?” he shouted, then he motioned to the car, as he got back in. Staying with Willow.  
 James waved over to him.  
 “How are you feeling?” Alite asked as they walked. 
 James was watching Dave and Ellie, making sure Dave was taking all the precautions he needed to, to protect her. Just in case there was something like a ghost. He was. “Not bad. Getting better by the day. Ribs are still sore. Hurts to breath.” James rolled up his nose. “Apart from that, the usual. You? Anything from the change in air?” 
 “Nothing,” she said. “I was considering returning to my people and telling them that the portal was safe.” 
 James nodded. “I don’t know if you’ll be able to persuade Jacobe.” 
 “I would doubt that, but I feel that I should try.”  
 James stopped, continuing to look to the petrol station. Dave had the door open now and the rifle out. Making sure it was clear. The guy wasn’t stupid, and the place must have been secured, safe, since the day of the event for him to be inside already. But he was still being careful. “We’ll miss you, for sure. But you have to do what you have to do. We’ll help in every way we can, of course.” 
 “Once we return, I will just need guidance to the door.” 
 James nodded, and started walking again, towards the petrol station. “No problem.” He saw Dave moving around the rear of the store. Rifle up. There was nothing there, of course. He eventually lowered it and waved Ellie in. He then gave a friendly wave over to James, just to let him know that it really was okay, and most of that was probably for show. For Ellie’s benefit. Regardless of the level of standardized education she was getting, Ellie was always being taught to be safe. 
 James realised that Alite had stopped walking. He turned. She was looking up, into the air. “What?” he asked. 
 “I hear something.” 
 James listened, hearing nothing, waited for her to continue.  
 “There is something here. Something moving.” 
 James listened again. “I don’t—” 
 She raised her hand to stop him from talking. Hushing him. She raised a single finger. If there was something, she was trying to home in on it. 
 James turned back to the petrol station. He raised his hand and started to wave to Dave, keeping his mouth shut. Be quiet. It was gut instinct. Dave looked up and waved back. Fucking oblivious. James dropped his hand to the gun on his leg and started walking towards the petrol station. He kept his other hand in the air, gesturing for them to come. Come back.  
 His eyes darted around. On the other side of the dual carriageway, fencing, big metal fencing with glorious spikes on the end, cordoned off the power plant grounds. On the right, behind the petrol station, stretching out as far as the eye could see in all directions was trees. The coastline was beyond that somewhere. James increased his speed slightly, as he got closer to the station, still unable to get their attention.  
 Before he knew it, he was jogging. It felt like a steamroller was crashing over him every time he dropped a foot. He could hear something himself now. It sounded like the trees beyond the petrol station were being jostled by the wind.  
 But it was still. 
 A warm, still, summery day. 
 Fuck.  
 James hit a sprint. It didn’t matter how much it hurt. He could hear Willow. She was shouting from the car. He couldn’t hear what. She was too far away. He glanced back over his shoulder. Alite was running behind him. Gaining on him. She was far faster than he was, probably when he was fit, even. James pulled the gun.  
 That was when Dave saw him. A flash of a frown, then his lips moved. Ellie dropped, and Dave hurried across to the counter. Where he’d laid his rifle.  
 James heard the car start. It started moving. 
 He got to the forecourt of the petrol station. He was frantically looking around. There was definitely something in the trees. Ghosts? It was all he could think. If there were ghosts, none of them were safe. They were so sure that they wouldn’t find them here.  
 So fucking unprepared. 
 He ran in through the door. Stopped. Dave had fucked the lock opening it. “There’s something out there, behind the station. In the trees.” It hurt to speak. Hurt more to breathe.  
 “Ellie,” Dave said. He almost pulled her back to her feet by her arm, but she didn’t cry out. She knew better than to make the sound. James raised his gun, facing out the front of the station.  
 Alite was already there, passing him, and in. She had her blade out and up. She’d left the spear in the car. “Listen,” she said.  
  Below the sound of the car, as Willow pulled around the barriers, towards the forecourt, there was a sound. Humming, at first. The sound a train might make if you listened from half a mile away. Deep. Gutteral. Monstrous. It was slowly getting louder. James was holding the door open. He was waiting for the car to come around. Whatever had come through the doorway there, it was something to be afraid of. It was big, and it was moving quickly.  
 The hum had found a rhythm. Wub. Wub. Wub.  
 “What the fuck is that?” James could see Willow. She wasn’t looking at what she was doing. She was looking around the side of the petrol station. The car bounced along the barrier before she regained control, scraping the paint off, denting the side of the car, but not crashing it. James prayed. 
 The sound got louder. Quicker. 
 It was suddenly there. All around them. 
 Ellie made a noise. She wanted to scream. James knew it. But she bit it back. Good girl. He pushed the door mostly closed, waiting to see if the car got to them first, or the noise.  
 All their attention was drawn to the crash.  
 A thud. 
 Something loud.  
 Deep. 
 James looked across the station to the left. It was coming from the far side of the building. On the other side of the wall. And again. A thump. Like something hitting the outside of the building. Something big. Willow had just turned the car into the forecourt, and James could see her still paying more attention to the side of the building than where she was going. Fucking, come on … Then there was the crack of a gun. It was Tony. Firing his rifle from the back seat. 
 Jesus Christ. What was around there? James pushed the door open, just an inch. Pushed his face up against it looking down the side of the building. There was noise now. Not the rustling rhythmic sound coming from the trees. Something more animal. Something coming closer. In a wave of noise. He edged further out the door. Looked down when he felt something pulling on him. Ellie. She’d grabbed his jeans and was trying to pull him back into the station. James let his eyes drift over to the car. They’d stopped. Willow was firing out the window as well, too. What were they doing? Shit. James pointed his gun out the door down the front of the building. “We have to go for the car,” he said. Ellie was still pulling on him, trying to get him back into the building.  
 “What are they?” Alite was hunched slightly. She looked like she was ready to face down anything that came at them. She knew just by the sound from the inside of the building that there was a horde of something out there. 
 “Can’t tell.” 
 “Then we stay under cover. It is the safest thing to do.” 
 James glanced back at her. He didn’t want to stay. Not with Willow in the car. Firing out through the door. He wanted to be with her. In the car. Or the station. It didn’t matter which. As long as she was safe. Together. Why had they stopped? 
 Then they came around the side of the building. Swarming from the side, over the top. Black creatures. Thousands of them. The size of small dogs, moving like rodents. Bugs. A sea of them. As they turned the corner, James realised that the noise, the humming, it was the sound of them moving. Half jumping, half flying into the air. He could see—their backs—a blur as tiny wings beat thousands of times a minute to keep them the smallest distance in the air. Around the corner, they came, chirping like over excited cockroaches. Crawling on the walls of the station. “Fucking hell,” Ellie screamed, pointing through the window at them.  
 The petrol station got darker and darker as they covered the windows, rolling towards the door. “The lock’s broken,” James shouted. He looked out to the car. Some of the giant roaches were moving in the direction of the car now. Attracted by the noise. “Willow,” James screamed out onto the forecourt. “Go!” He waved his arms for her to take the car. Leave. She had to get away from them.  
 James slammed the door, the roaches closing in, still. 
 It opened inwards. He grabbed the freezer from next to the door, pictures of long rotted and melted ice creams and lollies on the top, and dragged it in front of it, blocking it shut. Just as the roaches reach it. 
 He pushed against it as the creatures tried to get in. Bouncing against the door, trying to push it open. Up close, James could see. They were insects of some sort. Big fucking ones. It looked like their wings weren’t big enough to hold them up. Not in this gravity, anyway. Their bodies were shiny with black armour. Their faces covered in a hundred eyes. All watching him. Two. Three. Seven of them, pushing each other—the door—trying to get to him. The chirping continuous now. Like some frenzied feeding call, coming from mandibles to the sides of their mouths. One opened its maw, yawning. Rows of teeth inside, but not sharp. Blunt. They looked like herbivore teeth, used for chewing and crushing.  
 He shuddered. 
 That might be worse than a ghost ripping your face off. 
 Alite was pushing against the other side of the freezer, helping to hold it in place. James tried to look out of the window to the car, but couldn’t see. “Did they get away?” he asked, straining against the bugs. Alite shook her head. She didn’t even try to look, just held the freezer, firm.  
 Tony hurried down the window to a section they hadn’t reached yet. “It looks like it,” he called back. “I don’t see the car.” 
 Thank fuck. James could relax a little. He kept pushing against the freezer. “Tony, we need to find a way out of here.” 
 Tony was running around the shop. There was a door into an office. “There are no windows. But it’s not great,” he said, leaving the room and going to the back of the shop. “I don’t see anything else back here.” 
 James looked around, pushing his back against it. He looked down the wall of fridges at the back of the shop. No way out. He frowned looked at Ellie. She raised her eyebrows. The first time they’d met. The fridges. 
 She nodded at him and ran to the back of them, throwing the first open. She dragged out the contents, cans of cola spilling over the floor, milk cartons bouncing away. She dragged out the shelves. Tony was running down the shop towards her. “What is it?” he was saying, over and over.  
 Ellie pulled the last shelf out and dropped it to the floor. She looked carefully at the back of the fridge and then raised a foot, slamming it into the back wall of the fridge, like she was a cop kicking a perps door open. The back of the wall gave way and fell backwards. “Got it,” she screamed.  
 Tony came up the side of her. He looked in. “Store room,” he shouted over the sounds of the humming, the chirping, the noise getting louder and louder. 

No shit, James thought. He smiled to himself. Fuck an education. Ellie was going to be all right. He watched as she scrambled through the open door of the fridge and into the storeroom behind. Hopefully there was another way out back there. He shot a look to Alite. “Go,” he said. 
 She shook her head. “No. I will stay with you.” 
 “It’s okay,” he said. Glancing back he could see Tony clambering through the cabinet. “I’ll be right behind you.” 
 Alite stared him down for a second and then he could see her give a small sigh. She gave the smallest of nods and then let go of the freezer and ran straight across the room. Into the fridge. She was inside, holding the door open. “Come on,” she shouted. 
 James glanced back to her. Then to the bugs. He looked at the freezer. The weight of it alone wouldn’t hold them for a second. He took a deep breath. Wished he hadn’t. Hurt. Almost as much as holding this thing in place. Fucking hell, he thought to himself. James let the freezer go and turned, running as hard as his body would allow. 






CHAPTER 20

   
 As he ran, the pain immediately wracked his body. He heard the door crash open, the freezer pushed to the side with a scrape. He glanced back.  
 They were in. 
 He was halfway across the station. 
 Gun in hand. 
 He waved it behind him. Took a shot. It was panic. Stupid. He shouldn’t waste bullets. He looked at Alite. She was waving him forward, shouting something. But he couldn’t hear what. His hearing was filled with the sound of his blood pumping around his body. He could barely hear the sound of the gun when he fired it. 
 He looked again.  
 They were close, half bouncing across the tiles towards him. That chirping. Deep. Dull. Ominous. He felt himself scream in pain as he ran. Throwing himself into the fridge, pushing by Alite as she let the door go. It pulled itself shut—as all fridges should—and the bugs smacked against it. The glass immediately cracking. 
 But holding. 
 James scrambled through, pulling Alite with him. Tony was ready with the hatch cover that Ellie had kicked in, and he pushed it back in place, stopping the bugs from being able to see them.  
 “Fuck it,” James said. “Hope they get bored quick.” He glanced around. “Another way out?” 
 Tony pointed at a hatch in the floor. “That.” Then he pointed over to the door out the back. “And that.” It didn’t have a window.  
 “Internal or external?” James asked. He looked at Tony for an answer, and he just shrugged.  
 “I wasn’t about to open it and find out.” 
 James crawled over to the hatch in the floor. The storeroom was big enough for them to stand, just, the three adults having to hunch. He was on the floor, so he stayed on the floor. It looked like it was a purpose built hatch. “Basement?” he asked to no one in particular.  
 Alite tapped the hilt of her blade on it. “It is hollow. Large.” 
 “You can tell that by the sound?” James looked at her. She simply nodded. “Well,” he continued, “here goes nothing.” He flipped up the handle and gripped it, getting to his knees. Pulled. He expected it to be heavy, but it came up with relative ease. Beyond was dark. As soon as the hatch was open, Tony was pointing his rifle down it. Nothing but cold air came at them. “Cold storage?” James said. 
 Tony pushed his weight onto the first step of the wooden step ladder going down into the darkness. He nodded that it was solid, before continuing down, rifle out in front of him. The gun was unwieldy. It wasn’t designed for this sort of close quarters combat. It was designed to get a large distance from a doorway and shoot at skinless simians, should there be any. James dropped onto his arse. It hurt to move. He had his gun in his hand, pointing it down the hole. Covering Tony as best he could. Even though he could see shit all. 
 Tony grabbed a cord—a light switch hanging from the ceiling. He yanked on it. It clicked but nothing happened. James passed his torch to Alite and she flipped it on, shining it down the steps. Tony could see now.  
 “Storage,” he said. “Empty.” He leaned the rifle down on the steps and took the torch from Alite, going a little further down into the room.  
 James looked down the hole. Glanced around. It was full of fridges and freezers. Shelving racks. The air was musty. Like the place had stank some time back. But it had all dissipated.  
 “Freezers are all off,” he called back. 
 James turned his attention to Ellie. She was in the corner of the room. Staying out of everybody’s way. He could see the fear in her eyes. But she knew the best thing to do was to stay out the way. He smiled at her. “It’s okay,” he said. “We’re safe in here.” She shook her head. Didn’t speak. It was the place she went to when the fear took over. The same place she was in when he found her. He reached out, raising his hands towards her, and she responded. Left the corner and hurried over to him. Getting in his arms.  
 “There’s no food down here,” Tony called. “Everything’s empty. Destroyed.” 
 Alite was still at the hatch, leaning in. Watching. 
 James squeezed Ellie. He closed his eyes. Everything had gone wrong. Again. Like always. It was all his fucking fault again. He snapped his eyes open. Destroyed? He pulled Ellie away from him. “Tony,” he called, rolling over to the hatch. Stabbing fucking pain. “Get out. Get back here, now.” He was speaking in no more than a whisper, but his voice, urgent. 
 Tony flashed the light around himself. On the floor. Concrete. There was something smeared across it. He glanced back to James. “Hold on,” he said. He crouched. Looked closer at the stuff. Whatever it was. He thought about touching it, then though better of sticking his fingers in something that could be anything. Frowned. It didn’t look like food waste. Then he heard a noise. Something coming from over the side, around the corner of the line of freezers. He stood, and went to the edge of the line. Flashed the torch.  
 There was a way up. He hurried over. 
 James hissed for him to get out the basement. 
 Tony shone his torch up, into the gap. 
 It was dark up there.  
 Black. 
 Something moved. 
 The bugs came at him. 
 A swarm. 
 Tony backed away from the way up as the bugs came through like water pouring from a tap. The first was on him. He swatted it away with the torch, smacking the side of it, knocking it to the floor. It landed on the concrete, upside down, but chittered and flicked itself right. He kicked at it, but another was on him. He cried out, flailing backwards into the darkness of the basement. 
 James pushed to go. He got to his knees. He had one foot on the step before Alite pushed him backwards, away from the hole, onto his arse. “Suicide,” she said, quietly.  
 James screwed his face up in anger. But Ellie had her arms around his neck.  
 “Shut the hatch,” screamed Tony. “Now.” 
 The bugs were on his legs. One crashed into his torso like a greyhound leaping into its masters arms. He fell backwards, the torch leaving his fingers, clattering to the concrete. He landed hard on his back. In the bugs excretion on the floor. Squirming. He’d told them to shut the hatch. There was no way he was getting out of there, but he still had fight left in him. The room, dimly lit by the torch rolling on the floor, kicked and moved by the bugs clambering over themselves to get to the flesh was a cavern of shadows. Tony yanked his legs out, as the hatch was closed, the room almost dark. He felt the one on his chest, it claws or pincers, he couldn’t see, digging into his guts, ripping through his clothes. It’s mouth clamping onto him. Hard. It was on the ribs somewhere, squeezing. Another had his leg. Pressure snapping the fibula. The shards of bone torn through the flesh and the bugs started to chew on his leg. His juices squirting into the things maw as it ground the bone and flesh to a paste. Tony screamed as pain unlike anything he’d ever felt soared from the wound into his body, paralysing him. The one on his body broke the ribs, cutting into his warm meat with its pincers. He screamed again. One on his arm. Pain from his hand. His fingers gone.  
 Pain everywhere. 
   


   
 James heard his screams through the closed hatch, until they stopped. At least they stopped quickly. He had his head down. Tears on his face. He’d never known Tony well, but he was one of the family. His family. Ellie was bawling into his chest. But silent. Alite, her head down. Sorrow. But no tears. The room fell to silence.  
 James sat there for what felt like forever before he moved. “I don’t hear anything,” he finally said. And he didn’t. Not only had the noise from the basement stopped, but so had the noise from the other side of the fridges.  
 It was like they had all fled.  
 Suddenly.  
 “Where have they gone?” Alite said, a whisper. 
 James shook his head. His eyes met hers, and he glanced down to the hatch. He wanted to open it. Alite’s eyes flicked to Ellie, then back to his. She shook her head. Whatever was down there, there was no need for Ellie to see it.  
 James nodded. He did understand. And there really was no way he was alive. Was there? He pulled Ellie back, passing her like a joint to Alite. She allowed it, moving from the warmth of James to that of the other woman. He crawled over to the back of the fridge. Gun out. He pulled the cover away, just an inch. Looked out into the station, through the cracked and broken glass door of the fridge. The light from the outside stung his eyes. “They’re gone,” he said, lowering his gun. “All of them.” 
 Alite rested Ellie down. She curled, foetal to the floor. Her hands covering her face, her ears. James glanced down at her. His stomach was twisted. What had just happened was terrible. For him. What it must have felt like for her could only have been worse. Alite came over, looking out the same gap he was. It was true. The station looked completely empty of the bugs. “Because of Antony?” 
 James shook his head. That didn’t make any sense.  
 “Something bigger?” 
 That did make more sense, but James wanted a break in his luck. Just once. Nothing bigger this time. Please. Then he heard something. “No,” he said. “Listen.” James pushed the gap open a little more. “Hear that?” 
 Far in the distance was the unmistakeable sound of a car horn. They’d lured them away. James pushed the back of the fridge out the way as quickly—and as quietly—as he could. He looked through the glass into the station. He couldn’t see any of the things. He glanced back to Ellie. She was still laying with her hands over her ears. 
 James scooted over to her. He pulled one of her hands away. “Hey, you okay?” He spoke as quietly and as normally as he could. Alite was climbing out of the fridge as he did, blade out in front, checking around the station. “We have to go.” He knew it was an easy thing to say, what with her having just heard Tony being ripping—vocally—to pieces. “Willow has drawn them away from us. We need to get out before they come back.” 
 Ellie was nodding. Moving. Instinct kicking in. “Where to?” she asked, already to her feet. 
 James didn’t want to shrug. She might start to cave in again. “To the power station,” he said. It seemed like as good an idea as any. “We can get inside, and formulate a plan.” Ellie liked to have a plan. 
 She was nodding. “I need a gun,” Ellie said. 
 James frowned and shook his head. It was true, she probably did need a gun, but she wasn’t old enough. Good shot in practice though. “No,” he said. They’d had the argument plenty of times before.  
 She sighed and shrugged. “Fine,” she said, looking through the back of the fridge to Alite. “But you have to look after me.” 
 He did. And he was going to. He brought his head up next to hers. Alite was still working her way around the station. Quickly. Effectively. Military. “You okay?” he whispered to Ellie.  
 She nodded, but didn’t speak. She wasn’t all right. He knew that. Be stupid not to. But she was also going to get out of this alive, and she knew that in order to do that, she would need to be quiet. Strong. Fearless. For now at least. 
 They all did. 
 Alite was all the way around the station and back at the door. She made the motion for them to follow her. James reached forward and pushed the door to the fridge open, and Ellie climbed out. James followed. Gun in hand. He wished he’d grabbed Tony’s rifle, but that was lost beyond the hatch into the basement, and not worth the risk. 
 Fucking hell. They’d lost Tony. 
 James couldn’t help but feel sick. He, like Ellie, knew that in order to stay alive they had to behave a certain way. They had to behave like Alite. But he didn’t want to either. He knew Ellie didn’t. He wanted to scream and to cry. Curl up in a ball and tell the world to fuck off. His eyes dropped to Ellie in front of him as they reached the door, next to Alite.  
 But he couldn’t. Because of her.  
 “I still hear it,” Alite said in a whisper.  
 James pushed his ear to the wind outside the door of the petrol station. He couldn’t, but Alite’s hearing was far keener than his. Than any of theirs. Those of the Empty Earth.  
 “They went that way,” she said. She pointed away from the power station. To their right. Towards the seaside coast a few miles away. The opposite direction they had come in. 
 “Then we go that way.” James pointed straight to the power station.  
 Alite looked at him. He could see the confusion in her eyes. It wasn’t tactically the best move. Then she glanced to Ellie. She seemed to decide not to argue, and nodded just once.  






CHAPTER 21

   
 “Come on,” James said. He guided Ellie out the door, pulverised and broken by the onslaught of the bugs. Out into the air. He followed. Alite with him. “You’re in front, Ellie,” he said. She started running. She wasn’t as fast as James—normally—but she could run like a gazelle when she wanted to. James was slacking this time. His ribs hurt. His lungs. With each step, particularly in a run, he could feel it stab, getting a little worse each time. Across the forecourt, to the road. 
 James looked out into the distance. He couldn’t see the bugs, even if they were a swarm. He certainly couldn’t see the car. But he kept glancing around. Making sure there were no others there, coming up behind them. They crossed the dual carriageway, over the central reservation and to the high fence that surrounded the power station. Ellie reached it first. She tried to find hand holds. Not finding any, she looked around for something easier for her to scale. The fence was only a couple of feet over James’s head. Concrete posts with iron slat work. Keep out most things. And durable. Still in good nick even with no maintenance and a swarm of dog sized roaches crawling over the landscape. He reached down and picked up Ellie.  
 His lungs screamed.  
 He boosted her to the top of the fence and she scaled it. Tried for a second to balance and then dropped to the other side. 
 “You okay?” James called. 
 “Fine,” she replied. “Nothing here.” 
 Alite was already up, hands on the top of the fence, pushing herself up to the top. “It is sharp,” she said. “Be careful.” She vaulted one leg over the top and perched there. 
 James grabbed the top and tried to pull himself up too. His ribs gave, and he dropped, getting no more than a foot up. “Shit,” he blustered. “Go,” he said, glancing around. “I’ll find another way and catch up.” 
 Alite dropped her hand down and held it out. “Take it,” she said. 
 James shook his head. “I’m too heavy for you to lift as a dead weight, and I can’t help. Ellie?” he called over the fence.  
 “Yes?” 
 “Go with Alite. Do as she says. I’ll be over in a few minutes.” 
 “What? No,” she pleaded. 
 James nodded up to Alite. She didn’t look impressed, but she did as she was instructed, dropping down out of James’s line of sight. He heard Ellie protest briefly. A snapped word or two from Alite, and then quiet as they left. Moving with speed, away from the fence. James looked along. It ran off into the distance. A few hundred metres away there was a break. Probably a gate.  
 He started running. 
 Without the others there, the urgency gone, James was slower. The pain was getting the better of him. He was limping as he ran. His lungs cutting every breath. Every step. He listened. It was all he could do. The fence on one side. Tree line on the other side of the road. Listen to the silence. 
 What was he going to do if he heard something? He pushed the thought away in his mind. Damn it. He felt hobbled.  
 James got to the break in the fence. It took longer than it should have. As soon as he got there, the fence dropped back and turned into a chest high wall, a chain-link—taller than the fence—behind. But he could see through.  
 In the distance there were the two chimneys of the power station. Hundreds of metres from the fence. Between him and them were buildings. Some office buildings. Others looked like something to do with power station things. He didn’t know anything about it. Gantry’s and walkways surrounding massive machines and containers. And somewhere amidst it all was a fucking doorway that those bugs had come through.  

Ever wished you hadn’t suggested something? he thought. Then Tony’s face popped into his mind. Shit. He could See Ellie and Alite. They’d reached the office buildings. Were going around the side, probably looking for a way in. Good. 
 James carried on along the wall. It funnelled to a guard entrance. There was a hut, a drop down barrier. Stop the public getting in. Behind it was a gate. He ran over. It was padlocked shut. With a chain. James looked at it in disbelief. Well. He looked around. Couldn’t see anything from there. If the bugs were coming along the outside of the fence he was a dead man. 
 He looked at the chain. Looked at the gun. It was the only choice he had. There was no way he was going to scale his way into the property. But it was going to be loud. And even if the bugs were a distance away, who knew what else might be around there? 
 James sucked a lungful—as best he could—of air in. He took a few steps back, getting out of the way of the ricochet, and raised the gun. He pointed it at the top of the chain, where it was looped into the padlock, and fired. It was the best chance he had of breaking the thing open with a single shot. 
 The sound of the gunshot bounced around the walls before carrying out into the silent air. James didn’t wait. He ran over to the gate. The shot had busted open the hoop of the padlock. Thankfully. “Fuck it,” he muttered, pulling the padlock off the chain and pushing the gate open. He glanced left and right. There was nothing but space between the fence and the buildings. He pushed the gate closed behind him. Wanted to stop. Rest. But there was no time. He started off. Off the road and across the grass towards the building that he’d seen them run down the side of. Straight line. 
 James huffed. He was wheezing. Hard to breath. And he was getting slower. Only a quarter of the way across. And he was sure, beneath his breath, he could hear it again. Wub. Wub. Wub. 
 He pushed himself harder. The want to stop and drop. Fall to the ground. It wasn’t like a tiredness that he had felt before. It was like he’d run out of air. Not in his lungs, but in his blood. Every inch of him wanted to stop moving. Collapse. He must have been starved of oxygen. Like when he quit drinking, there was a voice nagging in the back of his head. Just stop, it was saying. There is warmth in death. Fucking hell. Maybe he needed a shrink.  
 James smiled to himself. Fuck you. Ellie’s in that building and she still needs me. 
 Limping, struggling to get one foot in front of the other, James made it to what he guessed was the halfway mark before he saw movement in the distance. The land was flat, stretching out in all directions. It the very distance to the right of the power station he could see the fence as it extended away. There. There was movement there.  
 But it didn’t look like the swarm was returning. 
 “Fuck,” he muttered under his breath. Pain. James pushed himself. Towards the building. They were coming. It was the bugs, but not many of them. Some had broken away from the swarm, must have heard the gun shot, turned back. He wasn’t going to make the building that the two of them had gone to. No way. Not before the bugs got there. 
 James turned sharply. There was another building closer. That one. He needed to be alive to help Ellie. Didn’t look like an office building. Looked like a control building or something. Something for the towers. It was nestled between them, looking out towards their might and size.  
 Hopefully the doors were open. 
 James ran. He tried to pick up the pace. Got a rhythm going. He was going to make it. He glanced to the bugs. They were moving fast, but not as fast as a ghost. He stumbled. Nearly lost his footing. Stayed up.  
 Got to the road outside the building. The doors. He grabbed the handle. Pushed. Pulled.  
 Locked. 
 James closed his eyes. Fuck. Nowhere to go. He glanced to the side. The bugs were coming. They were between the other building and this one now. He had, maybe, thirty seconds. It was too late. He was too slow. 

No. 
 James pulled his grip on the gun tighter, and turned, away from the bugs and along the front of the building. He reached the corner. He could see in some of the windows as he ran down the side. They were small-ish rooms. Looked like a labyrinth. Full of computers or something. He turned the corner. A long wall of nothing but windows—no other doors. James ran to the first window, and brought the gun up, spinning it in his hand and clubbing the glass with the hilt. Hoping to break it without needing to fire. He didn’t honestly expect much. The security was too good there. 
 But it broke. 
 Shattered. 
 James couldn’t believe his luck. He pushed some of the larger shards out the way, and then took a step back. He launched himself into the gap. He only had one chance and he knew it. He was through. Got through to his waist. Half in and half out the window. Legs dangling outside.  
 He dropped the gun and pushed himself through the rest of the way, dropping to the floor on the other side. Everything hurt. All the things that hurt before hurt more, and now everything had didn’t hurt before was hurting. He started scrabbling to his feet. Grabbed the gun. He noted, somewhere in the back of his mind—because it wasn’t important right then—that he was smearing blood in a great deal of places. 
 James limped across the room. To the door. Cheap shitty door. But bug proof, he hoped. He gripped the handle, and dropped a little prayer, twisted it and pulled.  
 The door opened.  
 Dark corridors beyond. 
 He went through, into the dark and closed the door quietly. He didn’t want to give the bugs anything to go on. He reached for his torch. Gone. Fuck it. He couldn’t even remember what happened to it. He stood, back against the door. In the darkness.  
 Waiting. 
 He could hear the bugs. Some of them were crawling about on the other side to the door. But they didn’t seem to be trying to break through. Couldn’t find him. Not the first time he’d hidden in the dark and the monsters couldn’t find him, he thought to himself.  
 Waiting. 
 He could hear them crawling about. Jumping. Flying. Crashing into things. He wondered if a couple of them had made their way in through the hole and couldn’t find their way out again. Shit. 
 After a few minutes, the room fell quiet.  
 James continued to wait. They might have just stopped trashing the place. After another few minutes he righted himself. He was weak. Could barely stand. He fumbled his way along the corridor. There was a little light coming from under doors, but there were no windows. He went to a door on the other side of the corridor to the one he’d come in through and opened it. Just an inch. Let some more light into where he was. He waited a minute. Made sure nothing was going to come at the door. Burst out. Rip him to pieces.  
 Satisfied there was nothing there, he looked up and down the corridor. He felt he shouldn’t try to leave for a while. Let the bugs pass. Hopefully Alite would have seen him come to this building, so they’d know where he was for now. 
 There was little in the corridor. A water dispenser. James hobbled over to it. Pulled a cup out of the holder and pushed the tap. Still worked. He filled the cup and drunk a mouthful. Tasted a little bit like shit, but still the best water in the world right now.  
 There were a row of chairs outside one of the rooms. Like a hospital corridor. He went over and sat on the end one. Looked down at himself. Cuts on his hands. Bleeding. Clothes torn. He was bleeding from his gut. Arms. Legs. Pretty much everything that touched the window frame. 
 He let himself slide down to lay over the next couple of chairs. 
 There was a blackness coming. Taking his vision. He was so weak.  
 Hopefully from his lungs. Not from bleeding out. 
 Hopefully this was sleep.  
 Not death. 






 CHAPTER 22

   
 Alite watched from the first floor of the office building. They’d headed inside. The front doors open, they went in and straight up the first flight of stairs they saw. Got to a vantage point. See enemy’s incoming. She saw James as he ran from the gate to the other building. He was beaten. She could see it in the way he was running. Limping. Pushing himself to get one foot in front of the other. She wanted to go to help, but then he changed direction. She had frowned, moved to the other window. There were bugs. Coming over the wall on the perimeter of the facility. She crossed again, seeing him limping up to the building and disappear from sight.  
 Then she saw the bugs going straight to the building as well. There was no doubt. They’d seen him. She waited. A sign that he was okay. That was all she asked for. She looked back to Ellie.  
   She was still at the door to the office, watching the stairs in the corridor. Maybe she was waiting for James. Maybe she was keeping guard. Alite didn’t know. She tore her eyes back to the building. The bugs were there. 
 Ellie left the doorway and ran over to the window. She looked out. Alite didn’t try to stop her. She needed to see. It would make her strong. 
 “James,” she said.  
 Alite could hear the trepidation in the young girl’s voice. “He is strong,” she said. “That boy will move earth to protect you. He is fine.” 
 Ellie turned and looked up at her. “How do you know?”  
 Alite could see the worry in her eyes, her face. “I just do. Intuition.” Ellie turned back and looked out the window again. Alite watched her. She hoped he was right. 
   
 
	   

   
 James opened his eyes. The corridor was dark. But he was alive. Just. Everything felt a little numb. A little shit. He was laying across the chairs. Head on its side, bent at a weird angle at the neck. That was the first thing he tried to move. He tried to right his head, to look around. When he moved he had Hell’s biggest fucking hangover. It felt like all the blood in his head had slooped over to one side and was pooled. There. On his left ear hole. He couldn’t lift it. So he rolled forward. His amazing plan was to roll off the chairs land on his knees and get himself upright.  
 Not one single part of his body was playing ball, and he ended up laying on the floor. The floor was sticky. Fuck. He moved his hand around. Wet. Sticky. Cold. He looked at his hand. Blood. His blood. Lots of it. But he’d woken up. That was good right?  
 It didn’t feel good.  
 James felt like he been run over. By a people carrier. Full of ghosts. And they’d pulled up, and decided that as he’d gotten blood on the bumper, they were going to beat seven shades of shit out of him.  
 He closed his eyes. After all this … the disappearance of the human race … losing a toe … tearing his lungs … Tony … how could this feel like the lowest point? He opened them again and stared at the ceiling. The spinning ceiling. Slowly. Like he was just getting wasted. The blood loss, he thought. Has to be the blood loss. He rolled over, onto his gut and pushed. Everything he had to get to his hands and knees. Tried to centre himself in the corridor. Find the water machine. He started to crawl towards it. Surprisingly the things that hurt most weren’t his lungs or his ribs. But he wasn’t getting anywhere like that. James turned and fixed his hands on the first chair, slick with his blood. He pushed himself up to stand. Placed his hand against the wall to keep himself stable.  

Okay. Get to the water machine. Worry about the blood loss later. 
 He put one foot in front of the other, walking slowly across the corridor and down the opposite wall. He glanced through the door the light was coming through. Hopefully it was the same day. Maybe not too much time had gone by. Since nobody had come looking for him. Not much time, or they’re all dead. He stopped and closed his eyes, scolding himself for even thinking like that.  
 Ellie was fine. He could feel it. 
 James reached the water machine, pulled a cup and poured the shitty tasting water. Hurt in his mouth. Probably cracked skin or something from the escape of fluids in his body. Hurt to swallow. Neck. Laying funny. That would be it. For every pain he quickly thought of a silly reason for it to be there. It made him feel better than thinking about all the shitty reasons they might be there.  
 Poured another. 
 Drunk it.  
 Feeling a little better with each cup. 
 Needed to piss. But that would wait. 
 A few minutes later he was leaning against the wall. He was feeling better. That was something. But he equally knew he was beaten to shit. He hobbled down to the open door and peered through the gap. The room was clear. The shades open on the windows. He could see out towards one of the towers. He couldn’t see a bug. Not one. The light was still strong outside. He was confident enough that he could open the door and go in. Carefully. 
 He edged over towards the window. He could see the office building. No bugs. Maybe Ellie and Alite were still in there. Waiting for rescue. He looked down at himself. He needed rescue as well, this time. His clothes were ripped to pieces. Blood slapped all over him. His blood. He could only breathe shallow. Tenderly poked his ribs. Sharp spiking pain. He looked at the palms of his hands. The skin was torn. Starting to scab. His flesh was covered in a mix of dried and wet blood, sticky and slicked all at once. Not seeing anything from the office building, James turned back to the corridor. He had to find a way out.  
 If it was safe. 
 James hobbled down the corridor. He tested each of the door knobs as he went. Turn and unlatch. Made sure they were open. Along the end of the corridor, he found a bathroom. He opened the door carefully, duly checked around to make sure it was all clear. There was a frosted window. The first time in a while he’d come across a bathroom away from the farm where he could actually see what he was doing.  
 Habit taught him to try the taps. A slow dribble, then nothing. Looked in the mirror. Fucking hell. He looked like death. Looked like a train had splattered him all over the station. Pale. Gaunt. Dark patches under his eyes. He was covered in his own blood. Patches of it next to cuts, gouges, and scrapes.  
 He pulled his shirt up. Pulled a chunk of glass out of his abdomen with a hiss as it started to bleed, fresh. He wished he hadn’t. Got the impression that he needed as much of that blood in his body as he could get right now.  
 He pushed his bloody shirt against the gouge and held it there to stop the bleeding. James looked around the floor. Found a bucket. He went back out to the water machine and pretty much emptied the thing into it. He took it back to the bathroom and filled the sink. Washed the blood off him. 
 He couldn’t let Ellie see him like that. 
 When he’d finished, he went back to the corridor. Started down, one room at a time. Open the door properly, and check the room. Make sure they were all secure. And when he’d done that, he went back to one of the rooms that faced the building that Alite and Ellie had gone to. The sun was low in the sky now. The evening rolling in. The sun was coming down behind him. Other side of the building. It still glared on the office block. Keeping a vigilant eye the whole time, James was sure that there were no bugs in the vicinity. At least, not that he could see. He wanted to run for the building. Find the two of them—he knew that Alite would keep Ellie safe. But he could barely move at a walking pace. Even after having been back on his feet for an hour. More.  
 James stood at the window, his hand cupping his forehead, covering his eyes from the glare of the sun, returning from the windows of the building he faced. He didn’t have much of a choice. He pulled the gun from the holster, checked it over. Looked fine. Had some blood on it—his—but whatever.  
 He holstered it and went to the front door. Hopefully get out without having to climb back through the window. That might be the death of him. He shook his head. Tried it from the inside. Nothing. He looked around it. Couldn’t see a key hole or anything. He pressed at things. If it was magnetically locked, he was fucked.  
 James pushed the square button on the side of the door. There was an audible clunk. Shit. Thank fuck for the backwards Brits. Still using spring locks. On dangerous facilities. He smiled. Pushed the door a crack. The sun was behind the door. He looked down the side of the building. Nothing. Opened the door further. Checked behind it.  
 They were gone. At least for now. 
 James limped out of the door onto the path on the outside. He looked along towards the other building. Only a few hundred meters.  
 He glanced around one last time. 
 Then he started off towards it.  
 It hurt to walk, to breathe. To move. But he tried to keep a pace. Something that he could maintain. Keeping a look out. He had his gun in his hand. It made him feel better—like always—but he knew if something swarmed at him, then it would be no good. Probably wouldn’t take down one. Not with the agility he had right now.  
 He was a sitting duck. 
 He kept moving. The shadow of the building he’d just left elongating behind him. As the sun dropped in the sky. 
 Lower. 
 Lower still. 

Keep moving, he muttered under his breath. Another glance. Nothing. He was sure he was going to make it. Got closer to the building. Off the grass, onto the concrete. He was nearly there. He got to the front of the building. From the gate, he’d seen the two of them go up the side. He hurried along. Kept one eye in the windows. Made sure nothing was coming across the grass to him. He turned the corner. There was a doorway halfway down the building. He could see the opening. It must have been what they went for. Where they went in. He was surprised he hadn’t seen Ellie. Charging towards him, having seen him out the window. 
 But Alite wouldn’t have allowed it. 
 He smiled. A warrior. 
 James got to the door. He stopped. Stared at it. 
 It was hanging on its top hinge. Scratch marks over it. The pane of glass in it, broken. He gripped his gun tighter as his stomach clenched. He edged around the door. Glass breaking underfoot. Into the corridor beyond. There were doors. Closed. On both sides. A set of stairs going up about halfway down. Alite was smart. They’d have gone upstairs. 
 James moved to the bottom of the stairs. Pointed the gun up. The building was silent. Ellie and Alite must be hiding. 
 James started up the stairs. Pain riding his every step. He kept the gun pointed. Turning as he walked, getting to the top, keeping the gun trained down the corridor to the only open door there.  
 Looked at the floor. The walls. Scratch marks. Bits dug out. Something had been up here. He followed down towards the door. “Ellie?” He kept his voice a whisper, but wanted to call out so badly.  
 No reply. 
 He got to the door. The sun was almost below the other building now, the room had an orange hue to it. It wasn’t until he was up on the door frame that he saw a smear of blood on it.  He sucked in. Held his breath through the pain. The door was half open. He pushed it the rest of the way. 
 What he saw beyond destroyed him. 
 It was an office. Several desks littered around the room. Computers. Filing cabinets. It was shock of mess. There was paperwork on the floor. One of the desks turned over. A monitor smashed. James still had the gun up. He gently touched the blood on the door frame. Winced when it was still wet. He stepped into the room, looked out the window. It had the perfect vantage out over the site. To see the gates. The run he would have made. Fuck. Alite would have brought Ellie up here. 
 He stepped into the room. Looked around. Listened. Silence. There was nothing in there. Not alive, anyway. He walked around the room quietly. Had to check. Behind the upturned desk, there was a bug. It wasn’t moving. Had crimson blood splattered over it. Gashes and wounds where a sharp object had been forced through its insect abdomen armour. Alite. She’d take it out.  
 But that seemed to be the only blood.  
 Maybe that was the blood in the doorway? 
 James turned back to the corridor. He walked along, checking the doors. None of them were damaged like the office at the end. But they were all locked too. 
 He kept picturing the two of them trapped in the office. A horde of bugs coming at them. James stopped. His heart was racing. Focus. He had to stay on top of it. There was no sense in panicking. No blood, right?  
 He wanted to take a deep breath and centre himself, but he couldn’t. Knew it would hurt.  
 He went back to the stairs. They must have gotten out. But they didn’t go to the control building he was in. All the doors in this building, locked. He went back down the stairs and to the door. Looked out, carefully. To the side. 
 He could see the right hand chimney. 






CHAPTER 23

   
 James all but dragged himself down the side of the building to the edge. There was a small car park. A couple of brick built outbuildings. Then there was the first of the two chimneys. He took one last look around. Little concern for himself now. He started over to the first of the outbuildings. Locked. He looked in the window. Single room. Full of junk. Not much else. “Ellie,” he hissed through the window. “Alite?” Nothing. He moved to the next one.  
 There was hard shade now. The sun wasn’t visible over the top of the control building. Getting harder to see.  
 The next was open. He pulled the door to the side, gun up. It had shelves. Storage boxes. Looked like paperwork. Several aisles of it. James moved down them, checking. The building was also empty. 
 That meant they had to have gone to the chimney.  
 He left the building. All but dark now. He ran across—hobbling—to the entrance to the power station. He had a vague memory of going into one of these buildings in the past. A school trip or something. From when he was a kid. The door was open. He moved slower. There were scratches covering the door. The bugs had been here. Fuck it. Hadn’t they caught a break? Gotten away from the things?  
 James circled, making sure something wasn’t about to come out of the darkness at him. He pushed the door to the side. Entered the building. It was a massive cooling structure, made of concrete blocks, standing as tall as a skyscraper. He followed the narrow tunnel in the concrete beyond the door. Felt like rat in a maze. It was getting darker with each step, until he could see the light beyond. Coming from the centre of the chimney. Red. Red light. James slowed.  
 It had to be a doorway.  
 Had to be. 
 James got as low as his body would allow, and still be able to move. He crawled along the last of the tunnel. Eventually being able to see another doorway. He could feel the draw of it. Pulling him towards it. Getting to the end of the tunnel, he could see out into the inside of the chimney. There was a massive structure in the centre of the space. It looked like it should be there. Some sort of generating malarkey. The doorway was sitting at the base of it. Throbbing. Willing him forward. Wanting him to enter. He slowed his breathing. Tried to keep control. He couldn’t lose his mind now. Not here. He looked around slowly. The walls looked strange. Like they were pulsing slightly. Made of something other than concrete.  
 Then he realised.  
 Bugs. Bugs covered the walls. Pulsing in time with the throbbing of the doorway. Just like the skinless simians. Drawn to the doorway, but not to go through. Thousands of them. Waiting.  
 Watching. 
 Hungry for flesh. 
 James backed up into the darkness a little. He hoped they couldn’t see in the dark. But they hadn’t come for him yet. He dropped as low as he could without laying on the concrete floor. Watching. 
 He fingered his gun. He just wanted to go out there. Through. He didn’t know if it was because that was where Ellie was, or if that was the draw of the doorway. He saw a ripple move across the shells of the bugs, like they’d been disturbed. A Mexican wave. Half of him wanted to get up and flee. Jesus Christ, the stress was heavy.  
 They rippled again. 
 Maybe they had heard something? 
 James listened. There was a distinct hum coming from the doorway, but below that, he through he could hear something. The chimney was like an echo chamber, every sound that was made bounced from side to side. He thought he was lucky to have gotten there without them coming for him. One of them moved their wing. A chit. A chirp. It bounced around the inside. Then they’d ripple. The sound bouncing around like someone fanning a pack of cards. But under all that.  
 There was something.  
 Something else.  
 James tried to focus. 
 Fucking hell. 
 It was a car. 
 He crawled backwards. Slowly. So that they didn’t hear him. But quick enough. He didn’t need Willow and Dave bursting in here. It would be a blood bath. He scrabbled backwards. Pain in every part of him pulling him apart. Back into the darkness. Away from the lure of the door. He crawled back far enough to turn, and then stood. Hurried down the tunnel to the doorway. Outside it was dark now. The sun below the horizon. 
 James looked around. He couldn’t see the car. Sure he had heard it though. He hurried back to the office building and around the front. There it was.  
 The car. Willow. Dave. Parked up outside the front of the building. Empty. Shit. But they knew to be quiet. They knew.

 James went to the edge of the building and looked around. No sign of them. They must have headed in. James went along to the door. He almost ran into Willow coming out. She was paler than usual. But her eyes lit up when she saw him. Threw her arms around him. 
 Hurt. 
 Hurt a lot. 
 Then she pulled herself back. Looked down at him. Around. Looking for Ellie. “What happened?” she whispered. 
 James motioned for her to return to the building. The two of them went in. Out of the night air. “Where’s Dave?” he whispered. 
 “Here.” Dave turned the top of the stairs and started down. “What happened?” He was keeping his cool, but James could see the fear in his face. 
 James told them, from the petrol station to now.  
 Dave dropped to his arse when he’d said about Tony. Willow started to cry. When he’d finished, James took out his gun from the holster and checked it. “So, I’m going in,” he said. “Alite isn’t stupid enough to come back through if there are hundreds of those fucking things sitting there waiting. She’s on the other side, and she’s got Ellie.” He re-holstered the weapon. 
 Willow put her hand on his. “Wait,” she said. “Look at yourself.” She looked down. “Look at us. We’re in no position to mount some half-arsed rescue mission to God only knows where.” 
 “We can leave Ellie and Alite in some alt earth though, can we?” 
 “No,” Willow sighed. “But Alite is the best chance Ellie has, right? Only for a few hours, a day. We need to be prepared to find anything on the other side of the door, and you’re not fit enough to have a shit, let alone gung-ho to some other Earth.” 
 James looked down at himself. The cuts. Bruises. He didn’t even have a fully loaded gun.  
 She was right.  
 Fucking fuck. 
 Ellie was lost. Somewhere. 
 All his fault. 
 Willow took his hand and pulled him in close. Holding him briefly, before letting him go and going up to Dave. She sat with him while he cried. Holding him. James kept watch at the door.  
 The bugs weren’t nocturnal. That much was for sure. They were safe. Ish. For now.  
 After Dave had collected himself, the three of them returned to the car. “We’ll go home now. Return tomorrow night. Go through the doorway and get them back,” Willow said. 
 James slumped into the backseat of the car. He faded into blackness more than once on the drive. Blood loss, he was sure.  
 He slept on and off. 
 Until they got back to the farm.  
   


   
 The sun was just coming up. James was already looking out the window. He was pumped on so many painkillers he couldn’t feel a thing. Just as well. When he’d woken up around three in the morning he felt like he might have died. 
 He was bandaged up and ready. Now. Frustrated that he had to wait until the night to go back. 
 Willow was still asleep. She hadn’t been well. 
 They’d driven miles with the bugs following them. Out towards a coastal town ten miles away. Eventually they’d managed to shake them and double back. They could outrun them easily enough, but the things moved fast, and in a straight line. So it took miles.  
 By the time they’d gotten back, James was beaten up, and Ellie and Alite gone. 
 Tony dead. 
 James looked from the window to Dave sitting on the sofa.  
 He was just staring out into the nothing. “How are you feeling?” James asked. 
 Dave nodded.  

That good, eh? It was no surprise, really. 
 James went and sat opposite him. “If you don’t want to go, I understand. But I have to, yeah?” 
 Again, he nodded out into the nothing. 
 “I think Willow should stay here. And I think you should too.” 
 Dave’s eyes met James’s. He drew in a breath. “Why?” His voice was quiet. 
 “She needs looking after.” 
 Dave nodded. “She does. But you’re going to get yourself killed soon enough. Look at you. You’re beaten to shit. And before you say it, I know you just want to look after Ellie, but you’ve got to stop taking this all on your shoulders. Besides. I don’t know how much more Willow can take. She needs to be kept protected now, and not just from the monsters out there. Herself. You and your damn fool ideas. Stress. She’s falling to pieces.” 
 “I know. That’s why you should stay here with her. Let me do this one on my own. There’s no way I can take the two of you.” 
 Dave turned and looked out the window. “I know what you’re trying to do. But you’re gonna die before you’ve got your answers.” 
 James sat forward. A few twinges here and there, but nothing he couldn’t manage. “I don’t know so much.” He stood. “I’ll get my shit together. Leave an hour before nightfall. Bring them home.”  
   
 The End 
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