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 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    NOVEMBER 
 
      
 
    James stood to the side of one of the windows in his London flat. His arm rested on the wall, his head in the crease at his elbow. He looked through the crack between the wall and the blind to the street below. He hadn’t seen another human being three days, at least. Probably longer. Underneath an ad-board on the other side of the street, one of them crouched. Its elongated forearms resting its huge clawed hands between its feet as it crouched. Pale and naked. The creature’s skin—whatever it was that passed for skin, anyway—glistened in the pale sunlight. A sort of translucent blue hue. At night it could be mistaken for white. During the day it changed colour depending on how the light hit it. Deep scarring clung to this ones face. Motherfucker had seen some action. Its eyes were deep-set within its features, and without hair, an abomination. James noticed the enormous organ hanging between its legs. A male.  
 
    In the room behind him, the empty spirit bottles stood in a line on the coffee table and the shitty smell of rotting food filled the small one bed flat. But James wasn’t concerned. The TV ran silently with a constant blue screen. No signal.  
 
    At least the electricity was still on … for now.  
 
    The street had a couple of cars parked up. He had considered trying to jump-start one of them a couple of days ago. Try running. But he didn’t know what the rest of the city was like. Getting out to the countryside was the only way to ensure some sort of safety, any semblance of normality. And the streets would be blocked. Probably. 
 
    He also had no idea how to jump-start a car, but that was beside the point. 
 
    And the internet was spotty. The connection was going up and down like a God damned yoyo at the Olympics, and it hadn’t been updated. It’d just stopped. Frozen in time. Fucked. 
 
    It was like the whole world had disappeared. 
 
    As least the street he was on—his street—was quiet even at the best of times, and this wasn’t the best of times. It was silent times. The street was a cul-de-sac with an alley at one end and the opening at the other. The opening was too far away for him to see, but no one was coming down here. Hadn’t been, anyway. The rest of the city could be bustling with people. Or those creatures, the abominations. Could be both. Neither.  
 
    The thing jerked its head up into the wind and snorted the air. Gelatinous gloop oozed from its maw. It stretched its mouth open, revealing the lines of teeth within. He could make out enough to see they were fucked up, like the thing had been hit by a fucking truck. Maybe it had? Its tongue slopped out and ran around what might have passed for its lips before it dropped its head back down. It was silent. 
 
    From what he had seen of them, not only were they far stronger than a man, but their other senses heightened, too. It was clear that they relied on their hearing and their smell as much as anything else.  
 
    Then movement caught James’s eye. A girl. She was maybe eight, nine? What did he fucking know? It was a fucking kid. She was crouched down behind one of the cars. She’d seen the creature. She was hiding from it. How had she gotten down there? James shook his head. He could see her looking between the thing and the alley. The darkness. She wasn’t going to make it.  
 
    Couldn’t. 
 
    From the window, James could see that the distance between her and the alley and it and the alley were the same. It would be there before she would. Waiting. He’d seen what they could do to a person. He’d tried to look away, right? But he wasn’t quick enough. Whatever these things were, would rip your fucking insides out before you could blink. 
 
    The girl edged down the side of the car out of its view. She was going to run for it. What choice did she have? Wait until night? Hope the thing wandered off. She had to try.  
 
    But she wasn’t going to make it.  
 
    She timed her run just right and made it from behind one car to the next, unseen. James nodded in appreciation. Not bad. He looked at the creature. It was holding its head back up. Something wasn’t right in the air and it knew it.  
 
    Not more than a few weeks ago the girl would have been utterly innocent, and now look at her. Avoiding certain death like a champ. The thing stood—as best as they do. It had rocked back onto its legs and hunched, scanning the vehicles. James didn’t know whether it had heard something or smelt it. But now it faced the cars where the little girl hid. She hadn’t seen yet. She was going to stick her head out at any second to make sure the thing was still looking the other way, and that was going to be it. It was going to see her and be on her before she had a chance to move.  
 
    It would tear her in half. Rip the flesh from her bones. Feed on the small-girl-guts it found on the inside. No more than a snack for it. 
 
    James took one last look at the creature and pulled the cord to the side of the window, raising the blind. They were old Victorian sash windows. Not even double-glazed. He thumbed the screw fitting lock and flicked it open. Taking a deep breath, James opened the window, yanking it hard at the base, sliding it vertically. It made enough noise to wake the dead.  
 
    He stuck his head out. 
 
    The thing heard the sound of the window echoing around the dead-end street. It contorted to look up at the opposite building, its unnatural movement twisting its head around to face James.  
 
    He gave a glance to the girl and then returned his look to the thing. “Hey,” he shouted. “Want some?” 
 
    He hadn’t finished shouting hey before the thing was in the air. They had a grace when they moved, like eels in water. Stupidly muscular legs pushing it from the ground into the air like a woodland frog. It was something quite beautiful, but usually something most people only saw once. James watched it rise.  
 
    He looked down to the girl. She took off running, as fast and as quiet as her legs would carry her. But it didn’t matter. The thing only had eyes for James now. He slammed the window shut and in a single motion, locked it with one hand while yanking the cord of the blind with the other, dropping it. He flipped the TV off and retreated into the darkness of the room.  
 
    The fire escape creaked as the monster crawled up the side of the building. Its oversized arms and wide feet made it perfect for climbing the metal railings that ran up the side of most of the buildings around here.  
 
    James turned and sat in the armchair. He pulled his father’s hunting rifle onto his lap and rested his open palms on it. On the outside of the window, the creature was scrabbling at the wall, occasionally touching the glass. “Don’t know what to do, do you?” he whispered. “Can’t see me, can you?” 
 
    He leaned over and picked up the last bottle on the coffee table, giving it a little shake. The liquid in the bottle slooped over itself and James brought it to his lips, draining it. He silently placed it back on the table and waited for the thing to go. To get bored with trying to find him.  
 
    Safe. 
 
    In the darkness.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    When the sun left the sky, the creature stopped scrabbling about. James knew it was still there, but it had come to a rest. It couldn’t see anything once the sun had gone down. That was one of the first things he managed to work out. Almost blinded by the dark.  
 
    But he waited anyway.  
 
    An hour after the sunset, James stood from the chair he’d been sitting in since the thing had climbed the fire escape. He watched the blinds with caution, but so long as he didn’t make a noise he wouldn’t disturb it. It would sit there, waiting to see again. He took the rifle and went out into the hallway of the flat moving by muscle memory alone, without turning the lights on. He placed the gun down to the side of the front door and slipped his arms into the leather jacket he took from the hook. He whipped his backpack onto his arm and picked the gun back up. 
 
    There was no light in the hallway outside the flat. James opened the door a crack and listened. He’d been living there for what seemed like forever and the creatures hadn’t found their way into the building yet, but there was always people.  
 
    People fucking sucked.  
 
    He’d decided long before he witnessed anything himself that once this Hell had rained down on the city, the first thing to die would be morals. Scared people didn’t think. People would do anything to protect their families.  
 
    Fair enough. 
 
    But that didn’t mean he had to give up his liberty. 
 
    He pulled the door open a little further. Nothing. He stole a look to the torch on the telephone table by the door—the phone stopped working weeks ago—but he left it behind. He had a spare in his pack, and besides, it would see the light. He pulled the door closed quietly, putting the key in the lock and twisting it to shut it as quietly as possible. Again, not because of the things, but if someone else was in the building there was no sense in advertising his presence any more than he had done a couple of hours ago.  
 
    But that shouting shouldn’t have told anyone where in the building he was. Not unless they were outside in the street, and that thing was out there. Nothing else. Just it, and her.  
 
    He pocketed the key in his jeans and walked down the corridor to the stairs. Checked the stairwell. Empty. Dark. Then down to the lobby. 
 
    Most people would have moved on. Fled the city, maybe, but James had only just returned and he wasn’t looking for a bigger house, or friends, or money. He only looted for food. 
 
    He just wanted to survive.  
 
    He crossed the lobby and looked out the glass doors to the street. The doors were closed—enough to tell him that no creature had broken in during the day. Hell, if a person had come in they probably wouldn’t have thought to shut the door behind them. That was the other thing.  
 
    People are fucking stupid. 
 
    It was dark outside. The streetlights still worked, but intermittently. Off at the moment. It was strange. Probably should have studied harder in school. The circuits must still be intact, and the power was still on—they must have sensors or something on them to tell them when to go on and off, and they were working, but the lamps themselves just came on when they felt like it.  
 
    It didn’t make it any safer. The threat of being plunged into the light at a seconds notice.  
 
    James twisted the handle of the door and pulled it open. He stepped though and closed it silently behind him. He walked into the middle of the street and stopped, looking back up at the building.  
 
    Even in the darkness, he could see enough to spot the creature up there. It was hunched outside his window on the fire escape. He could see the arch of its back moving up and down as it breathed. They didn’t move at night—not unless they had something to move for. Rooted to the God damned spot like trees. If you moved quietly enough, you could fall over one of them. James walked down the middle of the street, confident in his ability to walk without making noise. Practice makes perfect, right? As long as he was slow and quiet, the creature wouldn’t see him. Not at that distance.  
 
    He went towards the alley. 
 
    It wasn’t a long alleyway, but it was between two tall buildings, giving it enough shade during the day for the things to not be able to see well in them. James thought the shadows confused them. It was like they might be able to see you if you moved, but not if you were still. The darker it got, the less they could see, until night time, when they were almost blind. He reached the mouth and waited for his eyes to adjust. It was far darker in the alley than out there, where the light of the moon was enough for the human eye. He had been in there enough times to know where to step without knocking anything. But today was different.  
 
    If she had any sense, she’d still be in there.  
 
    Watching it on the building. 
 
    He stepped into the black. Just a single step and listened. Nothing. If she was still there, then she had been taught well. He couldn’t hear her breathing. He stepped forward again. Another small step.  
 
    In the darkness, a pair of eyes.  
 
    She stared at him. Afraid. He could see the weakness behind her look. James raised his finger to his lips.  
 
    Hush. 
 
    He took a small step towards her. Easy. Gentle. Don’t be afraid. He put his hand out and she took it. Good girl. He closed his fingers around hers and she stepped out from between two boxes, collapsed by the wet. She looked briefly hopeful and then her face dropped again as if she had realised that trusting him was a mistake. 
 
    Was it? He didn’t know. Maybe someone had told her not to trust people. Motherfuckers would toss you in the path of one of those things, just to save themselves. Or worse. Little girl.  
 
    Who knew what the people that were still here thought? 
 
    He squeezed her hand gently as if that might signify that he was okay and that she could trust him. He wouldn’t push her out into the mouth of that thing. He wouldn’t rape her tiny body. Then he smiled, as gently as all this time and fear and hate would let him muster, and then he turned and led her away … down the alley away from his flat. He still needed to scavenge, even with a stray in tow. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    At the end of the alleyway, James looked out over the street. There was smoke rising from above the buildings to the east. It had been weeks since things just broke on their own. Stuff would burn out. Dry up. Engines. Turbines. That sort of thing. They would overheat and fires would start. But that had long finished. Smoke in the distance meant fighting. People. Could be people on people, people on creatures. Could be. Either way, James turned to the west and led the girl along the side of the building. He kept looking up and around. When they came, they never came from the front. They didn’t run down the middle of the street at you like a horde of zombies. They would wait above. On the sides of the buildings. On rooftops. Fire escapes. They would wait until they heard you and they would come from above. 
 
    He led her to a row of shops. All the windows were broken. Looting had finished long ago, too. He looked at the girl. She was maybe four feet tall. He kept hold of her hand and took her into the first shop. It was a sports shop. He’d been in several times recently.  
 
    The looting of a sports shop seemed to stop at baseball bats and shoes.  
 
    People didn’t think.  
 
    He stepped in through the broken window and girl followed. The glass cracked as she stood on it causing James to turn back to her and lift her, his hands under her shoulders, over the glass and into the shop. She didn’t make a sound. She didn’t try to stop him.  
 
    She knew how to survive. 
 
    He pushed her tight into the corner of the shop floor and held his hand up for her to stay. She nodded and James turned back. He moved down the front of the shop silently, checking each aisle as he went.  
 
    It was unlikely he’d chance across one of those things in here unless they’d followed someone in before it had gotten dark and fed. Maybe fallen asleep in among the footballs and shuttlecocks.  
 
    He was more likely to come across people. Frightened people. People who would want his rifle. He glanced over his shoulder. The girl. 
 
    When he reached the other side of the shop he’d seen no one and sensed nothing. It didn’t mean that the building was empty though. Not at all. A couple of weeks back he’d been searching the cinema down the south end and he had the bright spark idea of turning over the projectionist's office—or whatever the hell those places were called these days. He’d found his way upstairs and to the room. The door was unlocked. It was a surprise, and likely meant that someone had already ransacked the place, but when he opened it, he found three men in there. Just sitting there, silently. They’d heard him moving around and assumed he was a creature. Their faces when they saw him open the door. A flicker of relief when it was a man and not a monster. Then savagery. They saw his gun. His backpack. James had pointed his gun at them and started to back out. Flee. But he had given something away in his eyes, perhaps. He was no killer. One of them got up. Big fucking dude decked out in a leather jacket and jeans. Not the best dress for the apocalypse. He reminded himself not to use that word, again. Apocalypse. Not even in thought. The guy started at him. Slowly at first, like he was testing the ground. A fine way to find out if James was going to pull the trigger or not—come at him. 
 
    But James didn’t. 
 
    He turned and ran. Should have stayed downstairs and just taken the stale popcorn. 
 
    He bolted around a couple of the corridor corners and bounded down the stairs. He was quicker than the other guy. James was wearing tracksuit trousers and athletic shoes. It was what he should have worn tonight, but he hadn’t thought it through. Just wanted to get the girl. Then he had thought about shopping. Too late now. 
 
     Anyway. It was weird. Being chased like that. 
 
    Silently. 
 
    None of them shouted after him. He didn’t make a noise as he ran. Just the sound of his feet slapping on the floor and the contents of his bag bouncing up and down. By the time he hit the lobby he had created a good distance between them. He could barely hear their footsteps, and they had loud footsteps.  
 
    He crossed the lobby and out into the street. He didn’t even stop to check for creatures. There weren’t any when he entered no more than thirty minutes before, and it was night time. They wouldn’t move unless they heard something … right? 
 
    And he didn’t have time. 
 
    They were going to kill him for his gun and the contents of the backpack. Killed for two chocolate bars, a pack of batteries, and a handful of straws. He didn’t even know why he’d taken the straws.  
 
    And he didn’t want to kill them.  
 
    So he ran. All the way home.  
 
    Wee, wee, wee, little pig.  
 
    But that was then. There was something about the threat from people. It was different from that of the creatures. It was scarier. More palpable, somehow. People killed for hate. The creatures? They killed for food. Perhaps it was something else, but you couldn’t reason with them, unlike those that would rather kill you than reason with you. For a couple of lousy chocolate bars.  
 
    And now? He’d shoot now if he had to, but only if he had to. The creatures would come if he fired the weapon. They probably wouldn’t be able to find him, not at night, but if he got trapped in a sports shop—somewhere like this—as soon as the sun came up … it wasn’t worth thinking about. 
 
    He moved down the first aisle, gun pointed out in front. Crossed the back of the store and back up to the girl, satisfied the shop was empty. Without a word he took her hand and led her to the clothing at the back of the shop. He took a child’s backpack from the shelf and turned the girl around, feeding her arms into it and adjusting the fit. He pulled some child’s t-shirts and track clothes from the shelves that looked about the right size and pushed them into the pack, zipping it up slowly, quietly. He turned her back around and looked at her feet. She was wearing good shoes. Hiking type. He nodded and pointed to the shoes. She shook her head. No, she didn’t want new shoes. James nodded again and took her hand returning to the front of the store. He stepped out onto the path and checked up, above the windows. Nothing. He lifted the girl out to stand next to him and nodded you okay at her. She nodded back. It was short. Unsure. Good. Best not to be too trusting these days. 
 
    He motioned to his mouth. Food? 
 
    She held her stomach. Hungry.  
 
    He took her hand and led her farther away from his flat. It wasn’t ideal to be out there with the girl, but he barely had enough food at home for him. And besides. Maybe if they were gone long enough, that thing would be gone from outside his window. It wasn’t likely, not with them having to be back by sun up, but luck has to change sometime. 
 
    He glanced down at the girl, walking beside him, silently, and holding his hand. She was good at this, so far.  
 
    It was probably the only thing that had kept her alive.  
 
    They walked down the street a short distance and turned a corner into the next. There was a ransacked convenience store down there. James had been in there a few times over the weeks. The Spar shops were one of the first places to get turned over. Them and the supermarkets.  
 
    James led the girl into the shop through the door. The place wasn’t big enough for him to have to worry too much about whether one of those things was in there—you could see from outside. She followed him in without pulling on him or getting under his feet like she was used to this. Being led. They went across the shop to the fridges at the rear—all empty. James pulled the door open of the last one on the left and let the girl go, manhandled the rear of the fridge away, to reveal the opening of a small cold storage at the back. He shot her a quick wink and smiled. 
 
    She looked wide-eyed at the opening before looking at him and nodded some wise appreciation for his secret spot. He stepped through into the gap and waved her in after him. The shop was dark. The ambient light from the night barely reached the back it, let alone the cold storage area back there. James dropped his bag from his shoulder and swung it to the floor at his feet. He took his torch from it, and before switching it on, he replaced the rear of the fridge. Then he turned it on and shone it quickly around the small room before dropping it to the little girl’s face, briefly, and then placing it on the floor, letting the light bounce around the walls.  
 
    “Hey,” he said, quietly. “You okay?” 
 
    The girl nodded but didn’t speak. At least she understood English. 
 
    “Here.” James thrust his hand into an open cardboard box and pulled out a packet of jerky. “They kept it back here, but it’s shelf-stable. It’s got a good date.” He pointed over to the pile of milk cartons on the other side of the room. “That stuff didn’t last a week.” 
 
    The girl looked at the containers and shivered. James handed her the jerky and started shoving more into his pack. Then he moved onto the other boxes. He was still quiet, but slightly more reckless, tearing the boxes open and pulling small packs of food out, and thrusting them into the backpack.  
 
    “No one else found this place,” he said absently as he worked. “There’s nothing left in the shop out the front. But I knew that some of these places had cold storage. I worked in one for a week once.” He glanced at her. “When I was a little older than you.” He started packing again. “The stuff with a good date will be fine for a while yet.” He stopped, looked at the hatch—the closed back of the fridge—and put his finger to his lips. 
 
    Hush. 
 
    She stopped chewing. Held the jerky still. Held her breath. 
 
    James waited, listening. Then he nodded to her and finished packing the bag. He looked at her and waited for her to finish the mouthful. “You ready?” he asked. 
 
    The girl nodded. 
 
    He picked up the torch and plunged the two of them into the dark, dropping it by feel into the pack and zipping it up the rest of the way, before pulling the hatch off the rear of the refrigerator and sliding it to the side. He stuck his head through the gap and glanced around the shop.  
 
    As empty as when they entered.  
 
    He let the girl go out first, then he followed, lifting the backpack behind him, keeping one hand on the rifle at all times, and looking vigilantly around. Once the two of them were back in the shop he leaned the gun against the wall and gently placed the hatch back in place and closed the door to the empty fridge. He slung his pack over his shoulder and picked the rifle back up. Took the girl’s hand. The two of them walked out into the street and turned towards his flat.  
 
    It was still early in the evening.  
 
    They walked in silence, following the edge of the building. James could see the glow of fire in the distance over the top of the buildings. He quickened his pace as they went by the church in Fenwick Street. The gothic architecture was daunting at the best of times, and the looming gargoyles did nothing more than put the shits up James every time he had to pass it on the way back to the flat. The building was huge, and no doubt could be seen from rooftops all over London.  
 
    It was also the perfect hiding spot for one of those creatures. 
 
    As the alleyway opposite his flat came into view, he stopped, squeezing the girls hand gently, causing her to stop too. He heard something. A crackle. A buzz.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    James jerked the girl's hand as he started to move toward the alley quickly. He couldn’t run without letting her go, and he didn’t want to lose her, so he dragged her along at her running pace. She fumbled and stumbled, running while holding his hand. 
 
    The streetlights came on behind them. The next street down. It was the buzz of the electricity suddenly flooding the lighting system that he’d heard.  
 
    A crack.  
 
    The lights in this street started to fire. They glowed a dim orange at first. It didn’t rain down any light to the street as such, but those things would be awakened by them. Then they got brighter.  
 
    Before the two of them hit the alleyway, the lights burnt bright. James dragged the girl into the darkness of the alley, pulling her to the centre of it, the darkest part. They hunkered down into the corner next to the boxes. They can’t have been seen by one of the creatures—or they’d be bloody chow by now. No people either, he didn’t think. He watched both ends of the alley, looking for movement.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    He calmed. His heart racing in his chest began to slow.  
 
    He put his finger to his lips once again. 
 
    Hush. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Over an hour had gone before James crept forward towards the mouth of the alleyway. He left the girl behind, in between two of the boxes. He slid to where the lights of the street lamps met the shade and looked. Watched. The creature was still there, but it had moved. That was something, at least.  
 
    It stalked the fire escape. Looking around itself. Like it didn’t know why there was sudden light. As he watched, it moved up one level of the escape. Outside Johnson’s window. He hadn’t seen Johnson since before all this had happened. Shame. Nice dude. Had a big collection of video games.  
 
    Some personality trait. It was all he could do to think of Johnson as a big collection of electronic time waste. Maybe he wasn’t a nice dude? James clearly didn’t know him.  
 
    The creature straightened it’s back like a cat stretching after a nap. 
 
    James shuffled quietly back into the darker centre of the alley. But where he could still see it. 
 
    It hadn’t seen him—heard him. It paid him no mind. There was something else abroad that had taken its senses. Perhaps the fire that James had seen. He couldn’t see any sign of it from in there, but he could smell the smoke on the air. Acrid. Plastics. 
 
    It was far enough away that he couldn’t hear it either—or any of the fallout from it. He was sure there would have been screaming there, somewhere.  
 
    But it could. 
 
    It could hear. 
 
    He watched the thing scale the building like it was day. Where its claws didn’t find something to hold onto, it made something, digging into the cement between the bricks. Fucking Spiderman it wasn’t. As it got higher the lights from the street didn’t reach or illuminate that much up there, but enough. 
 
    It disappeared from view as it slipped over the top of the building … over and gone. A second went by. Then two. Then the creature launched, unseen from the top of the building across the street to the building opposite—on to one of the two buildings that made up the walls of the alleyway. James slid back next to the girl and pushed in next to her, gripping the rifle tighter, and watching the slit where the alley met the sky far above.  
 
    He held his breath instinctively. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    A full ten minutes passed before he dare move. When he did, he grabbed the girls hand and stood, pulling her up to her feet. He pulled her too hard—he hadn’t meant to—she let out a small cry, nothing more than a whimper. Fuck. He looked at her, surprised by the noise. She clamped her mouth shut again, as quickly as she had opened it. James looked up to the slit. Maybe it had moved on? 
 
    He led the girl to the mouth of the alley and scanned the buildings, the fire escapes, what he could see of the rooftops. They had to go now, before the creature came back, or another one, and they ended up trapped there for the rest of night—and the following day.  
 
    He started his slow run—one at the girl's speed—jogging along the parked cars to the doors of the flats, keeping hold of the child the whole time. As they reached the steps to the doors of the block she stopped, almost pulling her hand from his.  
 
    James paused and turned to her, raising the gun in a single, swift motion, as if something had her. But there was nothing there. She had stopped of her own volition. He frowned at her. 
 
    She just stared at him. 
 
    He nodded to the door. To safety. 
 
    Her look flicked from him to the door and back again. 
 
    James looked at her blankly, keeping one eye on everything else around them. His eyebrows furrowed, and he shrugged. He left her behind and went to the door, opening it silently. He stepped in and turned back to her, holding the door open. Fucking come on, he thought. He didn’t want to leave her out here.  
 
    But he would. Might. He was undecided.  
 
    She thought for a second and then rushed after him, as if some sudden realisation had dawned on her that she was in real danger out there, particularly on her own.  
 
    She was. 
 
    She ran by him into the lobby and he closed the door behind her. When he turned back to her, she had fled the open space of the lobby to the trash cans by the elevator and made herself as small as she could, almost hiding from sight. 
 
    He walked over to her and held out his hand for her to take. “It’s okay,” he said, quietly. “You’re safe here.” He looked around the lobby. “Ish.” 
 
    She took his hand the two of them hit the stairs.  
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Even in the flat, James kept the lights off. There was minimal ambient light from the streetlights outside. But it was enough for them to see around the living room. Besides, the kitchen didn’t have windows. He could close the door in there and put the light on whenever he wanted. 
 
    He slid his backpack off and placed it onto the kitchen counter. Leaned the rifle up against the wall by the front door and dropped his jacket from his shoulders. 
 
    The girl stood there and watched him. 
 
    He’d never really thought about it, but he did everything silently, and it wasn’t until he was aware of her, there, watching him, that he became conscious of it.  
 
    “Come on,” he said. He opened the fridge and pulled out a bottle of water and a Tupperware of beans. He took them and the girl through to the living room and motioned for her to sit on the sofa. He gave her the water and the beans. 
 
    James checked the gap to the side of the blind. The lights outside were still on but flickering. They’d go dim for a few seconds and then brighten back up. They’d go out for several hours soon. Perhaps the rest of the night.  
 
    He dropped down into the armchair. “They can’t hear us in here. Not if we’re quiet.” 
 
    The girl had twisted the cap of the water and was drinking thirstily.  
 
    “Where did you come from?” 
 
    She stopped drinking huffing in air like she hadn’t had liquid for days. But she didn’t answer him. 
 
    “Can you talk?” 
 
    She looked at him for a second before peeling the lid off the beans.  
 
    He hadn’t thought to get her a spoon. James boosted himself from the chair and went back to the kitchen. He opened a drawer and pulled out a plastic spoon. He placed it on the counter and opened one of the cupboards at head height. He looked at the row of whiskey bottles, all full, and grabbed one. He picked up the spoon and went back to the living room.  
 
    She was eating the beans with her fingers and didn’t look put out doing it. 
 
    James grinned and placed the spoon down on the sofa next to her. She looked at it with a hint of embarrassment behind her eyes, but only a hint. Too hungry to care. Too used to doing whatever she needed to. He slumped back into the chair and spun the lid from the whiskey, taking a chug.  
 
    “Where’s your mum?” 
 
    The girl stopped eating the beans and looked at him. There was a look behind her eyes. He’d hit a nerve.  
 
    “How long have you been out there on your own?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t know.” Her voice was soft like a child’s but edged like she’d seem some shit. 
 
    He nodded, slowly. Didn’t want to push her too hard. “Why didn’t you want to come in here? It’s safe.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Mum always said not to go into houses with strangers.” 
 
    “Smart.” He curled his mouth up to a small smile. “But you can trust me. But no one else, you hear?” 
 
    She nodded and he took another slug. While her hands and mouth seemed to be engaged with the food, her eyes watched the bottle. He pointed with the forefinger of the hand wrapped around it at the food. “Good?” 
 
    She nodded again and continued to eat as if the question was an instruction to continue. He took another slug, his attention drawn to the window when the glow of the lighting outside went out completely. “Sorry about this,” he said. “But we’re in the dark for the rest of the night.” 
 
    She didn’t respond. 
 
    He took a long hit of the whiskey in the silent darkness. Fumbled around to find the cap. Twirled it back on and pushed himself back into the chair. He rested his head against the cushion and closed his eyes. He wouldn’t sleep. Not really. He didn’t these days. And now he had a kid with him. But what the fuck was he supposed to do—leave her out there?  
 
    But a kid, all the same. 
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    James opened his eyes. It was light in the flat. Light enough to see. The sun was rising. He looked at the girl on the sofa. Sitting. She was watching him. He let out a short grunt as he rolled his head around trying to unknot his neck. He wasn’t used to sleeping in the chair like that. He lifted the whiskey. The bottle had spent the night in his hand. He twirled the cap off and took a swig. As the bottle went up he caught eye of the girl staring at him. The liquid touched his lips but that was all. He let the bottle straighten up and replaced the cap. He cleared his throat. “Yeah,” he said. “A bit early I suppose.” 
 
    She never said a word. 
 
    James got up and went to the window, bottle in hand. He looked out around the blinds. There was nothing out there. Not on the fire escape, nor in the street. He squinted over to the rooftops on the other side of the road. 
 
    He turned to the girl. “Something to eat?” 
 
    She nodded, he could see distrust in her eyes, understandably. 
 
    “Wait there.” James went through to the kitchen, whiskey still in hand, and pulled out some of the jerky from the backpack from last night. He tossed it on the counter and opened the bottle. A large glug. It burned. First bite of the day always did, but that was the price that you paid, right? It tasted better as the day went on. And soon enough it wouldn’t matter what it tasted like. Another glug. Put the cap back on. He should leave the bottle behind and take the jerky to the girl. She was scared enough as it was. He didn’t need to be extra creepy and weird. Taking a bottle of water out of the fridge, he cracked that open instead. He took a swig and then took it and the jerky through to the living room. He gave them to the girl and returned to his seat on the chair. 
 
    “What do you remember?” He watched her while she chewed the dried meat. She was thinking about the question. Eventually, she shook her head.  
 
    James raised his eyebrows. “You either, huh?” 
 
    She shook her head again. “I remember my mum. We were at home. And then when I woke up I was alone.” 
 
    James nodded. That was no different from what had happened to him.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    AUGUST 
 
    Day 1 
 
      
 
    James had woken up that morning in his bedroom at his parent's farm. It was odd. His mum was an old fashioned farmers wife. He expected to be awoken by the stench of bacon at some ungodly hour, but he rolled over and looked at the time. Eight in the morning. He got up and washed quickly, but the farm was empty.  
 
    Maybe a problem out in the fields? Not likely. His old man would have woken him up. 
 
    He made himself a sandwich and waited. He assumed that they must have gone to town or something. Out in the fields. Feeding the animals.  
 
    But it was strange.  
 
    Hours went by. Eventually, he realised that they weren’t coming back. Not that day anyway. He’d tried to call the local police, but the phones were dead. He got in his car and drove to the local village—Hadling.  
 
    There was no one there.  
 
    Well. 
 
    There was one person there. A man. Had a gun. He was scared. Same as James was then. The small police station there was empty. It wasn’t locked up. He just walked in. Walked over to the desk and called out. There was a half-drunk coffee sitting there. There had to be someone. No answer. Maybe they were out the back? Perhaps there were some cells back there? He had no idea. He’d only been in the police station once or twice when he was a kid. Times when there had been trouble on the farm. Poachers. Kids. 
 
    He called out again. Hello? 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    He bypassed the desk and went to the back of the office. Knocked on the door. Called out again. Who was he kidding? There was no one there. He tried the door. It was locked. Didn’t mean anything though. He went over to one of the desks and picked up the phone.  
 
    Dead. 
 
    He dropped the receiver back on the cradle and went out into the street. He shouted. Hello. Is there anyone there? Help. 
 
    Help. 
 
    That’s when this guy had come around the corner. He staggering like a drunk. He squinted at James and called out something. It wasn’t intelligible. Not at that distance. James tried to ask him where everyone was. That was when he started waving a handgun about. He aimed it—badly—in James direction and fired.  
 
    Crack.  
 
    Crack. 
 
    James had ducked down. Shit his pants pretty much. Fuck, he’d never even seen a handgun in real life. Only on TV. In the movies. Where the fuck had this twat gotten it from? It crossed his mind to reason with him. He was probably just confused like James was. But then his flee instinct kicked in. He ran hard back to the car, threw himself in and headed back to the farm. Out of town. Away from people. 
 
    He needed time to think.  
 
    None of this made sense.  
 
    He got back to his parent’s farmhouse and went inside. He paced the living room. Flicked the TV on. Nothing. Just a blue screen running like there was never any channels to begin with. He tried the radio. Nothing but dead air. Damn it, why didn’t he have his mobile phone with him? 
 
    James threw himself on the sofa and stared at the ceiling for a few minutes. Relax. Think about it. He’d gone to bed. Slept. In his old room. His kid room. When he’d woken up his parents were out. He recounted the events to being in the village. Where everyone was gone. Just that guy with his gun.  
 
    Gun. 
 
    James sat and looked at the rifle cabinet on the wall. A single Remington was locked in there. He went through the house to his father’s office. He paused at the door. His dad hadn’t liked him going in there, not since he was a little kid. Work wasn’t for playing he used to say. He shook off the image of his dad sitting at the desk with his finger pointing up in the air like Little Jimmy was about to rush the room with his Action Man. Uh-uh, huh, he would say, wagging his finger.  
 
    His dad was the greatest man that ever lived, according to James, but he was a stickler for the rules. And it stuck. James was never comfortable with going to or in the office after that. Perhaps that was one of the reasons he’d moved to the city to find work instead of taking up the ol’ family business. 
 
    James went over to the desk and pulled the drawer open—the one in the middle. It had to be in one of those drawers. He moved papers erratically and shuffled things around.  
 
    He pushed the drawer closed and opened the one on the left. His dad’s bottle of Jameson rocked forward and cracked against the hardwood of the desk drawer. He lifted it out and stood it in front of him. Barely touched. His old man never did have much of a taste for the hard stuff. 
 
    James turned his attention back to the contents of the drawer. Stationary mostly. Pens and pencils. An old fashioned calculator. And there it was. The key to the rifle cabinet. He lifted it and kissed it. James stood, went to go back to the cabinet, when he paused and picked up the Jameson.  
 
    Back in the living room he tossed the bottle harmlessly to the sofa and opened the cabinet getting the rifle out. The cartridges were in the kitchen—that much he knew. Dad always said to keep everything in its place and then we all knew where it was. James shook his head and let out a little snort. 
 
    He checked the rifle over. It had been years since he’d been out shooting with his dad, but somethings are just like riding a bike. The gun was oiled. Of course it was. That was Dad. He went through the archway into the kitchen and pulled the box of cartridges out of the drawer. Just where they should have been. He placed them on the table and lay the rifle next to them.  
 
    At least he could defend himself. The gun wasn’t exactly good for self-defence. It was too unwieldy. To clumsy close up. Good for hunting. Rabbits, deer. Game hunting. Don’t kill anything you can’t eat, the old man used to say. But if nothing else it was a stunningly good deterrent. A big gun to wave at him. That guy from the town. Make him think twice before opening up on some kid looking for help. 
 
    It made him angry when people were like that. Especially around there. He was brought up there and taught to be friendly.  
 
    He snapped open the fridge and buried his face into it. He was hungry. Hadn’t thought about it. He pulled out the loaf of bread and tossed it on the table next to the gun. A packet of ham from the supermarket. He sliced the bread and made a dry sandwich. He really didn’t want to eat. But he had to. He pushed the fridge closed with the heel of his boot and wandered back into the living room chewing on the bread. What to do? 
 
    He slouched down to sit and picked the Jameson up, placing it on the coffee table. The one his mum had told his a thousand times to take his feet off.  
 
    “Damn it.” 
 
    Restless, he got up and went to the window. He looked out. The fields were doing well. The crops, tall. There was food there. But not for long. Not in the house. And the fields might have a lifetimes worth of food out there, but it needed farming.  
 
    James chewed on the last of the sandwich. He returned to the coffee table and absently twirled the cap from the bottle. He sniffed at the liquor. It had a pleasant sweetness to it. He tipped it to his mouth and swirled the warming liquid around, swallowing it back and grimacing as it stung the back of his throat. 
 
    James went back to the kitchen and put it on the table. He had to find out what had happened and waiting there wasn’t going to tell him. He looked out the window to the sun. It was already dropping in the sky. It would be dark soon enough. He didn’t have time to go anywhere or do anything before nightfall, and he certainly wasn’t about to leave the house after dark. Not that night.  
 
    He started getting things together, putting them on the table, making a kit of sorts. The best thing to do would be to wait until morning, load the car up and head back to Hadling. If there was still no one there—or worse, him with the gun was still there—then he could continue. Head back to London. Someone there must know what was going on. Have some idea about what happened to his parents.  
 
    They can’t have just disappeared. They must have gone out and been accosted by someone. The army? Made sense. Maybe someone had finally dropped the bomb or there had been some sort of bio-attack. Maybe they were safely in quarantine somewhere and he was trapped out there quickly dying of some cancer he didn’t know he had, caused by a war he didn’t know had started. 
 
    He picked the bottle back up. 
 
    Fucking hell.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    NOVEMBER 
 
      
 
    James frowned as he looked out of the window. Shortly after she’d eaten, the girl had gone back to sleep. She looked like she hadn’t slept all night. She probably spent the night sitting on the sofa watching him, as he slept. More like drifted into a stupor. Again.  
 
    She was shuffling in her sleep. Flopping about. He didn’t think there was anything wrong, but it’s not like he had a lot of babysitting experience. He looked at his watch. It had been three hours now. She looked like she was slowly waking up. He should feed her again. He didn’t know much about kids, but she must be hungry. God only knew how long she’d been out there.  
 
    He went back to the kitchen. Quietly, so as not to disturb her, and rolled the cap from the whiskey. James pursed his lips and lifted the bottle, taking a gulp. A long one. He placed the bottle down quietly and started putting things in their place. Everything should have a place. He smiled to himself. Opened the fridge and pulled out some water. Bread. He had found some par-baked shit in a Texaco last week. The gas on the oven didn’t work anymore, but he’d managed to make it edible with the microwave. He cracked the seal on the water bottle, poured half of it over a towel and wrapped the bread in it.  
 
    He popped the door of the microwave and put the bread in. The smell of it should make her waking more pleasant. Homely.  
 
    He shook his head. Who was he kidding? They existed in some fucked up post-apocalyptic horror show now. How was anything ever going to be right again? He picked the whiskey back up. Another swig. He twirled the timer on the microwave and switched it on, pushing the door of the kitchen to. He stopped the microwave before it pinged. 
 
    James took the warm bread and the rest of the water through to the girl and placed them on the table in front of her. While she was sleeping he’d silently removed his wall of empty spirit bottles and put them in the kitchen. She was sitting on the sofa, waiting. It was like she was afraid to move.  
 
    He sat back in the armchair and looked at the TV. Still blue. “So what’s your name?” He looked at her and tried to muster as much of a nice smile as he could. Placate her. Feign some bullshit normalcy. 
 
    “Ellie,” she said, quietly. 
 
    James nodded at her and stuck his hand out. “James,” he said. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    She returned the smile. It was weak but warm. He may have just broken down some of her walls. “So,” he said. “How did you get here?” 
 
    “I ran out of things at home to eat, and Mum never came back, so I left the house. I started walking toward the local shops, but I got turned around. I couldn’t work out where I was, and then I saw one of those things.” She looked down. “I call them white ghosts because they move so quietly.” Her voice trembled as she spoke. 
 
    James nodded. “White ghosts it is.” 
 
    “I ran, I don’t know if it saw me.” 
 
    It didn’t, or you’d be dead, James thought. 
 
    “I ended up here,” she said, half gesturing at the window. “They don’t see so well in the dark so I managed to avoid them. But I didn’t see any other adults. Mum said I should find a policeman if I got lost, but I couldn’t find one.” She glanced at James. “Then I heard you shouting out to distract the ghost.” She looked deeply into her bread. “Thank you. I waited. I hoped you come.” 
 
    James switched from the chair to the sofa and sat next to her. “It’s okay,” he said. “We’ll … look after each other.” He sat there for a moment, pondering his new responsibility. This was a turn-up. From drop out to longtime survivor to single parent. He hadn’t even gotten laid. He stared at blue on the TV screen. 
 
    And then it went off. 
 
    James snapped to his feet. “No,” he said. 
 
    “What?” Ellie didn’t move from where she was sitting. 
 
    “No,” he said again. James went over to the TV and flipped it off and on again. Nothing. He went out into the hallway and flipped the lights. Nothing. “Damn it.” He returned to the chair and sat. Nodding at the bread Ellie held he said, “Don’t get used to that. Powers gone.” 
 
    She looked at the bread, her face dropping. She thought for a second and then tore it in half, offering one part of the still-warm bread out to James.  
 
    He laughed. It was unconscious. An action of defeat. He took the bread and raised it like a toast Ellie. “To us,” he said. 
 
    “Us.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    AUGUST 
 
      
 
    When James packed up the car to leave his parent’s farm he took everything he could think of that would be useful. As it transpired, knowing what would be useful was something he didn’t, and packing a car full of crap was going to prove fundamentally useless anyway. He decided to head back to the village and quickly scout the area. He had the Remington should he need it, but after a day had passed he hoped that he wouldn’t run into the gun-toting twatwaffle again. Sure, it would be great to actually have someone to talk to, but not him. 
 
    Either way, once he was sure there wasn’t a whole bunch of people hiding in Hadling—for some reason that was beyond him at that point—then he would take the car and head back to the city. At least there he had his own flat, he knew the place like the back of this hand, and, of course, there was going to be a populous. People would be in the city, he reasoned. If Twatwaffle was in a village with a population of no more than a few hundred, then the city must have hundreds of people. It was simple math. He loaded his backpack into the passenger seat and the rifle—loaded with four cartridges—and the rest of the box—another six, in his pack. A couple of bottles of water and the rest of the bread, some meat from the fridge, a few cans of food and such. The back of the car was stocked with the clothes that he brought with him when he came up to visit and other useful stuff. He’d taken tools from the shed and other food stuffs—nothing frozen as the trip was going to take most of the day assuming he had to get into London. A couple of torches, batteries. He’d taken the photo of his parents that was framed on top of the TV in the living room—the one from their thirtieth wedding anniversary—and put it in the back with everything else. He was worried about his parents, but there had to be an answer to all this.  
 
    He left the homestead before ten. Got to the town a little after. 
 
    The town was as empty as it was the day before. He parked up on the street near the police station. James got out of the car and took the rifle, being sure to lock the doors. Just because there was no one around didn’t mean some arsehole would appear and try to steal it. The sun was high enough in the sky to beat down on him. “Fucking summer heatwave,” he muttered to himself, as he wiped the sweat off his face with his arm. The air con in the car didn’t work that well either, but it was a piece of shit when he bought it.  
 
    He slung the rifle over his forearm and carried it trying to look as much like a bad motherfucker as he could. If some twat wanted a piece of him, he at least wanted to make them think twice.  
 
    He walked down the middle of the street. There were no sounds of life—no noise of cars, working machinery, nothing to give him any indication that there were any people just doing normal things. Nothing. 
 
    He went over to the café and pushed the door open. The bell above the door clanked and made him jump. “Hello?” He called out, loud enough, but still pretty quietly. It was eerie. Creepy. 
 
    The wind was gentle in the air but the sound alien. It didn’t feel right. James headed back toward the car and got in. He waited there. Watching the town. The sky. There were no vapour trails. He was right in the flight path of Heathrow. 
 
    He had a sudden thought. 
 
    He got out of the car again and listened, stood there with his arm draped over the door. There were no sounds of birds. How had he missed it? He hadn’t even thought about the animals at home.  
 
    James slipped back into the seat of the car and slammed the door. Even from in the car he could tell that the slam echoed around the village like a bomb. He waited in case someone came charging out from inside one of the buildings and started calling out. Looking for help. Having answers. 
 
    Five minutes passed. 
 
    James started the engine and drove out of the village towards London. 
 
    He wanted to get there before dark. 
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    Navigating the motorway wasn’t a challenge. For the most part, the roads were completely clear heading into London. It made a mockery of this idea that maybe everybody just vaporized. He pulled the car up as he could see the city looming over the next off, to the M25. Opening the door, he stepped out and stood next to the car. It wasn’t legal to park there, but who was going to stop him, right? There was smoke rising from the city in the distance. It wasn’t the big black billows of an earthquake, but more a haze. More of a smog. He could smell it as much as see it. It bode well that there might be people there, however, smoke meant fire. Trouble. Looters?  
 
    He slipped back into the driver’s seat and checked the rifle was loaded correctly. Of course it was. It might have been a while but you don’t forget. He sat there and waited. Minutes went by. He wanted to head into the city so badly, but he also didn’t want any trouble. How bad could it be? He had the rifle if there was any and he still had a quarter of a tank of petrol in the car if needed to run. 
 
    He pulled the car onto the M25 and off at the next junction, headed down the centre of the four lanes, following the signs for the city. It was different with no other vehicles there. Last time he’d come this way there was blocked traffic stretched as far as the eye could see. There’d been a convention or something and thousands of people had piled in for the weekend. And now he was driving at twenty just because he could.  
 
    Below an underpass, he pulled the car up in the shade. He could see people in the distance and had to fight the urge to drive to them. There was trouble of some sort. He looked back the way he had come. Thought that maybe all this was a solidly bad idea and that he should high-tail it back to the farm. He could live out the rest of his life there. Alone. Without answers. Fuck. 
 
    James got out of the car and took the rifle. He walked slowly towards the people. A crowd. There was shouting. Fighting. He couldn’t see what or why. He stayed to the side of the motorway next to the crash barriers, and kept the gun low, but ready.  
 
    There were four, five—maybe six—people and they had circled around something in the centre of the road. Calling out like thugs, whooping and jeering. James hoped it wasn’t a person. He gripped the rifle tighter.  
 
    Then he flinched.  
 
    A gunshot.  
 
    The crack rang through the air and the people roared in delight. Whatever was in the middle of them now had a hole in it. James started to edge back toward the car. Nobody in England knew how to use a gun properly except farmers. And this lot sure as shit weren’t farmers.  
 
    Then there was a scream. A man. It didn’t sound like the strangulated call of someone just recently in ownership of a brand new hole.  
 
    And then the group scattered, revealing what they were stood around. James backed away quicker. He’d never seen anything like it. A monster. Pale. Pale and deformed. And pissed. He guessed that they’d put a bullet in it, and expected a more executionary result. One of the men that was attacking it was laying at the creatures … feet? … squirming and screaming. The pale monster had blood on it. It belonged the thug. 
 
    Another sound of a gunshot. Crack.  
 
    One of the guys that had scattered took another shot at the thing. He had a handgun. Big one, by the look of it. Crack. Again. Crack. 
 
    The thing just looked even more pissed.  
 
    James was backing toward the car as fast as his legs could subconsciously carry him when running backwards. He stumbled but didn’t lose his footing. 
 
    Then the thing was in the air. It leapt. It looked like a cat but covered ground fast. It landed on the one with the gun.  
 
    Crack. Crack.  
 
    The gunshots reigned out from underneath the thing before it brayed its head back and thrust down onto the guy. The gunshots stopped. So did his screams. Even from that distance, James could see the mouth of the creature widen like a snake, rows of teeth glistening in the light. It crunched its massive gape down on the guys face, its jaws closing through the bone, into his skull, destroying the brain, before pulling back. The guy's blood spewing out like the thing had just burst McDonalds ketchup packets while squeezing them. The torso—what was left of it after the creature had dropped all of its weight on it—of the man went limp, and the thing screamed out in some sadistic fucking joy. 
 
    One of the other men shrieked out. In horror, probably. He wasn’t even lucky enough to have a gun, and the poor fucker had drawn the attention of the creature. It looked up, looking at him. His friend's smushy goo coating the thing like a paint explosion. It let out a small squeal. Not so much of a screech, but a satisfied growl. A you’re-next sort of noise. Then it trotted over to him. It looked like a kitten scampering to a toy, and the stupid arsehole didn’t try to run. The creature rose on its hind legs, towering over him, before coming down and landing the guy in the chest. It brought its full force down on him, all its weight, on that one paw on his chest. He didn’t move after that. But James could see the paw of the creature disappear into the guy’s body as his chest plate gave in and crumbled under the weight of it. It lifted the paw, out of the guy's insides and fucking licked it like he was a tin of cat food. It lapped with its engorged tongue. Then it turned to another. There were still several of the gang watching it.  
 
    But they weren’t firing their weapons.  
 
    Just watching. 
 
    Like gormless fucking thick-bags. Fucking dead meat.  
 
    The creature jumped over to them. One of them did raise a gun, but the creature swiped at him, knocking it away. Its claw had ripped into his flesh, his arm being ripped off. James had never heard a scream like the one the man let out. Blood spewed from the stump. Poor fucker. He looked surprised and everything. The creature screeched in his face. Maybe it was pissed off at the noise he was making? Then it lurched forward, taking his face in its mouth. That was when everybody else started screaming.      
 
    James backed into the car, nearly falling over the bonnet. He ran around to the door and swung it open, throwing the gun onto the passenger seat and getting in. He didn’t mean to, it must have been the adrenaline, but he slammed the car door. The slam echoed around him, amplified by the underpass.  
 
    He stopped. Held his breath. He looked down the motorway lanes to the creature. It was staring at him. James felt for the keys. They weren’t in the ignition. He fumbled in his trouser pocket, never taking his eye from the thing. He pulled them out and jammed them into the car. The engine revved to life as the creature turned towards him. It slowly constricted, seeming to crouch into a ball before it …  
 
     … jumped. 
 
    The thing lifted into the air with some ease, flying at the car. It looked like some roided out Lovecraftian version of a fucking hellspawn. 
 
    James shifted the car into reverse and slammed his foot down on the accelerator. The car lurched backwards just as the thing landed right where the bonnet would have been. “Shit!”  
 
    James turned in the seat and looked out of the rear window of the car. He twisted the steering wheel from left to right, the car weaving as he struggled to keep it under control. He started to lose it, and the car started to spin. He jammed on the brakes and the car skidded to a halt, facing away from the creature. “Fuuuuuck,” he said, quietly. 
 
    James swivelled around in his seat. He couldn’t see it. It was gone. 
 
    A crash. James flinched, hunkering down in his seat as the roof of the car coved inwards. It was on the roof. He jammed the car into first and pushed his foot down on the pedal, hard. The vehicle moved away slower than he would have liked, and a wheel spin was out of the question with the additional weight on the roof dragging it.  
 
    James twisted the wheel from left to right, weaving the car across the motorway from side to side, having far more control over it than he did a few seconds before. The creature was lurching or sliding from one side of the car to the other, trying to stay on the roof, but having nothing to grip onto. James slammed the brakes on and twisted the wheel to lock on the right and the thing flew from the top of the car out in front of it as it drew to a stop. It rolled on the tarmac a couple of times coming to a halt righted and still staring at James.  
 
    He’d never seen anything like it. Not even in films. It had smooth skin and no real features. It was hairless. And there was one thing it certainly wasn’t.  
 
    Human. 
 
    James slammed his foot back on the accelerator, driving straight at it. It might total the car, but rather that than the thing get hold of him. Not after what it did to that thug back there. As the car was about to strike it, the thing leapt into the air, up and over the top of it. James didn’t stop. He took the opportunity to right the car’s direction and take it back down the motorway. He saw the creature land in the street behind him in the rearview. As soon as it landed it turned and went back after the people that it was with before. 
 
    James was shaking all over. He dare not stop the car and continued on the motorway. He decided quickly that running into whatever that was when he was alone was probably going to be the end of him. Just … the sheer size of it.  
 
    He swallowed back the spit that wouldn’t stop flooding his mouth and kept the car on the road that circled the city. Maybe driving back into the middle of nowhere with those things on the loose wasn’t the most life-prolonging thing to do. Find another way into the city. Find the people.  
 
    At least there were people.  
 
    He found himself on a long stretch of the motorway. There were no turns, no overpasses. He could see for a mile or so in each direction and felt safe stopping the car. He was still hunched with the roof caved in. He pulled over and turned the engine off, leaving the keys in the ignition. There was no sound. Not for miles. He couldn’t hear people, birds, nothing. He felt his shaking ease. Maybe he was safe here for a few minutes at least. He checked around, through the windows to make sure he couldn’t see that thing. Sure he was alone, he tried the door. It wouldn’t open. The damage to the roof must have buckled it. He tried the window. Same. James crawled across into the passenger seat and opened that door. He got out and took the Remington. He had already decided in his mind that he was never going anywhere without it.  
 
    Not that the thing seemed phased by being shot. But maybe they missed it? Maybe. What the hell was it? Where had it come from? James looked around in a circle before feeling suddenly queasy and vomiting on the road. His legs felt weak, but being outside helped. The air was clean at least, and although it was warm, it was refreshing. He leaned against the bonnet and looked out over the wasteland—greenbelt, he thought to himself—between the motorway and the first sets of buildings. He took stock. Was there more of them? Were they why the people had gone? It—they—couldn’t have wiped everyone from the face of the earth like that—so maybe the people had gone into hiding? But that didn’t make sense either. Mum and Dad wouldn’t have abandoned him. 
 
    Not without a choice at least. 
 
    He looked at the ground. This wasn’t a promising turn of events. He leaned the rifle against the car and looked at the roof. There were definite imprints where the thing had landed. The roof was warped, but it was fine. It just needed to get him to the city centre. Once he was in his flat he could work out what to do next.  
 
    Unless he found others on his way.  
 
    Get some answers. 
 
    James got back in the car and started the engine. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    NOVEMBER 
 
      
 
    The idea of leaving the flats, probably for good, wasn’t one that appealed. James looked out the window as he considered his options.  
 
    The power had been out for a couple of days now and they were short on food. They’d done their best to entertain each other, but what did he know about kids? He’d seen a couple of the ghosts—as Ellie had called them—over the two days, but no other activity. There had to be more people out there. More survivors. But after what he saw when he first arrived, more survivors might not be the answer. 
 
    Ellie looked around the blind carefully, watching out of the window. James was watching her from the door to the hallway. She was a good kid, but this was going to be … difficult. They had to leave. Without power, the battery chargers were useless. The torches would stop working soon. There was no refrigeration. Everything was about to stop working. He’d hoped that it would come back on after it went off—like the street lights—but it didn’t. The power was gone and they were going to be trapped in here in the dark if anything happened. 
 
    The answer? 
 
    James could only make a guess. Why should he be the one to have the answers? He was barely an adult himself. He looked at the girl again. He missed his mum. Her and dad would know what to do. He returned to the kitchen and filled his backpack with the food that they had, a few bottles of water, the torch. What batteries they had left. He’d tested all of them in the light and made sure that he wasn’t taking anything they didn’t need. He’d packed Ellie’s bag too. She didn’t have anything that she hadn’t arrived with, so that was easy enough, but he’d put a little food in there and one bottle of water, in case they got separated. He hoped it wasn’t too heavy. 
 
    He returned to the living room. Ellie turned to him and gave one of her little smiles. She was happy enough and felt safe, but was uncomfortable and didn’t know what to say. Even after only a couple of days, he was used to that. He returned the smile. “Anything out there?” 
 
    She shook her head.  
 
    “Good.” He sat on the sofa next to where she had taken her spot. He patted the cushion and she came over and sat next to him. “You doing okay?” 
 
    She nodded. “What are we going to do without power?” 
 
    He put his hand on her shoulder. He was no good at this. No practice. “We’ve got to leave. We need to find somewhere that either has power or we can move more freely around than here. Somewhere we’ll be safe at night.” 
 
    She nodded slowly. Thoughtfully.  
 
    “Other people?” she asked. 
 
    James dropped his head to one side quickly. “Perhaps. I don’t trust other people—” 
 
    “Me either,” she interrupted.  
 
    “No. I’d rather find somewhere the ghosts aren’t and we can make a home for a while.” He dropped his chin to his chest. “But I need to find out what happened to everyone. To my parents. Yours. Our families. And maybe people are the only way we’re going to work that out.” He looked at Ellie to make sure she understood. 
 
    She was nodding. She understood. Whether she agreed with it or not was a different matter. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    James shrugged. “We’ve either got to travel during the day and fight any of the ghosts that we come across, or we travel silently at night. Either way, we’ve not got it easy if we run into anything.” 
 
    “Or anyone.” 
 
    “Or anyone,” he echoed. He stood and rested his head in the crease of his arm as he leaned against the side of the window. “I say night.” He looked at Ellie. 
 
    She nodded. “We’ll be okay.” 
 
    She always seemed to know the right thing to say. So very grown-up. “How old are you?” James realised he’d never actually asked.  
 
    She smiled, a little shy. “I’m ten soon.” 
 
    James nodded. “Let me know when, and we’ll have a birthday dinner.”  
 
    “Promise?” For the first time since they met, James felt like he was seeing the real her. Not a little girl hiding behind trauma and fear.  
 
    “So we go tonight?” 
 
    “’Kay.” 
 
    “I think we should try to get out of the city. I’ve been here long enough to know that most of the people that we’re going to bump into are just going to …” He stopped himself before he said kill. “… take our stuff.” 
 
    “But what about finding out?”  
 
    “We need to be safe first.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    But they would need a car, and his was long gone.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    AUGUST 
 
      
 
    After his little run-in with what appeared to be some interdimensional, possibly alien creature, James was coming into London from a different direction. He was approaching the off for the final drag and was still keeping a vigilant eye out for that thing. It crossed his mind that he should feel sorry for the people that were fighting it when he arrived, but they were less fighting it and more whooping arseholes that got themselves killed.  
 
    Maybe one or two of them escaped? 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    Give a shit, he thought to himself. 
 
    He pulled onto the ramp at only a few miles per hour. He trundled the car around to stop facing the first buildings. The city stood. It was on fire, but it was standing. There were a few abandoned cars there. They lined the side of the motorway—most of them facing the other way. It wasn’t a good sign that most people were leaving the city. 
 
    Or trying to. 
 
    James climbed across and got out of the car. He surveyed the cityscape. There was smoke coming from a few different places. From this distance, the city looked unchanged from when he’d left only a few days ago. But he knew it was different. 
 
    He got back in and drove towards the buildings. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The city was abandoned. There were a few cars in the streets, but they were all parked in the kerbs and not crashed up against each other, blocking the way. It didn’t make sense … everyone must have been rounded up and taken, by the government or something. He stopped in the middle of the street. The shops on the side were all closed up. Dark on the inside. The traffic signals still worked. He even caught himself stopping at a red light, before remembering that he didn’t have to.  
 
    He leaned forward and looked up the buildings. The sun had moved across the sky and was on its descent. It wouldn’t be dark for hours, but he still wanted to get back to his flat as soon as he could. He wanted to feel safe. Comfortable. Be somewhere familiar. He continued, slowly.  
 
    He turned onto Church Street and instinctively slammed the brakes on. He wasn’t going fast enough to cause a skid. Some guy ran across the street in front of him. Just a regular looking guy, black trousers—tracksuit, or something, beige jacket. He was doing that half run that people do when they try to cross the street when they shouldn’t. He didn’t even look up. He just continued across like it was any other day and ducked into the building on the other side. A block of flats. James slammed his hand on the wheel letting the horn blare out. He kept it there, the sound ringing around the buildings. The guy didn’t come back out. “Damn.” James turned the engine off and scooted across the seat to the passenger side. He stopped himself before opening the door and turned back across the car, pulling the keys from the ignition. He got out and took the rifle. He flicked the door of the car shut as he took off in the direction of the flats, pressing the button on the key fob to lock it as he went. He ran across the street and to the doors of the building. He waited, getting his breath.  
 
    And then he heard it. 
 
    A screech rose from high in the air. Something between an eagle and a bear. Something terrifying. James ducked his head down as it cut through the air, and looked up the side of the building opposite. The sun was behind the building but he could make out the silhouette of the creature on the roof. He ducked into the building and slammed the door behind him. He could hear footsteps above him. He ran over to the stairwell and looked up. He could see the guy going up, two steps at a time. 
 
    “Hey,” James shouted. “I wanna talk to you.” 
 
    He didn’t stop. 
 
    James started after him, giving only the quickest of glances back to the front door. He wondered if that thing was going to be able to get through. Who was he kidding? He went up, two steps at a time, same as the guy, but quicker. He was gaining on him, three floors ahead of him when he started. James was on the second floor when he heard a door open on the stairwell above him and then slam. He went up another three floors and tried the door. It opened. James looked out, one way and then the other. Nothing. Just a corridor of doors. He went out and listened. There was nothing to indicate this was even the right floor.  
 
    Then came a crash. Breaking glass. Lots of it.  
 
    It was coming from one of the rooms towards the end of the corridor. Then a scream. A man. A gunshot. Just one. It wasn’t a big shot, either. A handgun, probably. Fuck. James wasn’t used to all this shit. The shot was followed by the ambient noise of struggling. James started running down the corridor towards it. He stopped a couple of doors down and listened. Not this one. Down to the next. It was in there. He could hear things breaking—fighting—definitely a man. James tried the door handle. It didn’t open. 
 
    All or nothing. 
 
    He took a step back and brought his boot hard down just to the right of the door handle, splintering the wood with ease—low rent flats with low rent softwood doors—and watched as the door swung open. He could see through to the living space … windows … sofa … a TV, there was a short corridor before it, and a couple of doors leading off. Then the guy from the stairs crashed backwards across the living space, in from the left of James’s view and out of the right. James raised the rifle to his shoulder. Walked forward towards the room at the end. 
 
    Then that creature came. It pushed through the flat with ease, knocking the sofa out of its way. It stopped as it came into James’ view, and looked at him, but only briefly, quickly turning its attention back to the guy in front of it. James stared down the rifle at it. His finger was nestled against the trigger. The creature rose and fell softly as it breathed, its whole body moving up and down. It was hunched on all fours like a wolf waiting to pounce. James pulled the trigger.  
 
    The crack of the gun echoed throughout the flat, deafening James. He flinched down, taking his eyes from the beast as the pain from the noise seared in his head. He realised he had looked away from it, and brought his head up. It was gone. James grabbed the bolt of the gun and cocked it. The spent cartridge flipped from the side of the rifle and clattered on the hardwood floor. He brought it back up against his shoulder. “Are you okay?” he called. No reply. There wasn’t any sound coming from either side of the opening. James was breathing hard. Heart thumping. He tried to slow it down. All he could hear was the blood rushing in his ears sounding like a corpse being dragged across gravel. He took a cautious step forward. And then another. With each step, he revealed more of the room.  
 
    There was a spray of blood on the light cream carpet fanning out to the sofa. It was in line with where he had aimed, shot. He must have hit the thing, but he hadn’t killed it. It was still in there somewhere.  “Can you hear me? Can you see the creature?” His own words sounded muted in his head. The buzzing in his ears constant. 
 
    Still nothing. Fuck. He stepped to the opening, a glance around each side of it, and seeing no sign of the creature he turned the corner towards where the guy had gone, rifle still raised. His legs were laying on the floor, the carpet around them smothered in goo, blood red, sticky looking. There was no body attached. That was on the chair in the corner. From the end of the legs, bits of the man were spewed out of the crotch area. Long, winding things that James could only guess as to what their use was. The same was true for the rest of the body. There was a landing strip of blood from the legs to the chair, and bits of shit that should have been attached to the dude were strewn everywhere. The rank metallic stink of copper and iron filled the small space, even with the room … ventilated. James recoiled. His stomach clamped downwards on whatever he had inside him and pushed it up and out. He doubled over and vomited into the gore, his acid, puke and bile mixing in with John Doe’s innards. Then James realised that the creature might be behind him, on the other side of the room, and he spun, bringing the gun up to an aim in a single movement. The other half of the room was empty too. James sucked a lungful of air in, slowly, and then released it. He lowered the gun and looked back to the John Doe on the floor … and the chair. Maybe this was his flat. It seemed likely. Maybe he was just doing what James intended on doing and was returning home to regroup. One thing was for sure. He was never going to know. Not now. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    He leaned the gun up against the wall. The window on the far side of the room was broken. Glass all over the carpet. It was how the creature had gotten in. Must have been how it left too. He crouched next to the blood from the things wound, the spray on the carpet. It was red, but not like human blood. It was like it had been watered down to a milky pink. But it was gelatinous, sort of, gooey. Spunky. He reached toward it before stopping himself. Did he really want to know that badly what creature-goo felt like? It could be carrying a disease, or be made of some alien acid shit. He stood back up and retrieved his gun from the wall. Went over to the window. He looked out carefully. He didn’t want to stick his head out and have it torn off like a ragdoll, and it wasn’t the sort of window that was supposed to be opened either. No ledge. The thing had just jumped through—probably from the opposite building—crashing straight into the room. And, he guessed, had left that way too. He looked down, steadying himself with one hand on the window frame. He’d never been a fan of heights. He could see his car. The dent in the roof didn’t look so bad from up here.  
 
    He turned back into the room and tried not to look at the corpse halves. Or the bits. Fuck, the inside of a person smelled strong. Stronger than he had imagined it would. It wasn’t settling well in his stomach. Made him want to chuck again.  
 
    James straightened himself and breathed in through his mouth. Time to man up. Who knew what else he was going to uncover in the days to come? He quickly looked around the room to see if there was anything of use. He looked at the bits of John Doe once or twice as he did, aware that—if this was his flat—then he was stealing, or looting, pillaging perhaps from the dead.  
 
    The very recently dead.  
 
    Needs must. 
 
    He left the living room and looked through the doors in the corridor. One was a bedroom. It wasn’t clean or particularly fresh smelling. The muster of dirty linen hit him as he opened the door. The underlying stank of it being a bachelor pad. Wank smells. There was another door coming off it on the far side—the bathroom, he assumed. He was certainly in no hurry to see that. The other door in the corridor was into the kitchen. A small bijou affair with a couple of cupboards, a fridge, and a cooker. He opened the fridge and then closed it again without looking. He wasn’t hungry. The smell saw to that. 
 
    And it was a little … ghoulish. 
 
    He went back out into the hallway and waited for a few moments, centring himself. Today was turning out to be … interesting, to say the least. He took a deep breath and held it for a moment. He closed the door to the flat before he breathed out. He went back to the lobby of the building. He opened the outside door slowly, just a crack. There was nothing on top of the building opposite. Maybe it had gone? Maybe it could scale a building? 
 
    He scolded himself for thinking like that.  
 
    James pulled the door open further and leaned out. He could see the car. It was still there and intact. That was something. He stepped out into the street, looking around and upwards, trying to catch a glimpse of the creature. Try to find out where it was. There was nothing. 
 
    He cocked his head and lowered the rifle a little, pushing his hand into his pocket and retrieving the key fob. Walking across the street, he kept a lookout, but he was home free for now. Whatever that creature was, he might not have killed it outright, but he scared it off. That meant that he hurt it.  
 
    It was something. 
 
    He pressed the button on the fob and the car unlocked with a click-clack and a single beeeeep. James stopped. He looked around.  
 
    And then from above came the screech. Eagle-Bear. James looked up. The creature had breached the top of the building opposite the one he had just exited. It started over the lip of the building, holding itself up by the ledge. Then it dropped to the fire escape. It was already too close for comfort. 
 
    James turned on his heel and started running toward the car. 
 
    The thing screamed again. 
 
    James reached the door of the car, realising that he’d come to the driver's door out of instinct. He rattled the handle anyway, but it didn’t budge. He glanced up as he started to run around the back of the car to the passenger door.  
 
    The creature was in the air. Freefalling toward the street below.  
 
    James flung open the car door and jumped in headfirst. He snagged the gun on the chassis, dropping it to the tarmac. He righted himself and looked at the creature as it landed on the street, caving the tarmac under its weight. The two of them stared into each other's eyes for a second, before he picked the rifle up and slammed the door, throwing himself across the seats and fumbling the key into the ignition. Under the crushed roof. Lying across the car. He turned the key. The engine roared to life.  
 
    Another screech came from outside, but James couldn’t see the creature, he was too low behind the dash. He pulled the car into first and pushed his hand down on the accelerator, steering with the other hand, blindly. The car lurched into motion. James tried to keep the wheel straight. The street was long, and if he could keep it from mounting the pavement he might be able to make some distance between— 
 
    There was a crunch, the sound of bending metal. 
 
    He looked up. The roof of the car had buckled further in. The creature was on the roof. 
 
    Again. 
 
    He let go of the accelerator and got up on one elbow, enough to see out of the windscreen. The car lurched as it bounced off the kerb and was flung towards the other side of the street. James overcompensated and the car weaved, dropping in speed all the time. 
 
    He pulled himself up to sitting and slid his legs down in the seat, pushing his foot on the pedal, as the creature slammed one of its extremities down of the windscreen. Could have been a hand. Could have been a foot.  
 
    A paw. 
 
    James yanked the steering wheel unconsciously as the windscreen cracked but didn’t smash. He felt the car mount the path, and then slide down the wall of a building. Another bump as the car left the path, and another screech. 
 
    The creature sounded pissed. 
 
    More pissed. 
 
    Fucked off. 
 
    James leant across the car to see out the unbroken side of the windscreen in time to see a wall careening toward him. He dragged the wheel hard to the right, and the car started to spin, the creature losing its grip and falling away, and then the car sideswiping the wall, slamming to a stop.  
 
    James rocked back and forth. Something was running down his face. His nose was numb. He looked to his side, towards the creature just righting itself in the middle of the street. The side window was gone. Shattered. Broken away. There was nothing between it, and him. He tried the door. Still stuck. The creature was upright. It was weighing him up. It looked like it was enjoying watching him squirm.  
 
    James looked at the passenger door. Wedged closed against the building. He turned the key in the ignition and the engine turned over once and then died. He looked back at the creature. 
 
    Somehow it looked smug. 
 
    James swallowed the blood in his mouth. 
 
    He pulled the gun from the passenger side and leaned it against the door, pointing out the window. It was at a strange angle, he couldn’t aim down it.  
 
    The creature seemed to recognise the weapon. It had a look in its eyes, something beyond animalistic intent. Something almost human. Well, fuck that, he thought, pointing it as best he could.  
 
    The creature charged. 
 
    James fired. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    NOVEMBER 
 
      
 
    James stood at the door in the lobby, looking out into the street. It was dark. There was nothing out there. “So, we’re gonna be quiet as mice, right?” He whispered for effect. 
 
    Ellie nodded behind him. “East,” she said. “To the edge of the city.” 
 
    James turned to her and crouched to her height. “We’ll be at my parent’s farm in a few days. We just need to get out of the city. There weren’t any ghosts beyond the city boundary when I arrived.” 
 
    Although she nodded, Ellie said, “But that was long ago.” 
 
    It was. James knew that. But what choice did he have? They couldn’t stay in the city, not now, not indefinitely. They had to find somewhere those creatures weren’t. “I know. You gonna trust me?” 
 
    Ellie smiled. “Yeah.” 
 
    “So we move quiet and quick. I can’t hold on to you the whole time, so I want you to stay behind me and close. If you have to call out to me, do. But only if it’s an emergency.” 
 
    She was nodding along with his instructions. 
 
    He tugged on her backpack, strapped tight to her back. “You got everything?” She did. It was rhetorical. He’d packed her bag, the same as his own, he knew what they had. It wasn’t much, but it was enough for now.  
 
    “Yes,” she whispered. 
 
    James stood and slung his pack on his back. He picked up the rifle and winked at her. Turning, he opened the door. Quietly. 
 
    James had spent the day reassuring Ellie that everything was going to be okay and that they would be fine. He needed to listen to his own words though. He didn’t know what was going to happen. He reckoned that it was going to take them a day to walk to the edge of the city. Then spend the following day holed up somewhere dark. Then try to find transport.  
 
    But Ellie was right. He didn’t know what might be outside the city limits. Were there going to be creatures out there? The town near the farm was deserted. Maybe these things had wiped out the population and moved on? Fuck it. Maybe they were going to be everywhere. Reproducing. All he could hope for was the best. He took a deep breath. Do it for the girl, he thought to himself. He wasn’t expecting her, but she had sparked some sort of hope, deep down inside him. 
 
    They left the building and James kept a constant vigil on the rooftops above. He kept making sure he knew where Ellie was too. He could hear her moving—she wasn’t as quiet as he was—but quiet enough. Hopefully. He kept the rifle down, but ready. 
 
    There was a nagging in the back of his mind. Sometime in the next day or so, he was going to have to find a car. He didn’t know how to jack a car—no film in the world had taught him that. He didn’t want to break in through a window, either. Too noisy. Too unpredictable. And he preferred the security a car with a window gave, even if it was only superficial.  
 
    He stopped at the corner of the building and held his hand out behind him to stop Ellie. She took his hand as if that was what it was for. Didn’t understand the signal. But she was warm. It made him feel better. Purposeful. 
 
    He squeezed her hand and looked around the buildings. The city in silence was strange, even now. James let go of her hand and the two of them started across the road.  Halfway across, he stopped. He looked into the night. There was something wrong. He could smell something.  
 
    Gas. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    He beckoned Ellie forward and started to move a little quicker. He had to keep a slow pace so she could keep up, and she was more likely to make a mistake if they ran, but he wanted to be clear of the smell. It could be a ruptured main. Maybe something else. Either way, he couldn’t fire the gun in the middle of a gas cloud, just in case. They reached the other side of the street and down Turner Road. There were a few shops on the side of the street, plundered, by himself no less, and then a long row of tall houses. They were all attached, but most of them had basements. He could have avoided this street and taken a circle around that would have been easier to navigate, but would have added an hour or more onto their journey and he wanted out as quickly as possible.  
 
    James reached the end of the shops and the first basement. He looked over into the pitch-black hole. It was a redundant gesture. If there was a creature down there, he wasn’t going to see it. He’d be dead before he had time to raise the gun and then Ellie would be next. He took her hand and pulled her up next to him and they walked along hand in hand.  
 
    Hope. 
 
    It was all he had left. 
 
    They reached the end of the street and the next intersection. The smell of gas was still in the wind, but far enough gone that he didn’t worry so much anymore. They stopped in a doorway and James turned and crouched, bringing his face close to hers. “You okay?” he whispered.  
 
    Ellie nodded. “It’s cold out here.” 
 
    “We just need to get through this.” It was cold. He wrung his fingers together and took her hands in his. She was warmer than he was. “You’re okay,” he added.  
 
    He stood and turned back to the street.  
 
    Something didn’t feel right. He’d been here ten … twenty times in the last few weeks. There was something … off. He couldn’t quite place his finger on it though. He raised the gun and looked down the sight, scanning from one building to another. He stopped on the building on the opposite corner—a chemist—windows broken and the door kicked in. He was sure he saw movement. A ghost? Maybe.  
 
    Then a light. 
 
    Deep within the shop. It was only quick. A flash. Like someone had switched on a torch by accident and turned it off again, straight away. People.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    He crouched without taking his eyes from the shop. It had been so long since he had even seen anyone, he was beginning to wonder if they’d all fled the city and he and Ellie were the last of them. Avoid, or contact? It would have been a serious question a week ago when he was alone, but now, with Ellie … “There’s someone over there,” he whispered. “We’re gonna run, okay?” 
 
    She rested her hand on his hip, letting him know that she was there and paying attention. “Okay.”  
 
    James stood, and lowered the gun. He squeezed her hand and then let her go. “You stay close, you hear?” 
 
    He took one step forward.  
 
    A loud crack. 
 
    Whoosh. 
 
    The street was lit. A bright light encompassed them, suddenly every inch of the street was visible in a red glow. James staggered back, surprised, nearly knocking Ellie from her feet. Pushing the two of them back into the doorway. What the fuck? He looked up. A flare. Someone had fired a fucking flare into the street.  
 
    No. 
 
    He turned without thinking and scooped Ellie up in his arms and started running.  
 
    His only thought: 
 
    Run toward the darkness.  
 
    He bolted around the corner. Away from the chemist. Ellie was heavy, along with the rifle, his pack, her pack. She curled her arms around his neck and squeezed. He could feel the fear pounding through her. 
 
    Another crack. 
 
    This time a ping as a bullet thudded into the brickwork a few feet in front of them as they ran. What was going on? James started weaving. He was getting closer to the darkness. He could see an alleyway nestled between two buildings. It was so close it taunted him.  
 
    And then he heard it. 
 
    The screech of a ghost. On the air. In the air. It was close. Wherever it was it could see him.  
 
    Another crack. 
 
    The fuckers were still shooting at him.  
 
    There was a crash on the street somewhere behind him. The ghost had come down from a building and was behind him. The alley. He was so close. He could feel the darkness. Wanted the comforting warmth of the blackness so badly.  
 
    He almost felt the ground shake as the creature had leapt towards him and landed. It was so close he could almost smell it.  
 
    He was there. His heart was hitting the inside of his chest like a jackhammer. His lungs burned. He was good at stealth now. Hadn’t done much cardio in the last few weeks though.  
 
    He turned the corner, throwing himself into the darkness, losing his footing, rolling in the air and landing on his back—holding Ellie tight on his chest. The rifle clattered across the ground. His pack bent his spine to an unnatural angle. He grunted in pain but didn’t have the luxury to stop or think. He used his feet to push them further into the dark. Get out of the red glow of the flare. Ellie fought herself free of his instinctual grip scurrying away deep into the dark. James rolled on his side and reached out for the rifle. He couldn’t see it. 
 
    “Back.” Ellie was half whispering, half calling, fear in her voice. James looked. His feet were still in the light. The creature was there in the mouth to the street. Bathed in light. James pulled his feet in and scooted back, close to the girl. As he reached her, she wrapped her arms around his shoulders, pulling on him, trying to help get him to safety. But the creature didn’t approach. It knew not to come into the darkness. It knew he had the advantage there. At least, that was how James read it. 
 
    It didn’t know he’d dropped his only weapon. If it did, would it have made a difference? Would it come into the darkness if it knew he was unarmed? Find him by feel? Rip the two of them to pieces for whatever reason it was compelled to kill for … 
 
    James looked around the floor quickly. He saw the rifle nestled up against a dustbin laying on its side.  
 
    Another crack.  
 
    The ghost turned away from the alleyway and leapt into the air, James losing sight of it. He breathed hard. Every inch of him aching. Burning.  
 
    Crack. 
 
    Screech. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    What was happening? James put his whole body between Ellie and the street. Got up onto all fours and waited. The gun was close, but he didn’t want to move for it. Not until the flare died down. Not until he knew what had happened to the creature. It could be just there. Around the corner. Waiting.  
 
    The flare had arced in the sky and was dissipating. It flickered away and slowly the street returned to the blackness of before. James crawled forward and picked up the rifle, before scooting back into the alley. “Are you okay—are you hurt?” He took Ellie by the shoulders and looked over her.  
 
    “No,” she said, quietly.  
 
    James nodded. He was shaking. “Okay. Cool. Cool.” He turned back to the street and edged his way towards the mouth of the alley. He had the rifle down to his side. At the edge of the building, he watched. The mouth of the alley was no more darkened than anything else. Not with the streetlights gone. He could see a hardware store on the other side of the street. There might have been movement—it was hard to tell. He glanced around. The ghost was gone. Had they shot at it too? He looked up and around the tops of the buildings. No sign of it. He went back to Ellie and took her hand. “We have to go.” He motioned down the alley. “This way.” She stood and the two of them started to pick their way carefully down between the buildings. There were litter and rubbish all over the ground. James was trying to find the path of least noise. It made it slower going, but with that creature about … 
 
    “Wait.” A man’s voice came from behind them. 
 
    James turned, pulling Ellie behind him and raising the rifle. 
 
    The man had his hands out, passively. He was wearing all black. It made it hard to see his form, see if he was holding anything. “Whoa,” he said. “No, don’t shoot.” He spoke quietly but loud enough for James to hear him. He was talking too loud, in James’s opinion. He had an accent that James wasn’t used to. Not from these parts. “Look,” the man continued. “Sorry. We didn’t mean to fire on you. The sudden movement. One of my guys just took the shot. We were trying to flush out the monster. Knew it was up there.” He gently lowered his hands. “We need to go,” he said. He looked up the side of the building. “It’ll be back. Please.” He waved James forward. “We don’t mean you harm. We have supplies. Food.” He stepped forward so that James could see him a little better. His eyes were sad. “Safety,” he said. 
 
    James lowered his gun a little.  
 
    “The girl …” He looked down at her, around James. “She must be tired.” 
 
    James looked over his shoulder to her. She was peering out towards the man. She wasn’t tired from travelling, but they were both tired. Safety. James mulled the concept over in his head. Sure, his flat was safe—as safe as he thought anything might be. He lowered the gun completely and nodded at the man.  
 
    He let out an audible sigh. “Stanny,” he said. “I’m Stanny.” 
 
    “James.” 
 
    “Come.” He turned back in to the street and hurried out of sight. 
 
    James quickly crouched to Ellie’s level. “What do you think?” 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    “Let’s give them a few minutes.”  
 
    She nodded. 
 
    James took her hand and the two of them followed Stanny across the street to the hardware store. Inside the door, there was a clear path through the wreckage that was once stock. They followed him to the back of the shop where he waited with two other men. One was tall, stocky. He looked good in a fight. The other was stringier. Glasses.  
 
    “We’ll do introductions later.” Stanny picked up a rifle. It looked more powerful than James’s. “Come on.” He turned and left through the rear of the shop. Stocky followed, but Stringy looked at James for a second with a frown. Distrusting, looking. His gaze dropped to Ellie and his demeanour changed. He smiled at her, before standing. “Come on,” he whispered. He was talking to her, and not James. South London accent. 
 
    James squeezed her hand a little tighter. When Stringy had turned away and was on his way through the door, James leaned down and quickly whispered, “Stay close. I don’t trust them.” 
 
    “Me either,” she responded. Even quieter. 
 
    The two of them followed the three men through the building and out into a small alley at the rear of the building. The three men walked in single file. Military-like. They got to the end of the alley and it was all hand signals. James could make out what they seemed to mean. Start, stop, drop, quiet. Simple enough. He kept a hold of Ellie and stayed at the back, a little further away from Stringy who was taking up the rear of the three of them, at a distance enough that he could raise and fire the Remington is he needed to. They crossed the street into another building. Walked silently in the shadows. Ran quietly across the open. Not a bad plan. James followed suit. A slow run across the street, keeping Ellie close. Into a building where the three of them waited.  
 
    As soon as James and Ellie joined them, they started walking again. Deeper into the building. It looked like any other building on the outside, but inside was more factory-like. Probably the location of some small business … in another time. They followed, across a manufacturing floor and through the doors at the back. Everything had a pathway cleared through it. All the doors open.  
 
    Better to move in silence than have doors to keep out the ghosts, James supposed. It was organised, he’d give them that. Everything that was there was useless, too. Anything of use stripped out and taken. He was surprised he hadn’t bumped into them before. They weren’t that far from the flat. 
 
    Out the back of the building. Into the next. They’d created a labyrinthine route through buildings, under cover, and silent to navigate. James nodded in appreciation, whilst trying to keep an eye on landmarks through windows and at the ends of alleyways when they passed between buildings. He wanted to make sure that he knew roughly where they were in case he and Ellie needed to leave in a hurry. 
 
    It wasn’t beyond him that they could be fucking psychos. 
 
    After walking in silence for maybe thirty minutes, the five of them came to a small factory. It was stood on a small patch of ground in the middle of a residential area in the city. Grass all around it. Lonely looking. They came out of one of the buildings in the trail and it was there on the other side of the street. Stanny waited until they were all together.  
 
    “Home,” he said to James, beckoning the building. 
 
    James acknowledged him with a move of his head but didn’t speak. It didn’t look much. It wasn’t fortified. 
 
    Stanny turned and waved them all forward, starting across the street towards the front door, wedged open. Stocky followed him closely and then Stringy. James glanced around first, up the sides of the buildings as well. Then he and Ellie hurried across the street and in through the door.  
 
    The inside of the building was barren. It had been completely cleaned out. It wasn’t habitable, but there was also nowhere to hide. Stanny was standing near the middle of the room with his two men. James looked around warily. Before he got too close to them, he said, “What is this? Where is this … safety?” 
 
    Stanny stamped on the ground, the floor below him making a hollow clanking sound. He smiled at James. “Trust me.” He stood away from the metal hatch into the floor and it opened from the inside. Another man—big dude, too. He looked at Stanny and his men with some recognition, although didn’t speak, and then looked at James and Ellie. His face dropped a little. He raised his eyebrows and looked at Stanny for something. Stanny raised his head knowingly and then the guy retreated into the hatch. Stanny followed and beckoned James and Ellie through. 
 
    James hesitated for a second. An underground fortification? Sure, why not? But it felt like it was … final somehow. One door in, one door out. He looked down to his hand, holding onto Ellie’s. Fuck. What choice did he have? 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    Stanny waved at him to get his attention back, gesturing for them to follow. James nodded. He went down first, followed by Ellie. It was a steep metal stepladder below the hole. It led down into a brightly lit bunker. Very organised.  
 
    Stringy and Stocky followed down, with Stocky closing the hatch behind them and dropping four industrial bolts across it.  
 
    James turned to speak to Stanny, but he had his finger up to his lip.  
 
    Hush. 
 
    Stanny beckoned them forward and they all went through a doorway into a small room. Stanny closed the door behind them and then crossed the room to the only other doorway on the other side of the room, letting them out into a corridor beyond.  
 
    James could then hear music. 
 
    Stanny closed the door and knocked on it. “It’s an airlock, if you like. For sound.” 
 
    James frowned. 
 
    “So we can make as much noise as we like down here. This,” he backhand slapped Stocky on the chest, “is Philips, and this lanky streak,” he moved his hand over to Stringy’s shoulder, “is Watts.” 
 
    James shook their hands. He didn’t particularly want to—he wasn’t happy about suddenly finding himself underground and on the wrong side of the sound airlock.  
 
    “Welcome to Shangri-La.” He nodded down the corridor. “First door on the left. Let’s grab something to eat.” He led James and Ellie down to the door and in. Philips and Watts didn’t follow.  
 
    The room was sparse in décor but had everything you might expect to find in a mess hall. A couple of long tables in the centre of the room. A small, short-order kitchen. Stanny leaned forward dropping his face to Ellie’s. “We have a good amount of food down here. Any dietary requirements?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Good.” He straightened himself and spoke to James. “I take it you’re both meat-eaters?” 
 
    James nodded. “You have electric,” he said. 
 
    Stanny looked at the lights on the ceiling. “We do. First thing we did was set up a base of operations and a standalone power source. Heat. Light. Power. Refrigeration. Freezers.” He walked over to the kitchen and opened a waist-high fridge. “Bacon?” he asked. 
 
    “Sounds good.” James continued to study the room as he listened. It was all so … organised. “How many are you?” 
 
    “There’s ten of us.” 
 
    “That all?” 
 
    “You sound surprised.” Stanny fired the hob and the ring lit. Gas-powered. He dropped a pack of bacon on the counter.  
 
    “You’re so organised. I just thought there would be more of you.” 
 
    “Ah.” Stanny cocked his head to the side, turning to James. “It’s not like me and all my mates were left behind when all this happened. It took me a while to get it all together.” 
 
    “So you’re in charge?” 
 
    Stanny’s head bobbed from side to side. “Not really. No more than anyone else, I suppose.” 
 
    “What happened?” Ellie interrupted.  
 
    “What?” Stanny looked at her as he peeled the top from the bacon pack. 
 
    “When everyone disappeared.” 
 
    Stanny shrugged and turned back to the cooker, dropping slices of bacon into a pan. “No idea. Woke up one morning and there was just me. On my lonesome, so to speak.” 
 
    James stared at the back of his head. He took Ellie’s hand and squeezed it. “So what’s the plan? The long game?” 
 
    Stanny turned, the bacon hissing in the pan. He’d pulled a loaf from the bin on the counter. “Plan? There’s no plan.” He looked at Ellie and then back to James. “I’d love to live up there, but it’s taken us weeks just to get down here ready. Lost some good men doing it too. Survive, I suppose.” He nodded at the Remington. “You’ve seen how hard it is to kill those things.” 
 
    James nodded. “What about leaving. Are they outside the city too?” 
 
    “No idea. About …” He looked at the ceiling when he counted. “… three weeks ago, I met another group of guys. They were leaving the city. Three … four of them. No idea what they found. I haven’t seen them since. Maybe they found the Lost City of Gold, maybe they found these monsters—” 
 
    “I … we call them white ghosts,” Ellie interrupted. 
 
    “Maybe they found white ghosts. Maybe they came back. Maybe they didn’t.” He turned back to the cooker and finished preparing James and Ellie a plate each: one slice of bread and two slices of bacon on both. He placed the plates on the table and James and Ellie sat.  
 
    Ellie picked the bacon up and started into it without hesitation. James wasn’t so comfortable, but it smelt fucking fantastic. He picked up the bread and bit into it. It was fresh. “You have a chef?” 
 
    Stanny laughed. “No such luck. But a couple of us can cook pretty well. Bread’s easy. It’s trying to prepare a roast dinner for ten …” he paused. Looked at the two of them. “Twelve, now.” He shot a wink at Ellie. “That’s the trick.” 
 
    James smiled into his bread. He still didn’t trust Stanny. “How big is this place?” 
 
    Stanny leaned down into a cupboard and pulled something out. He returned to the table with a bottle of Vodka and three glasses. He sat. “Not that large, there’s a couple of bunk rooms with beds, a sort of common room—somewhere we can just hang—we use chemical toilets from an army navy place we found a few miles over. Showering is still a problem.” He poured the vodka into the three glasses and pushed one to both James and Ellie.  
 
    James slid Ellie’s away from her, toward himself. He saw Stanny look from the glass to James, and glance to Ellie. There was something behind his eyes. Something—  
 
    “Sorry,” he muttered, cutting off James’s thoughts. “Force of habit.” He picked up his glass and knocked it back, pouring himself another. “At least there’s no shortage of this, right?” 
 
    James picked up his glass and toasted Stanny, gulping the liquid down. It burnt his throat. Then he picked up Ellie’s and supped that one too. He put the glass on the table and continued to eat the warm meat. It felt like the best bacon he’d ever had.  
 
    “So what’s with you two?” Stanny asked. 
 
    James looked at Ellie. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “She your … what? Daughter? Sister? Something …” his voice trailed off. 
 
    James shook his head. He felt like there was some implication behind the question. “We’ve not long met. I’m taking care of her.” 
 
    “Good.” He poured another into James’s glass and then pushed the bottle over to him. “Help yourself.” He stood, taking his glass to the sink and placing it in. “I’ll be down in the common room when you’re ready. Come down and we’ll try and find you a bed.” He winked at Ellie again, and left. 
 
    James waited for him to go before turning to Ellie. “What do you think?” 
 
    Ellie focused on what was left of the food. “The bacon is nice.” She glanced over her shoulder to the door. “But I don’t know.” She had a worried look on her face. A frown. 
 
    “No.”  
 
    James finished his food and the glass of vodka that Stanny had left for him. He waited for Ellie to finish. Regardless of how this played out, James was happy to eat some hot, fresh food. He got up, lifting the rifle. “Let’s leave the bags here and check out the rest of this place.” 
 
    Ellie got up and instinctively took his hand. They went out into the corridor. There, Stanny had walked down to the last door and was talking to two other men. They saluted him and he turned into the room. James didn’t like it. Stanny and the other two. The one who answered the hatch. The two in the corridor. That only left four others. Where were the women? Conscious that it could just be paranoia, James considered that they might be in the common room. Bed even. Bunked down. It was the middle of the night.  
 
    He looked to Ellie and frowned. He decided to carry the rifle casually. They left the kitchen doorway and went down toward the two men in the corridor. They passed the first door giving a quick innocuous glance. It was dark in there, but there were beds. Although he couldn’t see properly, they looked empty for the most part. They reached the door where Stanny had gone in and the two men. They’d stopped talking and were staring at him. “Gents,” he said, giving them a quick nod. “How’s it going?” He leaned against the wall, still holding onto Ellie’s hand, and tried to look like he wasn’t looking into the common room. A quick headcount told him all he needed to know. There was eight of them in there.  
 
    All men.  
 
    James went into the room with Ellie. He kept the gun low, but his grip was so strong his knuckles were white. He looked over to Stanny, sitting in an old wheelie computer chair. He grinned broadly when he saw them. “Our guests,” he said, standing. “Everyone,” he gestured around the room. “This is Ellie. And James.” 
 
    James looked around the room and nodded in the general direction of the other men. He noted that Stringy—Watts—was staring at Ellie, and one or two of the other men were looking at her and ignoring him. It gave him a bad feeling. Stanny joined them in the middle of the room and placed his hand on James’s shoulder. “What do you think?” 
 
    James looked around the room as if he was assessing it. He wasn’t. This was all starting to feel a bit like bollocks. “Nice,” he said. “What was it?” 
 
    “The old factory upstairs—storage. We’ve still got a couple of rooms to do up but it does the job. You must be tired.” He gently pulled on James’s shoulder to turn him around back toward the door. 
 
    James held on to Ellie. 
 
    “We have a spare couple of beds for you. One of the guys made them up for you when you were eating. Come.” He pushed James gently towards the door. 
 
    James let himself be led to the door and back out into the corridor. The two men out there paid them little attention now. Stanny stepped around in front of them and took them back to the first room. He flipped the light on. There was a line of cots on each side of the room, from front to back, all made perfectly. Barracks came to James’s mind. 
 
    “Here,” he said. “Why don’t you two take the beds at the end, that way we won’t disturb you. Because of the monst—white ghosts,” he corrected himself, “we have become something of night owls. I’ll turn the lights out and you should be able to get a few hours. Maybe some sleep without the worry of them coming for you in the night.” 
 
    Yeah, James thought. Them. 
 
    James took Ellie to the last cot in the room and she happily got in. He covered her as she lay back. Stanny gave James a little smile and then left without saying anything else.  
 
    James waited until he’d flipped the light off and left before crouching down next to Ellie. “How you holding up?” he whispered.  
 
    The way she looked at him. Fear. “They’re like soldiers.” 
 
    James nodded. “They are.” 
 
    “Will they protect us?” 
 
    James looked to the side. That was the question. “Why don’t you get some sleep?” 
 
    She closed her eyes and James sat on the cot next to her, pulling his feet up, and resting the Remington on the floor, laying it just under the edge of the cot, within easy reach. He leaned his head against the wall behind and closed his eyes. He wasn’t going to sleep, but Stanny was right about one thing. It was nice to not have to worry about the creatures coming for him in the middle of the night.  
 
    It had been so long. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    AUGUST 
 
      
 
    James fired the gun, and the creature dropped. He was surprised he’d hit it with the strange angle he was holding the gun. But he could see it was still breathing. He wrestled the gun out of the window and then pulled himself out, headfirst. He flopped onto the tarmac, next to the weapon. Everything hurt. He put his hand up to his face and felt the wet. He had blood on his fingers when he looked. Smashed his head on the wheel when he lost control.  
 
    No time for that now. 
 
    He got up, testing his arms and legs. At least they all seemed to work. He picked up the gun and then turned back to the car. Quickly he shoved himself through the broken window and grabbed the backpack off the passenger seat. When he stood back up straight, he turned and the creature was already getting back to its feet. He slung the pack over his shoulder and took the gun. He could shoot it again but from what he’d witnessed so far, that wasn’t likely to do much good, only buy him some time.  
 
    He started running. He went down the street. The thing was big. Big like … cow-sized. But with the strength it had—leaping from buildings, breaking through windows—he was sure that a door wasn’t going to hold it. Not if it wanted to get through. He huffed as he ran, realising that he had done something to his leg. It was aching and he’d only run a short distance. He looked behind himself at the creature. It was up, shaking off whatever damage he’d done to it, and was already straightening itself … probably to charge at him. 
 
    He kept running.  
 
    A glance and it was up. It the air. High. Fast. It was coming right for him. 
 
    James dodged to the side, turning ninety degrees, running straight into an alleyway. He didn’t stop. The buildings were tall and the alley narrow. He didn’t think that it would follow him along the rooftop. It was too high. Maybe it wouldn’t be able to get into the alleyway. Maybe it was too big. 
 
    He didn’t hear it following him, so he slowed, slightly, and looked back.  
 
    The thing was there, in the mouth of the alley. It was easily wide enough for the creature to come after him, but it just stood there, staring down into what James had briefly assumed was going to be his shadowy tomb.  
 
    He slowed to a jog and then to a walk. The creature never moved. It didn’t come for him. He stopped, breathing hard. He watched it, what he thought was it watching him. His heart stopped thumping quite so hard. And then the creature just … left. 
 
    It turned, and then it was gone. James assumed that it was going up the building, that it was going to come at him from another direction. He dropped his pack to his feet and held the Remington out, butted against his shoulder, but it never came. He felt like he must have stood there for an hour waiting. But it never returned. Eventually, he picked up his pack and went back to the entrance to the alleyway. He looked down the street to the car. Wrecked. He had all he could carry and the pack held the bullets for the gun, some water, whatever else he might need.  
 
    He looked around, trying to get his bearings. He didn’t recognise the street, but he was sure that he could still find his way back to his flat. He was still on the outskirts after all. He would just move fast. Hope he didn’t run into that thing again. 
 
    His shirt was covered in his blood. He could still feel it running out of his nose and into his mouth. The taste of metal. He hauled himself over to the buildings and crouched down, as far into a corner as he could and held his head back. Stop the bleeding. Maybe wait for the thumping in his head to ease up, too. 
 
    A few minutes later James followed the line of the buildings around until he recognised a store or two. He had walked for an hour or so but was now recognising the buildings around him. He hadn’t lived in the city long, but he was a bit of an explorer, so had picked up on the locale fairly quickly.  
 
    He found a street where the shops had all been looted. How quickly people turn. He walked down the line of broken windows. One of the stores was still flaming. It couldn’t have happened that long ago—in the last few hours, perhaps. That might mean there was only one of those things because surely this made a lot of noise. Maybe the creature had been tracking him from the first time it saw him, by the underpass. 
 
    And as a thought, that in itself didn’t bode well. 
 
    And as if fate was listening in on his thoughts, in the distance he heard a screech. The creature. It was nowhere near him. Thankfully. There it was again. And then … gunfire. James paused. Should he go toward it? He gripped the rifle tighter. People. It was the only thought that mattered.  
 
    People. 
 
    Answers. 
 
    James took off, running towards the noise. The gunfight. He didn’t have to worry about the thing seeing him, or creeping up on him, it was there, fighting with them. He turned the corner and ran down a residential street. One he recognised. He was around ten miles from home. His leg ached. Badly. He started to slow, but he could hear people now. Shouting. Fighting. They were organised. Trying to take the thing down. There was a scream. James was now at a jog. His breath short.  
 
    A screech. 
 
    It wasn’t from the thing that was fighting. It was close. Too close. 
 
    Then it came. 
 
    From the basement of one of the properties. It had been waiting there in the dark, hiding. It leapt out into the street and was only feet from James before he was facing it. He stumbled backwards, falling onto his tailbone, his backpack stopping him from falling further and smacking his head. He lifted the rifle, but it was quick. Quicker than he had imagined it would be. He had the gun up, but it slapped it away from him. Bloody pink goop hung from a wound on the side of the things head to the right of its eye, milky, blind. It hunched over him, spunk-like drool running from its malformed maw. It had a thirst, a hunger, in its one good eye. It was the one from the car. He’d shot the fucking thing in the head and hadn’t stopped it. It towered over him. James glanced to the rifle, now on the other side of the road. In the gutter.  
 
    This was it. Game over. 
 
    He glanced down the torso of the creature. There was another wound. Scabbed pink jelly was clamped around a small, deep, hole. It had been bleeding from a gunshot wound on its lower belly. It was probably the one from the flat. Tracking him.  
 
    But that meant that there was more than one of them because he could still hear fighting going on in the distance. Screeching. Getting closer by the second.  
 
    More gunfire. 
 
    The creature looked up, its attention turned from him as if the memory of gunfire was now a fear factor for it. James took his opportunity and scooted backwards on his rump away from it. It dropped its look to him. Its eyes—eye—said you think it’s going to be that easy? 
 
    James tried to stand but his legs wouldn’t man up. Betrayed, they were like god damned jelly.  
 
    Then a crack. A gunshot. 
 
    Close. 
 
    The creature recoiled, and James looked over his shoulder. “Don’t just lay there.” A man older than James’s own father. He was holding a handgun. A big one. Dirty Harry big. James’s limbs suddenly decided to play ball and he pushed himself up to his feet. The old man fired at the creature again. This time it lurched back a little. A new hole ripped into its skin, where its shoulder might have been. The gun was doing as much damage as the Remington. James ran across to the rifle and picked it up, swinging it around and jamming it into his shoulder. He barely aimed. 
 
    A single shot and the creature was knocked back. Hurt. It fled. Across the street. Up the fire escape and to the roof. 
 
    “Come on,” the old man shouted. “Help us.” He turned and dashed back to the corner of the street and around. 
 
    James ran after him. Around the corner, rifle up. There were three of them. Three old men, fighting with one of the creatures. It was down. Bleeding its gelatinous pink goo. The old man walked up to it, firing a shot into its head. It flinched. Maybe hurt it. But it was still trying to get to its feet. James ran over, pointed, fired. Its head pounded against the ground at the bullet from the Remington entered it. All three of the men fired again.  
 
    The thing stopped moving.  
 
    The old man leaned down, resting his hands on the tops of his legs, breathing hard. “Woo.” He huffed. “That wasn’t as easy as it should have been.” 
 
    “Nope.” One of the others looked at James. He could see distrust there. And didn’t blame him. James hunched over the corpse of the creature. He dug the barrel of the rifle into its torso, through the goo that leeched onto the things skin. It looked leathery, snake-like. “Who’s your friend?” he asked. 
 
    The three men introduced themselves. They were all locals—two of them knew each other before, and the third had recently met up with them.  
 
    “Their hearing, that’s how they track you.” Randel, James’s saviour, crouched next to the creatures head. “Here.” He gestured at the things ears. They were close to the side of the head, sleek, almost moulded into the skull. But in near enough the same place as human ears were. In comparison. “Eyesight don’t appear too good,” he continued. He poked the dead creature with the end of his enormous fucking gun. Where the fuck had he gotten that? Randel looked up to the buildings. “But they do seem to have a pretty good memory. So we shouldn’t hang out … out here.” He looked at James. “Thanks for your help, but, you don’t mind if we part ways? We met a few fellas yesterday and they weren’t none too pleasant.” He nodded to the other two. “We’re taking our chances on our own.” 
 
    “No,” James answered. “Of course. But, look, thanks.”  
 
    Randel nodded at him. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you can tell me anything about all this, can you?” 
 
    “If you’ve seen anyone else, you probably know what we do. Woke up and near on everyone is gone. Those folks we ran into yesterday seemed to think that it was localised. Only here.” 
 
    James shook his head. “I’m from out Kent way. Happened there. At my parent's farm. The local town, too. My guess is it’s everywhere.” 
 
    Randel shrugged. “Not much more I can tell yer.” He waved his gun at the creature. “Just remember. Be quiet and you might stand a chance.” 
 
    That might have explained the alleyway, earlier. 
 
    “Well,” James said, “I’ll wish you gents the best.” 
 
    The four of them bid each other farewell and James left in the direction of his flat, once again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 15 
 
    NOVEMBER 
 
      
 
    James snapped his eyes open. He hadn’t meant to sleep. He looked to Ellie. She was asleep in the cot next to him. He sucked a deep breath in before looking around the room. Watts was standing at the door—his silhouette wiry in the light. He was watching them. As soon as James looked at him, he turned and walked away. Not quickly. Not like he was trying to not be seen. 
 
    Fucking creep. 
 
    James swung his legs from the bed and reached down, picking up the Remington. He gently shook Ellie awake. “Hey, there,” he said. “You okay?” 
 
    She rubbed her eyes, nodding. “I slept,” she said. 
 
    James smiled. “Me too. Shall we go and try and find something to eat, maybe?” 
 
    She nodded and they got up. James wondered what the time was, what with there being no way to tell night from day. They left the bunk room and went along to the kitchen. One of the men that James hadn’t been introduced to was cleaning up. There was the smell of cooked food. The guy glanced over to them. “There’s some in the oven if you’re hungry.” Then he returned to his chore. Not much of a talker, then. 
 
    James went over and opened the door of the oven. It smelt good. It pulled it out and served what was there onto two plates, left out on the table for the two of them. They sat and ate as the man finished washing and left.  
 
    James made sure to sit facing the door. Halfway through the meal Stanny came in and sat at the table with them. “How did you sleep?” he asked. 
 
    “Good, thank you.” James forked his food. “This is good too, I assume we have you to thank for it?” 
 
    “Think nothing of it.” Stanny smiled. It was warm, but like everything, Stanny seemed to do, off. “You’ll be joining us out today.” 
 
    It should have been a question, except the inflexion wasn’t there. James raised his eyebrows. “I’d rather not leave Ellie.” 
 
    “Oh, she’ll be fine.” 
 
    “I’d rather not.” 
 
    Stanny frowned. “Well, you have to pay your way.” He eyed the food. Eyebrows raised. He wanted James to know he wasn’t asking.  
 
    James sighed. “I think we best be on our way, though.” He put his fork down and pushed his plate away from himself. He looked at Ellie and she got the idea, doing the same.  
 
    Stanny cleared his throat. “I’m afraid that you have partaken in our hospitality, but leave if you must. I would insist that you at least help on our hunt this morning, and then after that, you’ll be free to leave, of course.” He smiled. Well, he tried to smile. “You might change your mind.” 
 
    James tapped on the table. A nervous tick. Ellie reached across and rested her hand on his. She smiled at him. “It’ll be fine for a few hours.” 
 
    James looked at her, and then Stanny. He gave a short smile. “Fine. As Ellie says.” 
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    Half the men readied themselves to sleep, while one or two prepared food in the kitchen. Each had a job. Stanny, Philips, and Daniel—the big guy who opened the door when they first arrived were going out on the hunt today. With James. Each of them had a weapon. Stanny a rifle, the same as Philips, and Daniel had two handguns. James kept his hands on the Remington as much as possible. He didn’t want to be parted from it. They went through into the sound airlock. He kept his voice low once they were in there. “We’re going to hike out a few miles to where we haven’t yet explored. We need to keep fresh supplies and we’re running down around here. So, further out we go. You any good with that thing?” He nodded at James’s rifle. 
 
    “Just fine,” James replied. 
 
    “Good. You don’t know what we’re going to find. And watch your feet. It’s not cleared like it was when we came back here yesterday.” 
 
    James nodded an acknowledgement. “Cool.” 
 
    Stanny opened the hatch and the four men exited into the factory. Night time. They spread out around the hatch as Stanny closed it back up before quietly and quickly checking around the interior. All clear. Then the four of them walked in single file to the rear of the factory. Stanny at the front. Then Philips. James. Daniel last. They walked in silence, out the back of the factory and across the street into a building that had already been cleared. Along the cleared path, out and across an alleyway. Into another building. A maze of in’s and out’s. Across a street. In another building. James didn’t recognise any of the city here, and he was losing track of where they were in respect of the factory—of Ellie—pretty quickly. The thought crossed his mind that it may have been done intentionally. Fuck it. He shouldn’t have come. Shouldn’t have left her.  
 
    Soon enough—after maybe an hour of walking, the four of them were holed up in a shop. It had been turned over. The place was a mess and James saw nothing of use among the debris. 
 
    Stanny pointed through the windows, intact for once, to the other side of the street. There was a general store. Looked like another fucking Spar shop. The window and door were whole. The place looked untouched. “That’s the target today.” 
 
    James nodded along with Daniel and Philips. “What are we getting?” James asked. Voice low. 
 
    “Just recon.” Stanny patted himself on the shoulder. “No packs, right? We recon places first, in case those white ghosts as you call them have a nest or something. Fight first, raid later.” 
 
    A nest? James hadn’t even though of that. Cock. 
 
    “We’ll go across and break in. Try to be quiet about it too. In fact, let us do the heavy lifting there. Once we’re in, we’ll close the place up and we should be free to check out the building. Remember that there’s more to a building than just the store. Flats upstairs. Storerooms. Ready?” He looked to Philips and then Daniel, before finally James, getting a nod from each of them. James didn’t like it, or them, but at least they were organised. “Okay,” Stanny whispered. The four of them left through the unlocked door of the shop they were currently in and stalked over the street to the Spar. It had started to rain, and with it a bleak gloom had fallen. It made James feel a little better. The ghosts didn’t seem to like it out in the rain. May have been the extra darkness.  
 
    Reaching the Spar, Philips went to the door first and started working on the lock. Real pro-like too. He had it open in seconds and the four of them were in. The place hadn’t been touched by hands, human or otherwise, since …. Philips gave a little whoop getting him a glare from Stanny. James looked around the aisles. It was mostly useful stuff. There was a stink in the air, though. There was some fresh food in there somewhere that wasn’t … so fresh anymore.  
 
    Stanny waved James over to the door at the back of the shop. “Could be a storeroom,” he said. “Could be a stairwell. Philips,” he hissed. Even though the front door was closed now, Stanny still maintained a professional quietness. It was disconcerting. Made James think that he knew what he was doing, and that made him more dangerous.  
 
    Philips came over and worked the lock the same as the outside door. It opened to a stairwell, but one going down. “Intrigue.” Stanny shrugged. “After you,” he said, slapping James on the shoulder. 
 
    James brought his rifle up and started down the stairs. It got pitch black dark real quick and he wasn’t happy about it, but there was no electric, and he wasn’t about to start shining a torch around with it being dark outside. Not with how quick that might attract attention. The wooden stairs down were in good condition, and there was stock leant on one side of them. Good news. It probably did lead to a stockroom—naturally chilled as it was below ground. That meant there might be some half-decent fresher food down there. Still good. He turned to Stanny, still waiting at the top of the stairs to tell him. 
 
    Stanny had his gun pointing at him.  
 
    “What the hell, man? Don’t point that shit at me.” James looked by him to Philips, grinning widely. Shit. 
 
    “Sorry about this. You’re just not that smart, right?” 
 
    James cocked his head to the side. 
 
    “You got a girl, man. How many of them have you seen in the last few months? There ain’t no girls. So, we’re gonna keep her, right? And we knew that you weren’t ever going to let her go.” He started laughing, jiggling the gun resting on his shoulder as he did.  
 
    That was probably what saved his life. 
 
    Stanny’s gun flared when he fired it. The shot smacked into James’ shoulder, pushing him back. He lost his footing, stumbling back and down the stairs into the black. Pain bloomed in his shoulder, up into his neck. Before he’d landed on his back, he thought of death. Landing on the stairs, his head on the concrete floor of the basement, bile rose in his stomach, burning, sharp stabs dove into him. His shoulder. Back. Head. Pain flooded through his body. All he could hear was the tinnitus ring of the shot. With his eyes barely open, the door closed and he was plunged into the complete blackness. He fought to breathe. And then was overtaken by numbness, finding unconsciousness. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    AUGUST 
 
      
 
    James walked through the city, hurried. He knew where he was going now, but he didn’t know how many of those things there were. And there was one that was stalking him, apparently.  
 
    He jogged along towards the traffic lights at the junction on the corner. Around the building. He could see the shop he used to buy his water from. He wasn’t far from the flat now. Down the street, around the corner, through the alleyway and he’d be able to see it.  
 
    James stopped at the shop. The door was open. It had been forced. Looters probably. He ducked in and picked up a couple of extra bottles of water, some chocolate bars. A bottle of wine.  
 
    He needed a drink. 
 
    He pushed it all into his pack, straining the zip to close it. He threw it on his back and ran out into the street without thinking. There it was. It screeched at him from on top of the sports shop on the other side of the street.  
 
    Same fucking creature. 
 
    James started running, knowing it would leap into the air. If he could just make it to the alleyway, out the other side. He was so close to home. James's lungs burned as he ran, but the creature came down just to the side of him. It lashed out catching his shoulder, knocking him clean from his feet to the ground. He scrabbled on the ground, grit and debris stripping the skin from his flesh, blood coming from the gouges on his palms, his leg hurt, his knees, he pushed himself back to his feet and fired a shot off. He wasn’t even pointing the gun at the creature.  
 
    But it flinched away. 
 
    It remembered. 
 
    James turned and ran, it was on him again in seconds the two of them clashed in the mouth of the alleyway. It bapped at him with an open claw—a fucking kitten playing with a mouse—pushing him hard to the ground and into the alley. He came crashing to a halt against the wheelie bins in the shade of the alley. Done. His fight was gone. He had nothing. Nothing left to give. 
 
    The tank was empty. 
 
    He got up onto his elbows waiting for it to take the last steps forward. Follow him in, and finish him off.  
 
    And it didn’t. 
 
    He lay there. Still. Waiting. The thing was bobbing up and down as it breathed. It stared in, but it wasn’t looking at him. It was just staring. 
 
    It couldn’t see him once he was out of the sunlight. In the shade. The shadows. When he wasn’t moving. 
 
    Blind to the dark. 
 
    He wished in that second he had Randel with him so he could tell him. They weren’t good at seeing. You were right, old man. He lay there in pain. Waiting. After a few moments, the thing just gave up looking, or waiting for him to move, or whatever it was doing and it turned, leaping away, out of sight. 
 
    James lay there. Some time passed. He was bleeding from several places. Everything hurt. He just wanted to get back home and bandage himself up. Rest. At least with that knowledge, it meant that he should be able to go out at night and get supplies. As long as he was quiet.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    NOVEMBER 
 
      
 
    James opened his eyes. Blackness. He couldn’t feel his legs. Tried to move his toes. He could. Just. He was still laying at an angle. He could feel the weight of his blood slooping around in his head. He tried moving, but it felt like someone was standing on his shoulder in a pair of jackboots. He tried to focus. The shadows blurred and danced. What had happened … oh, yeah. Stanny had shot him. Hit him in the shoulder. He heaved his legs hard and managed to roll over, flopping down the rest of the stairs. He could feel something wet on him. Probably lost a lot of blood. Weirdly, it didn’t hurt as much as he thought it should. Shot by a high impact rifle or some such. James didn’t know about such things. He was half expecting to have woken up with a chunk of his chest missing and a variety of bits of his insides splashed liberally around the place. If he’d woken up. But he did know one thing.  
 
    He just knew he was going to kill Stanny next time he saw him.  
 
    He took stock for a second. 
 
    If he saw him again. 
 
    He fumbled about in the dark for a moment. Moving his left arm spiked the pain. With his right, he could feel boxes. Containers. Probably was a storeroom. He tried to stand but he couldn’t take the weight on his legs yet. Laying like that on the stairs. He needed to let the blood run back into them. 
 
    He tried to roll his shoulder. Big mistake. The pain exploded outwards and even without being able to see much, he could sense the darkness overtaking his vision. He settled back, pulling himself to sitting. How long had he been out? He thought about Ellie. Fuck it. He shook her from his mind and tried to get to his feet again. This time he managed to get to his knees. He reached out in front of himself. Found something. Stairs. Okay, so he knew where he was. He tenderly fingered his shoulder. Tacky and cold dried blood crusted his clothing. He certainly couldn’t put any weight on it. He leant forward onto the stairs and pushed up on his right arm, managing to finally get to his feet. A sickness roiled about in his gut and he shuffled his feet trying to stay upright. The blood loss. He leaned on his hand and made his way up the stairs like a three-legged dog. He could feel blood seeping out onto his arm as he moved, breaking open the healed scabs. When he got to the top of the stairs, he listened.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Fuckers were gone. They probably never had any intention of looting here. Knew there was a lockable basement. Dump the body away from Ellie’s gaze and tell her a ghost got him. Maybe even make him out to be a hero. Then what? What were they going to do with her? Fuckers. He needed to find her before they got that far. He felt for the door handle and found it.  
 
    Locked. 
 
    No surprise.  
 
    He started on the walls feeling for a switch, something to turn the lights on. As he turned, careful to not fall down the stairs again, he felt something brush against his face. He reached forward. A drawstring. He grabbed it in his hand and then he remembered that the electric was out everywhere. “Cunts,” he shouted at the top of his voice. It made him feel better. Fuck the consequences. “Motherfucking small dicked wank pus.” He breathed in until his chest hurt. James closed his eyes and thought about counting to ten. “Gingivitis ridden slag buckets.” Another breath. He opened his eyes and pulled the cord. To his surprise, the light on the stairs flickering on and everything went white for a moment.  
 
    Then his head started to throb like Cannibal Corpse were playing a sell-out gig in his forehead.  
 
    He waited a few seconds, steadying himself on the wall. When he focussed he saw how much blood he’d lost. It was, he guessed, too much. There was dried splatter on the wall to his side that was from where the bullet hit him. His clothes didn’t seem all that damaged, but they were dried and crusty with blood. There was pooled blood on the stairs towards the bottom. James stumbled down the stairs, feeling worse now he’d seen. He pulled his shirt apart at the hole and looked at his shoulder. It was messy, but it looked like a clean wound. Maybe gone all the way through. It was hard to tell without moving his shoulder too much or having a mirror. He picked up the Remington laying at the bottom of the stairs and leaned on it like a walking stick. It was a stockroom. A small piece of luck. It was quite a size too. He pulled at the seal around a box of bottled water and took one, rolling the cap off one-handed. He took a long drink from it. He could taste blood in his mouth. From where he’d fallen.   
 
    He picked up a chocolate bar from the shelf and tore it open with his teeth, chewing into it. A trove of food. They were foolish to leave it stocked before using it as a prison. He started scanning the shelves. He needed something more than water and chocolate. Around the corner, he found a first aid kit. A simple one. Obviously, the stores own one, not for sale. He unclipped the lid and opened it. It would do for now. There were bandages and sticking tape. He rolled his jacket off and dropped it to the floor, He took his shirt by the hole and yanked it, ripping it off his shoulder.  
 
    Hurt like a motherfucker when he did. 
 
    He picked up the water and ran it over the wound, washing away the blood. Which also hurt more than he had hoped it would. He bandaged himself, wrapping the gauze around and around the wound and then using the tape to seal it. He couldn’t move it afterwards, and it still hurt like a bitch. And he would need, what? Antiseptic? Painkillers. Antibiotics? Whiskey would do, he thought.  
 
    He picked up his jacket. He was cold. Shivering. It was cool down there, but he expected it was the blood loss more than anything else. He looked at the floor and the pool of his blood. He was lucky to be alive. Regaining consciousness when he did. He picked up the chocolate and jammed the rest of it into his mouth. 
 
    That was right, wasn’t it? Eating chocolate should help with blood loss. Or was he just light-headed? He opened another water, and another chocolate bar, sat on the steps and consumed them. It helped. He could feel his strength returning. 
 
    He waited a while. No sense in trying to get out of here and falling back down the stairs. An hour, maybe more. Get less wobbly on the legs.  
 
    Eventually, he went back to the top of the stairs and tried the door again. Still locked, un-fucking-surprisingly. He needed out. James glanced to the bottom of the steps and the Remington. He didn’t know if a bullet would do enough to the lock to get the door open.  
 
    And the noise. Bollocks. He looked at the light. Where the fuck was the power coming from? Must be batteries. He couldn’t hear a generator. 
 
    He looked from the gun to the door. The noise could bring one down on him—and he hadn’t forgotten Stanny’s passing comment about a nest. A hive. What if they did stay in hives? Anyway. He’d talked himself out of it now. It was too risky to use the gun. He checked around the shelves in the storeroom. Managed to find a few packs of cutlery—some metal, some plastic. Great. Various oils and such. Vinegars. A fire extinguisher. Good for knocking a door down, but it opened inwards. 
 
    The door opened inwards. 
 
    He went to the top of the stairs and looked at the hinge side of the door. The screws were visible. James returned to his shit stash and pulled out one of the knives from the cutlery sets. It should work. 
 
    It fucking would work.  
 
    James worked the screws loose with the knife. It took him longer than he expected, but between one arm being gammy, the air being so thick it was hard to breathe, and the quality of his tools, he was happy to finally get the hinges from the door. Then he used the handles of the knives as levers and pulled the door towards him, arching it away from the lock and the door coming away in his hand. 
 
    It was dark outside and fresh cool air flooded into the stairwell. James breathed deeply. 
 
    He looked in appreciation at his handy work. Not bad. Gathering up the rifle, he went to the front of the shop. The door was left swinging in the wind. The shop hadn’t been ransacked. They’d just brought him there to kill him.  
 
    But there was no time to worry about that right now. He needed medical supplies first. Then he needed to find Ellie. Maybe they were at least telling the truth about this being how far they had explored. If that was the case, then he might be able to find a chemist or a medical centre or something around here. He stepped cautiously into the street. Watched the rooftops. It was dark, there were overcast clouds. It made it hard to see much over a couple of storeys high. But that was a good thing, right? It meant that those creatures wouldn’t be able to see him at all. 
 
    Hopefully, they wouldn’t be on the move. 
 
    He still walked as quietly as he could though, as he made his way down the street close to the building. He wasn’t sure if he could find his way back to the factory from there, not without a lot of luck. But he still kept a mental note of how to get back to the Spar shop. At this point, it was his only reference.  
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    He was weak. James looked under his jacket and blood had come through the bandages. He ached like he’d been shot and kicked down a flight of stairs.  
 
    And he hadn’t found a chemist in nearly an hour. 
 
    He’d walked for what felt like miles. But it was quiet. Dark. He hadn’t heard one of those things since he’d started off. And thank fuck there was a Saver-Lot, a cheap arse chain-chemist, on the other side of the street. He could see from where he was standing that the windows were broken. As he crossed the street, he could see they were caved in. He kept the rifle up, cradled against his chest. It made him look like he was ready for action if anyone was watching, but he was so fucked up he was barely holding it. He couldn’t aim it. 
 
    He certainly couldn’t rest it against his shoulder.  
 
    He looked into the store through the gap. Broken glass everywhere. Dark pools of something. Blood maybe. Probably. Could have been human, could have been from one of the ghosts. He stepped through, his feet crackling the glass. He was announcing his arrival if there was someone else there.  
 
    Or a ghost. 
 
    Either way, whatever it was, was likely injured. He lifted his foot and the blood had smeared. It was fresh. Less than a few hours. It might be Stanny and his men. What kind of horrible coincidence would that be? He came down from the window display and made his way across the front of the shop floor, looking down the aisles.  
 
    For what it was worth.  
 
    He couldn’t see shit after a few feet in the darkness.  
 
    James shook his head and went down the final aisle, shuffling his feet so he didn’t fall arse over tit on something. If there was a ghost in there with him he was dead already. If there was a person—as long as it wasn’t Stanny’s men—then he stood as good a chance as they did in a stand-up fight, given all the blood by the window.  
 
    He reached the dispensary at the rear of the store and had taken to resting on the Remington like a walking stick again. 
 
    A torch sudden shone into his face. 
 
    James reached up to cover his eyes instinctively, the sudden brightness blinding him. In doing so he dropped the Remington to clatter to the floor.  
 
    “Hey.” It was a man’s voice. Young. 
 
    “Do you mind?” James asked.  
 
    The torch went out. “Sorry. Probably should be more careful.” 
 
    James blinked, blinded by the green and red splodges running rampant in his vision. “You gonna kill me?” he asked. May as well get it out the way. He really didn’t have the strength to fight. 
 
    “Nah.” The torch went on, pointing to the open door to the non-public dispensary area of the chemist. “Couldn’t help me over there could you?”  
 
    James fumbled forward. “Can you stand?” 
 
    “No. I’m pretty busted up.”  
 
    “All that blood yours?” James reached down and forward, finding the man’s leg and working up to his body. He was cold, sticky. Bled out some time ago. James worked his way around to his shoulders and started to pull him in the direction of the room. 
 
    “Indeed.” He turned the torch back on to guide James. 
 
    It was hard for James. He was tired, weak. His shoulder, taking the dead weight of this guy hurt. A lot. He could feel it pulling on and re-opening the wound under the bandages. He could feel it weeping. It couldn’t have been easy for the other guy either. He grunted. Groaned. He was trying to help himself but even without being able to see much, James could tell he had no fight in him. James pulled him through the door. 
 
    “Close it,” he said weakly. 
 
    James did as he said. As the door clicked closed, the torch went back on. James slipped his own off his belt and lit it, shining it at the young man. He was bloody. Real there’s-more-on-the-outside-than-the-inside bloody. “Shit,” James muttered. 
 
    “Ah,” he said. “It’s worse than it looks.” He flicked the beam of his torch over James’s shoulder, his black-blooded clothes. “You’re no better.”  
 
    James nodded. “Gunshot.” 
 
    The man raised his eyebrows. “Wow. That, I didn’t expect. I’m Ross. I’d shake your hand but …” The words trailed away. 
 
    “James.” 
 
    “So how did you get into that fight?” Ross flashed his light around the walls, the shelves, the counter. He was looking for something.  
 
    “Met some real nice guys, is all.” James pointed at Ross’s body. “You mind?” 
 
    “Have at it.” He shone his light down to his wounds. 
 
    James crouched and lifted Ross’s coat. It was a shitty looking puffer jacket with blood slicked over it like he’d been caught by some skinheads fiddling some kid. Underneath, his clothes had been torn open, off him. Pretty much nothing covered his flesh from his chest to his cock. Not even skin for the most part. James could see weird sausage-like organs and things that looked like they’d fit on a full English breakfast where his belly should have been.  
 
    It was a surprise he was still alive.  
 
    And James’s look must have said so much. “I know, right?” he said.  
 
    James rested his coat back down. “Creature got you.” 
 
    “Oh yes. But you should see the other guy.” He tried to laugh, but flecks of blood spat from his lips. He made a sound like he was gargling mouthwash, then coughed. “I was trying to get in here. Made too much … noise.” His voice had dropped to nothing more than a whisper.  
 
    James stood, looking around the pharmacy. Someone had beaten them to it. The place had been long turned over. “I’ll find something to help.” 
 
    Ross snorted, blood coming from his nose. “J … something for … pain.” He waved his hand slightly, but dismissively. “I’m done.” 
 
    James went over to the counter and started opening drawers and glass-fronted cupboards. He found a couple of bottles of Codeine. They were painkillers, right? He flipped the cap off one and knelt next to Ross, tipping the container into his hand. “Here.” 
 
    Ross slapped the two tablets into his mouth and waved his fingers forward for more. 
 
    “That’s too many,” James said. The way Ross stared back at him … it didn’t matter. He upended the container and a few more dumped into Ross’s hand. He pushed them into his mouth, nodding some sort of thanks. 
 
    James stood. He took two of the codeine tablets, swallowing them back, dry. He coughed so hard, he nearly brought them back up. They always made that shit look so easy in the films. Keeping one eye on Ross, he started going through the rest of the drugs and equipment. Putting things to the side that he could use. Or should keep. Amoxicillin. He recognised the name. It said it was an antibiotic. That would do. More bandages and gauze. Wraps. Elastic supports. More painkillers. He managed to find everything he needed for his shoulder in a few minutes. “How you doing?” he whispered.  
 
    Ross didn’t answer. 
 
    James crouched down next to him. Ross’s torch was limp in his hand. His chest wasn’t rising and falling anymore. Being dragged from the shop floor had probably killed him. James hung his head. What could he have done? 
 
    He took his torch from his hand and shone it over his corpse. He had a handgun stuffed down what was left of his trousers. He really could have killed him if he had wanted. James took it. Fumbled with it until the clip dropped out. It had bullets in it. He slapped the clip back in as he’d seen in the movies. He’d need to work out how to fire it—if it had a safety—when it was light. He slipped it into the back of his jeans and set about replacing his bandages.  
 
    He pocketed the antibiotics after taking two—and two more of the painkillers, and then he waited for the sun to come.  
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    As light came, James opened the door of the pharmacy and went back into the store. The floor where he’d found Ross looked like a butchers shop gone bad. Smelt like it too. Hopefully, the ghosts didn’t have a sense of smell.  
 
    He looked around the shop. Moved quietly. Low. There wasn’t anything in there with him, but he didn’t want to attract any unwanted attention. There wasn’t the body of a ghost, so whatever happened with Ross, the creature had walked away. It might be waiting for him. Outside. Above.  
 
    There was no way for either it, or him, to see if the other was there last night. Thankfully. It would—could—still be there now. He went to the far side of the store. Ross’s backpack was discarded to the floor. He assumed it was Ross’s. Lot of blood on it. He opened it up. There was a bottle of wine and a t-shirt in it. Apart from that, it was empty. He swapped his shirt for the clean t-shirt and then packed the bag with three bottles of water, some chocolate, some nut bars. He went back to the pharmacy and put both torches in the bag, more gauze, painkillers, antibiotics. Everything he had put on one side. He leant down and pushed Ross’s eyes closed. “Godspeed, my friend.” 
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    James felt better carrying the Remington now that he was pumped on painkillers. He waited at the front of the store, watching through the broken windows to the street. It was still overcast, but he could see the tops of the opposite buildings clearly. There was nothing up there, but if he could see that, then they could see him. 
 
    He waited until he was sure that nothing was coming before he left the relative shelter of the building. It wasn’t ideal to travel during the day, but if he was to have any chance of finding the factory again, he wasn’t going to do it at night.  
 
    He didn’t have much faith in his plan either.  
 
    James followed the chemist around to the side and the alley between buildings. Along the way, there was a fire escape. The ladder was hanging some twelve feet from the ground. It was his best bet. He held the rifle in his left hand and rolled his shoulder while massaging it with his right. This was going to hurt. But he couldn’t think of another way. Not one that didn’t involve wandering the city hoping to luck on the place. Or Stanny. Just the thought of him made James grit his teeth in anger.  
 
    How could he have been so fucking stupid? 
 
    He went down the alleyway. Felt a little safer down there, at least when he wasn’t making a noise. He reached the ladder and looked around for something to stand on. There was a commercial rubbish bin against the wall. He went over and leaned the Remington on the brickwork, and started to drag the bin under the ladder. Even though it was on wheels it whined and complained about being moved after all these weeks. How long was it even? He looked around, paying less attention to the bin and more to his surroundings. Then he remembered the handgun he’d taken from Ross. He let the bin go for a moment and pulled the gun out from his jeans. It looked like an airgun. One of those things that Tommy had at school. The one that they used to pop at birds and cans and stuff. It had a safety on the side. He waggled it on and off. Seemed simple enough. He left the safety on and put it back behind his back. Hopefully it would fire when the time came. It’s not like he could fire a round off here. Now. 
 
    He pulled the bin into place and went to the side of the alleyway, leaning against the wall and sliding down to sit. He wanted to wait a few minutes before getting into a situation that he couldn’t get out of if one of the ghosts decided to … drop in. He stayed there getting his breath back, watching the sun. It was going to come over the top of the alley eventually. Light the place up like a Christmas tree. If there was a ghost up there, that’s when the danger would be greatest.  
 
    Not that climbing up the side of the building was the most camouflaged of ideas. 
 
    James pulled himself back up and rolled his shoulder once more.  
 
    He climbed up on the bin and got himself under the ladder. He jumped and caught the bottom of it with his right hand. Hung there for a moment. He didn’t know why, but he’d assumed that the ladder would drop down when he’d gotten ahold of it, but instead, he just hung there. 
 
    In a great deal of pain.  
 
    James reached up with his left hand. Even reaching strained his wound. He could feel the skin parting. The blood coming out again. No time for that, though. He grabbed the ladder with both hands and pulled himself up like he was doing a chin up. Then he jumped his right hand from the bottom rung to the second.  
 
    That really hurt. 
 
    Then he scrambled his foot in and took the weight from his arms. He gave a glance to his shoulder. There was blood coming through the t-shirt. Crap. It was new, too.  
 
    He climbed up the ladder to the fire escape and over onto the metal landings. Pushed the release clip on the ladder and the thing dropped down clattering loudly as it hit the rubbish bin below. James waited on the landing for a few moments watching again. Waiting. 
 
    When he was certain the coast was clear he went back down the ladder and retrieved the Remington, climbing the ladder back to the fire escape and then up, to the roof. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    James watched the skyline from the ledge of the rooftop. Nothing was moving up there. He was a storey or so above most of the rest of the roofs. At least those around him. It seemed clear. Maybe Ross had hurt his ghost badly. Or pissed it off so much it just left. 
 
    Maybe it was coming back. 
 
    Maybe it was there and he hadn’t seen it. 
 
    James dropped down below the wall and leaned up against it so that nothing that wasn’t on the roof with him could see him. He needed a few minutes to get his breath back.  
 
    He needed to stitch his wound up, too. He didn’t have anything to do that. Didn’t particularly want to do it himself, either.  
 
    He took some painkillers and drunk some water. Tried to keep mindful of how many of those things he’d taken. He didn’t think you were supposed to take more than what, eight a day? He’d had six in the last hour. He tried reading the paperwork on the Amoxicillin, but the words washed together. The climb had taken plenty out of him. The blood loss. The drugs too. He opened a nut bar and chewed on it. He should be able to get his bearings from up there. If he could find his way back to his flat, he should be able to find the factory. At least he was familiar with the area where they first met.  
 
    He should be able to see the church near the flat from the top of the roof, there. At least get moving in the right direction. He flipped his head from side to side, tired, trying to stop sleep from taking him. Sliding up the wall, he carefully checked around.  
 
    Clear. 
 
    He fucking hated being outside in the day. 
 
    James started working his way around the building. He stayed a distance from the edge so that anyone or anything below him wouldn’t be able to see him. He saw the church in the distance. It was impossible to tell how far it was. Building after building after building away. That far. He looked carefully over the edge to the rear of the chemist. 
 
    Now he knew which way to go.  
 
    After returning his things to his pack, he collected up the Remington and returned to the fire escape. He went down, watching as the sun came over the top of the building, lighting up the alleyway. He dropped down onto the metal landing below him. It let out a clang like a hammer pounding a car chassis.  
 
    James stopped. 
 
    Stupid. 
 
    He held his breath, keeping a lookout as best he could. Not easy with metal landings above and below him. He daren’t take another step.  
 
    There was movement. He wasn’t sure where it was coming from at first. He waited as the echoing allowed him to work it out. Above him. It had to be a ghost. No human would have gotten on him that quickly from above. He wheeled around knowing that if it saw him, he was a sitting duck out there. Behind him was a window into the building. Flats above the chemist. He went over and tried to pull the window up.  
 
    Locked. 
 
    Cock. 
 
    The creature above him was growling like a pissed-off cat. It may not have seen him but it could sense him.  
 
    He took his chance. Fight or flight. 
 
    James smacked the butt of the Remington into the glass. Loud shattering. His heart missed a beat as the ghost screeched. He dived through into the building. Crashing through the hanging shards and landing hard, half on and half off a sofa, spitting pain down from his shoulder, the rifle clattering to the floor. He rolled onto the carpet and picked up the Remington. 
 
    The ghost was on the fire escape outside the window. Another screech. 
 
    James got to his feet. He ran hard to the door of the living room and yanked it open, throwing himself out into a short hallway. The creature was through the window. He could hear it. He needed to get away. Get somewhere dark.  
 
    There were too many windows. James ran to the door of the flat. It opened. Out into the corridor. At least there were only windows at either end of the corridor out there. He started toward the middle. A sign. Stairwell. It had to be dark in there. It was in the middle of the fucking building. The ghost crashed out of the door of the flat behind him. It was close.  
 
    He reached the door to the stairwell without looking back. It screeched again, pissed off. Looking for dinner. He flung the door open. Pushed in. Still light. A glance up and James saw a skylight in the centre of the stairwell above him. 
 
    For fucks sake. 
 
    It was a winding stairwell, descending around the edge of the walls with a huge gap down the middle. He started down the stairs two at a time. It was getting darker with every step. 
 
    He lost his footing, nearly fell, but kept moving. On the next landing down, back on stairs before the thing came through the door. It stopped. It screeched.  
 
    James stopped. 
 
    Held his breath. The thing wasn’t coming at him.  
 
    It couldn’t see. 
 
    He stood there. Waiting.  
 
    But so did it. From there he could see it more clearly. It wasn’t the one that he’d fought before. Maybe the one Ross had? And still, it stood there.  
 
    James was feeling woozy. He gripped the rifle harder, focussing on staying upright. Staying conscious. The creature snorted, moving its head from side to side like it was trying to pick up his scent. It breathed in and out slowly. It didn’t seem winded from the chase. It was ready to move again … unlike him. And it had wised up that he was there somewhere and it couldn’t see him.  
 
    But it knew. 
 
    They were learning. Getting smarter. 
 
    James could feel blood running down his arm. He hoped—once again—that it didn’t have a keen sense of smell. He let his breath out slowly. Silently. The creature snorted in and out like it had allergies. It took a step forward. It moved with care. It couldn’t see where it was putting its feet. Probably. James waited. If it decided to feel its way forward then he was going to have to run for it. Hope for the best. 
 
    It took another step. Reached the handrail. It was looking out over into the middle of the stairwell. Four storey’s drop. It couldn’t see it. He was only one floor below and facing it. It was like it was looking directly at him. But it couldn’t see him. It would have killed him by now.  
 
    James raised the Remington. Quietly. Got it up against his shoulder. There was no way he could stand there until this ghost got bored. He was already light-headed. It was going to hurt, for sure. 
 
    James aimed as best he could and pulled the trigger. The gunshot rattled around the stairwell, deafening him immediately with a loud buzz in his ears, worse than last time. The screech from the creature was louder. It lurched back as the bullet slammed into it. James couldn’t tell where he hit it, but it was only stunned. It crashed forward, goaded by anger, but it knew where he was now. At least, it thought it did. It charged straight at him. James turned and ran down the stairs, out the way, when the creature crashed through the handrail and out into the middle of the stairwell, falling with momentum, crashing onto the stairs where James had been standing only seconds ago. It turned and spun, confused. James kept moving, but quietly. Down another floor. The thing was right on the edge of the drop.  
 
    If it fell it wouldn’t kill it, but it would buy him time. The creature lost its footing on the edge and pitched straight into the middle of the stairwell, dropping down, passing James and crashing into the ground at the base. It screamed and wailed. Hurt, sure, but showing little sign of slowing down.  
 
    James opened the door next to him and collapsed out onto the corridor, kicking the door shut. 
 
    It wouldn’t be able to find the door, or him if he was quiet. He lay there. Waiting for his heart to stop jackhammering in his chest. 
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    It was halfway through the day. He wanted to get on the factory trail before night. That way he could worry less about the ghosts. 
 
    James climbed out of the window onto the fire escape. He checked around quickly, but the ghost was still in the stairwell. It was making a hell of a noise and might attract others. He climbed down to the alley and went to the rear of the building before crossing the street, heading in the direction of the church.  
 
    His flat. 
 
    Ellie. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    Night. James stood at the entrance to the hardware store where he had first met Stanny and his men. He followed the path back through the store and out the rear. It was a surprise how much of it he could make out and remember. Sure, it was only a couple of days ago, but all fucking hell had happened since then.  
 
    He had the Remington fully loaded in his grip. The handgun in the back of his jeans. There were spare cartridges for the rifle in his pockets, and he was hopped up on painkillers and antibiotics.  
 
    He had stashed his backpack in the store. 
 
    James picked his way back and forth through the buildings a couple of times. Sometimes he recognised every inch of where he was, other times he found himself in a dead-end, or at an exit into a street he’d never seen before, causing him to backtrack. He knew it should only have taken an hour or so to get to the factory, but it had taken him most of the night.  
 
    By the time he found it, the sun was soon to rise.  
 
    He was exhausted, and he knew there was no way he was going to get in there during the day. Not with them doing all their raids at night. He didn’t much fancy knocking on the door and asking if Ellie could come out to play either. There were ten of them, and they were heavily armed.  
 
    James made his way back into the building opposite the factory and found a flight of stairs. He went up two storeys and checked that he could see the building from the window. He found a room next to it with no windows and pushed the door to.  
 
    Quiet as a mouse. 
 
    And then he slept. Until it was night time again. 
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    Shortly after dark James heard movement from the building opposite. It wasn’t loud but he was waiting. He could see the hatch through the window in the factory from the third window he’d found, still in the building opposite. He saw three people exit the hatch and close it behind them. He couldn’t tell who it was. Couldn’t make out their faces in the dark. 
 
    He watched as they made sure they had everything they needed secured about them. Checked their packs were correct. He could see they were all armed. Rifles. All of them. They came out of the factory and crossed the street, coming over to the building that James was in. They went through the building and out the other side, following their pathway as he hoped they would.  
 
    James followed. At a distance. 
 
    He waited for them to deviate, which they did some fifteen minutes from the factory. James was in the building they had just left when they took a side door from the path and went out into a street through a closed door.  
 
    A new exploration.  
 
    James went upstairs in the building next to them and continued to the roof. He opened the door quietly, cautiously. He hurried over to the edge. A cursory look around told him that there weren’t any ghosts up there, and until he made a noise, they wouldn’t come for him. It was overcast and dark again tonight. No moonlight. Too dark for them to be moving about. He looked over the edge.  
 
    The three men were in the street below. They crossed over to the other side of it. They were being careful. They seemed unsure if there was anything out there.  
 
    Maybe their guts were telling them they were in trouble. 
 
    Maybe their guts were right. 
 
    James rested the Remington on the ledge of the rooftop and watched them down the barrel, his finger caressing the trigger as he did. He hadn’t taken a hunting shot in years, not a proper one, but you never forget, right?  
 
    He was confident he could at least incapacitate them.  
 
    Take them out after, if he had to.  
 
    Kill. 
 
    But this was going to take a bit of luck, too. 
 
    He watched them work the lock on a building on the other side of the street. A house. It looked like they were working on making another pathway. Good. That meant they’d be back. He didn’t want to kick things off until they were on their way back to the factory. He wanted the timings to be right.  
 
    They opened the door and were in.  
 
    James got a good look at them as he watched them go. Three of them that he hadn’t had the pleasure to meet yet. Shame. He would have liked to have the pleasure of seeing Stanny go down first.  
 
    Once they’d gone into the building, James relaxed a little. He had to watch the doorway for the rest of the night, but it was going to be worth the wait. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    James waited on the roof for two hours. At one point he’d begun to wonder if they weren’t coming back. Maybe he was wrong? Maybe they’d worked a new circular path? Then he heard them. It was only ambient noise on the wind, but after the hours of complete silence, he knew.  
 
    It wasn’t one of those things. They never made a sound until it was too late. Until they were on you. Until you were dead.  
 
    He got back into position and pushed the rifle into the curve of his shoulder. Waited. He’d never taken this sort of shot before. Gonna put a bullet in a human being. On purpose. He was shaking. Just slightly. He couldn’t feel it, but it was pronounced at the end of the rifle, the sight jumping slowly, and not in rhythm with his breathing. 
 
    Stop shaking. He willed himself. Control. He breathed in slowly. Remembering the hunting trips with his father. Out in the fields. Nestled against a tree. Slow your breathing, son. Wait for the right shot. You want the kill, remember—don’t wound the animal. Put it out of its misery. No such luck, Dad. This one wasn’t going to be a kill shot. Slow them down first.  
 
    Movement. 
 
    In the house opposite. He saw them at the window in the front of the house first. They were checking the roofs before they came to the front door. As he expected. James pushed himself tight and small against the wall. Nestled. Waiting for the right shot. He knew what he wanted. 
 
    They hung out in the building for what seemed like an eternity. Had they seen him? James doubted it. They were looking for big fucking creatures, not scrawny snipers. He let himself smile.  
 
    He told himself he wasn’t enjoying this, but a little way down into his body, he was. He wanted to hurt them. 
 
    Eventually, they came to the front of the house and the first of them appeared at the door. They were finally satisfied that the road was clear. He wondered why it took so long, and then remembered that sixth sense. They knew there was something out there but they couldn’t see it. Him. And they couldn’t stay there all night. 
 
    James looked down the sight, aiming at the man’s leg. No kill shot. It was too risky. 
 
    He was still shaking. The sight was bobbing up and down between the leg and the stomach. They were preparing to leave.  
 
    James sucked in his breath and held it. Steadied himself. 
 
    And fired. One. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    The shot echoed around the buildings. The man went down. 
 
    Screech. 
 
    One—maybe more—was coming. As he expected. He leapt to his feet and ran across the roof. Fast. Hard. He was in the door and on the stairwell in seconds. On the stairs. Down in the darkness.  
 
    James reached the bottom of the stairs and paused before flipping his head out to see if their pathway to the side of the house was still clear and that they were still across the street.  
 
    It was.  
 
    Part of him was surprised. Glad, but surprised. He half expected them to abandon their comrade and flee. Across the street, into the building. Leave him there to bleed out on the ground. Like cowards.  
 
    But it was part of his plan that they didn’t do that.  
 
    And they hadn’t. 
 
    James followed their new path—the one they had created today to the side door of the house that took them in their new direction. He could see them from within the warm dark embrace of the building.  
 
    Even now they were still trying to pull the guy back into the house on their side of the street. He had started screaming out in pain. Far worse than James had expected, but all the better for it. He pulled the rifle up and aimed.  
 
    Crack. 
 
    Two. 
 
    The man trying his hardest to pull the other back into the doorway fell backwards into the house. The one on the ground screamed. Louder. Pain. Confusion.  
 
    Revenge. 
 
    Then the ghost fell from the sky and landed between them and James. And it didn’t care about gunshots coming from the darkness. It wanted the man on the floor screaming. Writhing. Noise. Movement. Even in the dark, it could see enough.  
 
    Then there was gunfire from the other side of the building. The third was firing his rifle. He might have made it if he’d run. Fled to the blackness. But he panicked. The ghost stepped over the man on the floor screaming out. Into the house. A screech. The gunfire stopped.  
 
    The man on the floor had stopped screaming, too. Probably out of fear. James could see him still moving.  
 
    He wondered if he’d killed the guy with the second shot. 
 
    He let himself smile for the second time.  
 
    A short scream. Silence. The thing was chowing down in the building. The man on the ground, wounded. Incapacitated. James could leave him. He wasn’t going to make it across the street. Or he could put him out of his misery.  
 
    James thought for a moment. The ghost was still there in the building. He wasn’t about to do this guy any favours and risk his neck. 
 
    But there was a nagging pain at the back of his head. Much as they didn’t deserve any sort of compassion, James didn’t want to be them. Be like them.  
 
    He raised the gun to his shoulder. 
 
    There was another screech.  
 
    This one was from above. Another ghost came down in the street between the two buildings, stealing his shot. James lowered the gun again and watched. He couldn’t take his eyes from it. The man on the floor was pleading. Begging for his life. Begging for God to intervene. No such luck. 
 
    The creature stalked over to him. Taking its sweet time. It knew he was hurt. It knew he wasn’t going anywhere. It seemed unconcerned with the others in the house, or the ghost in there with them.  
 
    The man’s pleas stopped when the thing finally stood over to him. James guessed that he was resigned. Waiting for the end. Then the creature leaned into him and took a deep breath. It sniffed at him. It wanted him. His flesh. And it was enjoying it. 
 
    It brought its head back, letting out a screech. This one sounded different. It wasn’t anger. A warning. No. This one was satisfaction. It grabbed hold of the man’s head, one of its massive paws on each side of it.   
 
    There was a short scream from him. Nothing more. 
 
    The ghost applied enough pressure to rupture the man’s skull. The bone cracked and then splintered, caving in like a ripe melon. Already dead, he flopped about like a rag doll as brain matter, goo, and viscous liquids dripped in between the things massive claws. It ripped his head apart, revealing his ripe flesh within, dropped its mouth—rows of needle-sharp teeth—into the gooey brain food, and lapped at it, tongue twisting around, the fluids dripping from its maw like a drunk with a kebab. Its jaw squeezed, and its teeth ripped. The man’s corpse twitched a couple of times before James turned away. Bile swirling in his gut at the sight.  
 
    He walked away, quietly, following the pathway back towards the factory. Once he was out of earshot of the creatures, he took the last two cartridges from his pocket and reloaded the Remington. He was hoping to have retrieved some ammo or another gun, but there was always the risk that he was going to get cut off from the three men. The white ghosts were unpredictable.  
 
    But three, down. Seven to go.  
 
    He reached around and felt the handgun in his jeans. He rolled his shoulder. It was still bleeding. He could feel it. Get this night done and then see if he couldn’t do something about it. 
 
    James started back to the factory. He should be able to get in now, but he didn’t know how it was going to play out from there.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    The night was drawing on. He worked his way back through the path towards the factory quietly, but quickly. His head was lighter than it should have been. A couple of times his vision had blurred. Thought he was going to spew. Running more on adrenaline than anything else. Get Ellie back. It was the only thing on his mind.  
 
    He didn’t know what the time was, but it felt like it was going to get light soon. He found his way back to the factory without issue. Even through the tiredness. Fatigue. 
 
    The silence, overbearing. 
 
    As he approached the factory—he could see it through one of the windows as he made his way down the pathway in the house—he heard something.  
 
    Something moved.  
 
    Something close. Not behind him, but near.  
 
    He stopped and waited, to see if he would hear it again. It could have been one of the ghosts. He backed himself against a wall and closed his eyes, using his ears to spot. Nothing.  
 
    But he had heard something.  
 
    James opened his eyes and edged his way to the stairs in the house. He went up one floor and crossed over to the window. Somewhere that he would have a vantage over the factory. It all seemed to be in place. There wasn’t— 
 
    Wait. 
 
    There was movement on the right of the factory site. In a building. He watched. There it was again. 
 
    A second team from the factory. Stanny, perhaps? He pulled the rifle up and watched down the sight. He wasn’t about to start a fight out there … not if he didn’t have to. There was no way he could afford to make a mistake this close to the hatch. He didn’t think they’d be able to hear gunshots inside—not with the sound airlock—but if they got away from him, if only one of them made it to the hatch, then he’d have blown his chance, and Ellie would be lost for sure.  
 
    He breathed slowly.  
 
    Patience. His mind was rushing. Overthinking. He needed to focus. Stay in control. One of the men came out from the building. There was a small open space between the buildings, and James had a shot if he needed it. With just the sliver of moonlight, James could see it was Philips. Perhaps Stanny would be with him. He fought the urge to take the shot.  
 
    Then there was a click. 
 
    Loud. 
 
    Right by his ear. 
 
    “Don’t move,” Stanny spoke barely above a whisper. “I’m impressed that you managed to survive a gunshot, escape, and make it back here. But I think you should probably lower your gun.” He reached forward and wrapped his fingers around James’s Rifle lifting it away. James didn’t resist. Not with a gun in his ear. And Stanny was a madman, after all. He didn’t think he’d take a shot out here. Not this close to the factory. James looked over to the open space. Not with two of his men out in the open.  
 
    But he might. 
 
    “How did you know I’d be here?” James asked. 
 
    “Dumb luck. I broke from Alpha a few minutes ago to wait over here for Bravo team.  Caught sight of you ducking into the stairwell.” 
 
    Alpha. Bravo. The guy really was a gunhead fucknut.  
 
    “Get up,” he said.  
 
    James got to his feet and turned to face him. He had a handgun. Big thing. Pistol. Had the hammer pulled back. James lifted his arms a little. A passive surrender motion, but nothing more. He was too tired for this shit.  
 
    Stanny waggled the gun indicating that James walk around in a circle and take the lead, which he did. “Look,” James said quietly. “Do you mind me asking one thing?” Stanny grunted. James assumed he was a yes. “Where the fuck are you guys getting all your fucking guns from?” He returned to the stairs and down.  
 
    “People seem to think there ain’t no guns because they’re against the law. Well, it’s just as well half of London was breaking that law.” Stanny was walking behind. He was being quiet, but not too quiet. If there was a ghost nearby it might hear, but he doubted it. He would need something louder for that.  
 
    Stanny poked him in the back and moved him to the street. The two of them left the doorway, stopping in the road. Philips and some other guy made their way toward them. Philips looked confused. James didn’t turn. He knew that Stanny was just standing there with the gun pointed at him.  
 
    Philips laughed as they got closer. Too loud. Stanny shushed him and he shrugged it off. Scolded like a child.  
 
    “So now what?” James spoke too loudly. On purpose. He needed to make something happen. Quickly.  
 
    “Keep it down,” Stanny shoved the barrel hard into James back, and James acted. He spun, fast as he could. It was time to find out how much military training Stanny and his goons really had. James had spent the last few minutes weighing up what he knew about the group of men. They didn’t know each other before the event. So not a team. When they’d taken James and Ellie in they hadn’t taken his rifle away from him. Not particularly smart. And then there was Bravo team. One shot into them and they became useless. They had no military training. They did worse in a panicked situation than James, himself.  
 
    They were just schmoes. Cunts. 
 
    And now he needed to prove it. 
 
    He caught Stanny’s gun with his arm as he turned knocking it out of the way. In the same motion, he pulled his handgun from the back of his jeans, hidden this whole time from Stanny’s gaze under his shirt. He raised it and pointed it at Philips. Philips started to raise his gun in response, and Stanny shouted, “No gunfire!” 
 
    He hadn’t thought.  
 
    He panicked.  
 
    The shout was just as much of a beacon as the gunfire would have been. 
 
    In the distance, a screech. 
 
    James pulled the trigger. Now was as good a time as any to find out if the gun worked. Safety was on. Fuck it. James threw himself to the side, aware that Stanny was probably going to take any opportunity to fire on him now. He hit the ground rolling, fumbling with the gun. Philips was confused. He was looking to Stanny for answers. Should he fire, or not? The other guy had started running.  
 
    So he was the smart one. 
 
    He was heading toward the factory doors. Stanny looked just as bewildered as Philips, and eventually started to follow their third. 
 
    Philips turned to follow, but James had flipped the safety off. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    The shot pounded into Philips side, knocking him from his feet. The recoil of the gun was blunt force. James rolled back away from it, and even with the gun in his right hand the pain shot through his body and came out of his left shoulder. He grunted in agony. But he remembered Bravo Team. He lay, prone, and waited, watching as Stanny turned mid-run to see who shot who. 
 
    His eyes went from James to Philips, and then up. Something was in the air. Coming. 
 
    Another screech.  
 
    This time it was close. On them. James could see the thing in the darkness. It had jumped from the buildings they had come out of and was on its way to the factory. 
 
    Neither of them had reached the door yet. Everyone was in the open. 
 
    Another screech. This time behind James. There was another ghost there. He smiled and didn’t move.  
 
    The creature in the air landed and bounced from the side of the factory to the ground, firmly between Stanny and his man … and the door. Stanny opened fire. His man just changed direction and continued to run. He was heading back across the open ground to the building he had come out of with Philips.  
 
    Stanny fired again and again. And James just watched. Prone on the floor. 
 
    The second creature must have taken to the air because the third guy suddenly screamed out in pain. It landed on him, and James heard the cracking of his bones as they shattered under the weight of it. It raised its paw and smashed it down on the guy, silencing his screams instantly. Then there was a shock of red taking flight above the white ghost like it had flicked its hair in a stream for a shampoo commercial. 
 
    The guy’s scream was enough for Stanny to stop and stare. But the creature in front of him lurched forward and growled. Stanny refocused his gun at the ghost, pulling the trigger. 
 
    Click. 
 
    Click. 
 
    Click. 
 
    James smiled.  
 
    Stanny turned and ran. Back toward James and Philips. Philips had stopped moving. He’d either lost consciousness or died. James didn’t care which. He just lay still. On the grass. The ghosts couldn’t see him well enough to worry about him when they had other things going on. 
 
    Bravo team had taught him that the ghosts might be near blind at night, but they’re not stupid. Go for the prey that’s still moving. 
 
    At first, James thought Stanny was running for a gun, but he ran straight by James without paying him mind. Fucking flee. It was the only thing he was thinking. The ghost took to the air and James silently watched it pass him in the air as it leapt to Stanny. James stood, as soon as it had passed.  
 
    Now was his only chance.  
 
    He started running toward the factory. 
 
    Stanny screamed.  
 
    The thing was on him. 
 
    James wanted to turn so badly. He wanted to see the thing rip Stanny’s fucking guts out and shove them in its maw. But he didn’t want to die more. He ran hard to the factory, still holding his handgun tightly in his hand. It was a shame he didn’t have anything else, but at least there should only be four of them left in the bunker now.  
 
    He hoped he’d have enough bullets.  
 
    He burst through the door and into the factory and ran straight to the hatch. It was too late to worry about whether there were any of those things in there now. He reached the hatch and booted it three times in succession. Hard. Bam. Bam. Bam. 
 
    Then he waited. He waited and hoped that they hadn’t heard anything in the bunker. Seconds. Seconds felt like minutes. The fight outside the factory had died down. Stanny would be dead now.  
 
    Then a bolt. Clack. 
 
    The hatch opened.  
 
    James was on the far side of it, the hatch opening up and toward him. The guy opening it never saw him coming. 
 
    James took the butt of the gun and whipped it across the back of his head. The guy let out a huff, and a grunt, he raised his hand, as if he were going to caress the spot, and then stopped, tumbling down the steps into the airlock.  
 
    James followed him down, closing the hatch and bolting it. He got to the bottom of the steps and crouched down next to the man. There was an impressive gouge in his head where the piston-whip had scraped the skin from the skull. Blood oozed from it, and a couple of other places where he’d bounced down to the floor. James wanted to finish him now, but that would have made too much noise. He hoped he wasn’t going to come around anytime soon.  
 
    James righted the gun in his hand and frisked around the man’s belt line. He was unarmed. Shit. 
 
    James got up and went to the door into the bunker. Shangri-La. He listened. Nothing. Not a surprise. There were three of them in there somewhere.  
 
    James twisted the door handle and opened the door. Just a crack. He had the gun out in front of him. Ready. He could only hope that those in there were just as incompetent as the others. Then he might stand a chance.  
 
    He just wanted Ellie back, and out.  
 
    There was no one in the corridor. But there was an aroma of food. Of course. Prepping dinner for when everyone comes home. Sorry to tell you, he thought. No one’s coming home for dinner today.  
 
    He pulled the door open enough to slip out and into the corridor. There was someone in the kitchen. He could hear a god-awful rendition of some piece of shit opera being butchered by someone who couldn’t sing anything. Least of all opera.  
 
    He edged up to the door and glanced around. One man. Facing the counter. He was chopping something. Armed, but with a knife. James cornered into the room and kept his gun out walking up behind him.  
 
    He poked the gun into the guy’s back just as Stanny had to him, and then backed away a couple of feet. “Turn around,” he whispered. He did. Big guy. “You call out and I’ll kill you. Nothing to lose? Geddit?” 
 
    The man nodded, raising his hands. He still had a broad kitchen knife in his hand. 
 
    “Drop it.” 
 
    Again, he did. The knife clattered on the floor.  
 
    Then a noise behind him. Someone had followed him into the kitchen. James span but it was too late. Someone was on him. Hands everywhere. James flung out his elbow and caught something hard. The guy staggered back slowly, but then the cook was on him. He had two hands on the gun. James only one. He punched the guy with his free hand, pain ripping through his shoulder as he did. He didn’t let go, his hands all over the barrel. James pulled the trigger. The second guy grabbed him from behind in some sort of bear hung but the first had let go. He screamed out. The bullet had entered his wrist and travelled up his arm along the line of the radius bone. It looked like a scarab beetle burrowing under the flesh. James tried to kick out at the guy's shins, but he couldn’t get enough weight behind it. He was already struggling to stay on his feet. Exhausted.  
 
    He didn’t have a choice.  
 
    James raised the gun to the side of his head and pointed it behind him, pulling the trigger.  
 
    James hit the floor. 
 
    All he could hear was a whine. High pitched. Long. Constant. It was banging around his brain, disorienting him. He rolled on the floor like he was pissed. The guy that had been holding him was on the floor as well. His brains were all over the wall. Fluids. Pus. Dribbling and slooping down the plaster towards the tiles. His body twitched repeatedly. The other guy was up. He was cradling his arm, but he was going to the door. James got up on his knees and fired. Shooting him in the back.  
 
    As he fled. 
 
    The was a pang of guilt. A fucking short one. 
 
    James slumped forward. Move. He willed himself up. It’s not finished. There was one left. Somewhere. He pulled himself up to his feet on the edge of the table. Breathing hard. He went to the door and looked around it into the corridor. Felt like he was going to puke. Pass out. Both.  
 
    The corridor was empty. 
 
    He staggered down toward the bunk room. Checked through the door. No one. The lights were on. All the cots made. To the last doorway. The common room. He turned the corner. 
 
    Watts was standing at the far end of the room. He held Ellie up like a shield. To the side of him was a table covered in dolls. James kept his gun trained on Watts. He kept it on his face. It was the one part of him that he could see around Ellie. “You okay?” he asked her. The gun was heavy now.  
 
     The words that left his mouth sounded strange. He couldn’t hear anything in his right ear. Just that damned whine. And the left was dull from the gunfire. He didn’t hear her reply, but she was nodding.  
 
    James waved the gun at Watts. “Put her down and walk away.” 
 
    Watts shook his head. “No way, man.” His voice sounded mushy. 
 
    “I will kill you.” 
 
    “You’ll kill me anyway.” 
 
    That might be true. Even James didn’t know what he was going to do now. He lowered the gun. Pointed it at the floor. “Give her to me and walk away.” 
 
    Watts didn’t know what to do. James could see it in his eyes. He was terrified and panicked. He let Ellie down to her feet but kept his hands on her shoulders. Kept her in front of him. He walked forwards, keeping her there, between them. “You don’t look good, man.” 
 
    James shrugged.  
 
    Watts got to the door. They were close to each other. James could have taken his shot now if that was what he wanted. But he was tired. Watts let go of Ellie, finally, and she ran between the two men, throwing her arms around James’s waist.  
 
    “Did he hurt you?” James asked. He felt her shaking her head. “Did he … touch you?” 
 
    Watts shook his head. “No way, man.” 
 
    James waited for Ellie to shake her head before he waved Watts out of the room with the gun. “Go on.” 
 
    Watts went into the corridor and backed towards the airlock. He had his hands up. Wouldn’t turn away in case James shot him in the back.  
 
    “Go,” James said, again. He followed him as he went up the corridor to the airlock. Watts walked in backwards. “Take him.” 
 
    Watts turned. The man that James had knocked down the stairs a few minutes ago was sitting up, his head in his hands. Moping his head with his shirt. “We’re leaving,” Watts said to him. The guy looked at James, his brow furrowed. He was hurt. Angry. But he was unarmed, and James was waving his gun around. Watts helped him up.  
 
    James waved the gun to the hatch. “Get.” 
 
    Watts went up first and unbolted the hatch. He climbed out. The other guy followed him. James walked to the base of the steps and then climbed up enough to reach the hatch. He grabbed it and lifted it, keeping the gun on the two men. He waved it back, moving them away from the hatch. When they were a decent distance back, he put his finger to his lip. 
 
    Hush. 
 
    Then he fired the gun into the air. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    A screech from just outside the factory. 
 
    James slammed the lid of the hatch shut, and bolted it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    James sat at the bottom of the stepladder in the sound airlock. His hearing in his left ear had normalised over the last few minutes. He could hear the faint screams of the two men outside the hatch and the screech of the two creatures.  
 
    After a few minutes, Ellie poked her head around the door. She looked worried.  
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    She hurried over to him and knelt. “You’re hurt.” 
 
    “That I am,” he said weakly. “But …” He smiled. That hurt too. “Let’s see if we can find something that might help.” 
 
    Ellie helped James to his feet. She grappled with him, not really taking any weight as she couldn’t, but it was sweet. He slipped the gun into the back of his jeans again and dropped his jacket to the floor. His shirt was stained red from the wound on his shoulder. Black in places where it had dried. Hopefully, there would be some medical supplies here, and enough food to last a few days. None of the ten were coming back. He’d made sure of that. He needed somewhere they could stay and recuperate. Wait it out until the creatures got bored of waiting for them.  
 
    Then they could leave.  
 
    He leaned a little of his weight on Ellie and the two of them made their way to the kitchen. Two dead bodies. “Don’t look at them. Come on.” He took her hand and drew her down towards the common room. He slumped into a chair and Ellie sat on the sofa to the side. 
 
    “There is a drinks cabinet in the corner. They said I wasn’t to touch it.”  
 
    James nodded. “Yes, please.” 
 
    Ellie went and opened it. She pulled out a bottle of vodka and brought it over to James. He took it, spinning the cap off with his fingers. “Better be careful with this. It thins the blood, and I don’t have much left.” He laughed. The pain rocked through his torso. 
 
    “You need medicine.” 
 
    “I do. I’ll just rest for a few minutes before we see what we can find.” James took a swig of the vodka. It burnt on the way down but felt good. It felt good to be alive. He rested the bottle in his lap and closed his eyes. Just to rest them for a few minutes.  
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    James snapped his eyes open. He was still sitting on the chair, the vodka was still in his hand, but the lid had been replaced. Ellie came in. She had her arms full of sheets. “How long have I been asleep?” 
 
    She just shrugged. “I found some things that might help.” She put the sheets down next to a collection of other things on the sofa.  
 
    James sat forward. He wanted to reach out and see what she had found but the pain in his shoulder was too much. His back hurt. His legs ached.  
 
    He suddenly realised that his hearing had returned to normal in both ears. Thank fuck. He looked down at himself. He was cover in scratches and bruises. His shirt was caked in blood but it looked like it was drying, so he’d stopped bleeding.  
 
    He managed to sit up and pull himself between the chair and the sofa. She’d done well. Medical supplies. Painkillers. Suturing tools. Drugs. A lot of which James didn’t know what they were for. Bandages. Sheets. He looked at her and smiled. “You did good, kid.” 
 
    She smiled. “Do you want my help?” 
 
    James shook his head. “Not this time, thank you.” She nodded and left the common room. James tore his shirt off. There was no way it was going to come off over his head. The dried blood pulled on his skin. He took a long chug on the vodka. Then he took a handful of painkillers. He unwrapped the soiled bandages while he waited for them to kick in.  
 
    Once they did he used his right hand to feel around on the back of his shoulder. No hole. The bullet was still in him. Probably just as well. It surely would have been worse if it had punched its way out through his shoulder blade.  
 
    He looked at the hole. Hard to tell how bad it was, caked in his husked bodily fluids. Still. He poured vodka over it, using it to clean the wound, and around it. “Cunt it,” he seethed. He knew it was going to hurt, but fuck. It began bleeding again, but he expected that it would. Then he took the suture needle. He’d seen this done in films. But then, he’d seen the vodka-on-the-wound thing in films too, and seeing Indiana Jones suck air in through his teeth underplayed how much that motherfucker hurt.  
 
    Apparently Hollywood had lied. Even pumped on painkillers, James barely managed to form any sort of rudimentary seal on the skin before he wanted to a) pass out, and b) throw the needle across the room. And it wasn’t pretty, either. And he didn’t know if he’d done it right. Or if the stitches would need cutting out at some point. Or if he’d doomed himself to die of an infection.  
 
    He wrapped enough bandages around it to cover it and then slumped back down into the chair. He took another gulp of vodka and then blacked out.  
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    James stood over the kitchen sink. He was leaning in on his arms. “Well,” he said. “We’re getting short.”  
 
    Ellie sat at the table, her chin in her hands. “Time to leave?” 
 
    “Yep.” James picked up the plate with the last of the frozen bread on it, defrosted for Ellie’s breakfast.  
 
    They’d been in the bunker for a week. Heard nothing from the outside. James assumed that the ghosts would have gone by now. They’d kept the door to the sound airlock open at all times. Keeping it quiet inside, but ensuring that if anything tried to get in they’d know about it, even if they were both asleep.  
 
    And James had spent a lot of the first couple of days asleep.  
 
    When he’d awoken after performing his personal crochet, Ellie was there. She’d found the store of food—the freezers—through a hatch in the walls opposite the common room. It was like a false wall, not easy to notice, but just a covered opening to another room. It was barely done out and used only for storage.  
 
    They had enough food for a week or so, and more fresh water and soda than they could have wished for. And, oddly, enough vodka to kill an army. James had started a regimen of antibiotics that Ellie had found in among the medicines she’d collected. He was amped on painkillers too, which is probably why he slept the whole time, for the first two days.  
 
    She’d looked after him pretty well, providing simple meals for the two of them. He was eternally grateful as he was utterly fucking useless during the period. After those first couple of days, he started doing some exercises and kept his wounds clean. 
 
    They had started to look less like they would infect, there was no pus, the reddening didn’t get any worse. He wasn’t being eaten alive by maggots. Although as soon as he was able, he would need to find a medical book to explain these sutures. If he didn’t, he would have to cut them out and take his chances before they healed into his skin. 
 
    And now, he was pretty well. 
 
    Ellie seemed to take it all in her stride. Fucking trooper, she was. Stanny’s men hadn’t hurt her, at least not physically, and after a couple of restless nights, she seemed to settle. From what she had told him, it sounded like they were grooming her. To what end, he didn’t know. A mother figure? Or were they fucking cunt paedophiles? Either way, they were dead. So there was that. James was glad that he’d gotten there in time, and things seemed to have worked out for them. At least for now. However, with food running out, they were going to have to leave.  
 
    James glanced over to Ellie. The only girl. What Stanny had said, it kept bouncing around in his head. Surely they’d not bumped into any female survivors, is all. But then, neither had he. No one had made mention of other people who weren’t men.  
 
    And he still needed to find out what had happened. But they had to get to the farm first. Somewhere safe—like here—but theirs. Somewhere with some freedom. Supplies.  
 
    It was going to be a lot of work. 
 
    And they had to get out of the city first. 
 
    James sat down next to her. “It’s daytime. I think it’ll be dark in a few hours. Did you want to try going out tonight?” 
 
    She nodded, eating. 
 
    “I say we go out and scout about a bit. See what everything is like, and if it’s all clear, then we pack up and leave tomorrow night.” 
 
    Again, the nod. 
 
    “The weather will be getting worse now. It’s only going to get worse for the next few months, so it’s going to be cold. We need to find you some new clothes.” 
 
    Ellie was wearing one of Stanny’s men’s clothes cut down rudimentarily to fit her. James was wearing someone else’s clothes too, but at least they fit. Somehow it was weird though. Partly because they had just taken someone else’s clothes from a cupboard and stolen them, partly because James had killed them, and partly because they were psycho murdering arsehole’s clothes.  
 
    He never thought much about going shopping when he was living in a normal world. Now? It seemed unheard of. But still, he was going to suggest it. They’d leave tonight and follow Stanny’s pathways through to a store that had clothes. A couple of new packs. If he was happy that they were as safe as they could be, then they could return there and leave for good.  
 
    Tomorrow. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    James pushed the hatch open and crawled out into the darkness. He had a rifle from Stanny’s armoury and had worked out how to fully reload his handgun. He looked around the inside of the factory. It was empty.  
 
    He waved Ellie up and she crouched by the opening. James lowered the hatch silently and rested it closed, but not latched.  
 
    He took her hand and walked her across the factory to the door. Outside, it was overcast. A light rain hung in the air. It was somewhere around the end of November, James thought, although he’d lost several days a few weeks back. Too much to drink.  
 
    Sober now, he held on to Ellie and the two of them dashed across the street and into the embrace of the opposite building. They went in, deep into the building before stopping. James turned and crouched next to her. He pulled up her cut-down, ill-fitting, coat. “You warm enough?” 
 
    “Don’t fuss,” she said. “We’ll get something new tonight.” 
 
    He couldn’t help but grin. She was more grown-up now that he was when he moved to the city. The apocalypse does that to you. He turned back into the building and took her hand, walking carefully through the pitch back.  
 
    He planned on heading along the first perpendicular path he came across and heading in that direction. He hadn’t seen any shops on the path he’d already tread that would hold the clothing that they needed. And it would matter where they found it. Getting Ellie a suitable wardrobe was the most important thing and Stanny and his men wouldn’t have looted what she needed.  
 
    They made their way through the darkness until they came across a small indoor shopping centre. It was only four or five small outlets, most of which were untouched. James didn’t recognise it. It wasn’t somewhere he’d been before, but there was a children’s clothing store that Stanny’s men hadn’t even bothered to break into. James left Ellie in the next building and then went and kicked the door in, before retreating to her. They’d waited an hour before deciding that nothing was coming. The ghosts must have travelled too far away to hear.  
 
    It made sense.  
 
    If people were their food—and James had seen enough bits of people hanging out of their gaping food holes to think that they were at least contributory—then they would move to where the food source was.  
 
    And in the last week, there hadn’t been any around here.  
 
    In the store, they’d outfitted Ellie perfectly, found her a new pack and filled it with practical clothing that would see her through the winter. They even found a new pack for James, but nothing for him to wear.  
 
    But that was all right. 
 
    It was all starting to feel all right. 
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    James took other rifle and the handgun, and another two handguns in his pack. They each had a torch strapped to their belts—the only thing that Stanny had given them worth having—these cool little torch straps. And the supply of batteries for them that would last a few days. James had learned everything he could from the generator setup they had. He was going to have find power wherever they ended up, and he supposed it was best to start learning now. He made all the notes he could in a small notebook. And he knew, deep down that he might have to return here one day. It was the only place in the city that was safe. They closed the hatch and after scouting the factory quickly, they left. 
 
    The plan was the same as before. Get to the edge of the city in one night. Find somewhere to hole up, and then leave the city the next day. James still didn’t know how to hotwire a car, but he’d figure something out. 
 
    They followed Stanny’s path back to the chemist where they had first met them. James knew that the further that they got from the factory the more likely they were to find ghosts, but he also had to get out of the city on foot and that seemed the easiest way.  
 
    Go the way you know. 
 
    When they reached the store he found his—Ross’s—old backpack. He took the antibiotics from it. The supply he had from the factory was sufficient for now but they didn’t take up much space and he didn’t know what the future was going to bring.  
 
    He discarded the rest of the pack. 
 
    Taking Ellie’s hand, he crouched down next to her. “You remember, if you lose me to one of those things—” 
 
    She made a whine under her breath, displeasure. She gripped his hand tighter and looked away. 
 
    “You know it could happen.” He squeezed her hand tight and gave her a little yank to draw her look back to him. “You run. You run like the wind, fast and quiet. You find somewhere to hide until it’s gone and then you go. Find the edge of the city. Try to find help—listen to your gut.” 
 
    It was the same speech he given her three times now, just slightly different each time. He wanted to make sure she was going to be all right.  
 
    The only girl. 
 
    It had stuck with him.  
 
    Ellie nodded. “I will.” Her answer was a whisper. Partly because she didn’t want to say it. 
 
    They left the shelter of the store and went out into the street. James looked down the line of properties. They all had basement flats. Steps leading down below street level to another entrance. In the dark. At least Stanny’s pathways had avoided them. He checked up the sides of the buildings and they hurried down the street. Passing the basements in a quick, quiet walk. He held her hand the whole time. 
 
    It was lightly raining again. Clouds hid the stars. It made it hard for them to see where they were going, but James assumed that they wouldn’t run into any ghosts either. Not in this light. 
 
    They travelled an hour or so without incident.  
 
    Somewhere in the distance, there was a rumble. It wasn’t thunder either. An explosion? There were more people out there, somewhere. Something had caused it, but James wasn’t about to tangle with them. Not now. Trust no one.  
 
    He pulled Ellie along through the dark streets, into alleyways. He lost himself in the streets time and time again. It was too dark for him to see where he was the whole time and he kicked himself again for not exploring the city more when he’d had the chance. Before death wasn’t on every street corner. Blood wasn’t in every drain. Hell, he thought it was bad not being able to trust people before. But each time he had gotten turned around, he’d managed to pick up his scent. Work out where he was. 
 
    Sometime in the early hours of the morning—he didn’t know exactly when—they came across an off licence. It had been ransacked, or at least broken into before, and the two of them went in. It had its windows intact, and most of them were covered in decals, making it hard to see in. They went in through the door and James pushed it closed.  
 
    “Rest,” he said. Ellie immediately went over to the counter and slumped down behind it. They’d been walking for several hours but it wasn’t just walking. Hurry along here. Around that. Over this. 
 
    Do it all silently.  
 
    He scouted around the store quickly, before joining her on the floor. “Here.” He gave her a box of chocolates. They looked expensive. The shop had some of its produce missing, but probably from someone in the earlier days. It looked like the door had been jimmied open and someone had loaded up on spirits and left. They’d emptied the cash register. It must have been in the first few days after the event. What did money mean now? “Make sure they’re good.” 
 
    Ellie pulled the cellophane off the box like a ninja. Real stealthy. She opened the box. The contents looked like it might have been packed yesterday.  
 
    It seemed that they might be able to gather some real resources from the edge of the city. Maybe people had all headed towards the centre looking for answers, each other, and no one had stayed out there.  
 
    She scoffed the first chocolate before offering the box to James. He held his hand up to refuse. His gaze was sitting on the whiskeys. He shook his head. He hadn’t had a drink in a week. Best not to start now. There was too much to do tonight. 
 
    James waited until she had her fill. “You want anything else?” He patted his pack. She shook her head, but repacked the box carefully and slipped it into her backpack. James smiled. “Come on then.” 
 
    The two of them returned to the front of the store. The rain was heavier now. It smelt fresh. “We should be fairly near the outskirts,” he whispered.  
 
    Ellie tugged on his hand. 
 
    He looked down and she was pointing.  
 
    Following her line, James looked over the street. There was a ghost over by the buildings on the pavement. Hunched over. The rain changed the colour of its skin like pooled oil as it ran over and off. It was female. Scarred on the right side of the body, the hairless creature looked like it had been caught in a fire. Open sores, dagged by flesh that hung loose from it, covered its torso. But it didn’t seem fazed by them. It was yanking its head up, sniffing. Walking slowly. Its head was bobbing from side to side. It didn’t look hurt but lost. Blinded by the rain, it was looking for something.  
 
    Maybe it had heard the same rumble as them some time ago, but that was miles away. He watched it, waiting to see what it was going to do. Even if they had the most basic sense of smell, it wasn’t going to smell them in this. James backed into the shop forcing Ellie back with him. He pushed the door to, making sure it didn’t make a sound. Watching it through the window he whispered, “It’s stopped. I don’t think it knows we’re here, but it’s lost in the darkness.” 
 
    He crouched down next to her. “We need to find another way out.” 
 
    James took Ellie’s hand and led her to the back of the shop, behind the counter to a door. He tried it. Surprisingly it opened. It was a stock room. On the other side of it was another door. Out to the rear of the shop. He tried the handle. No movement. “Wait here.” James returned to the shop and started looking through the counter. He could make out the shape of the ghost in the street on the other side of the decals on the windows. It was getting slowly closer to the glass. Ambling. It was just taking the occasional step forward. He looked at the open cash register. They’d broken it open. The flap hung from it. He dropped to his knees and felt around on the floor among the coins, his fingers finding material. A shoelace or something. He picked it up. The key was on the other end. Bingo, motherfucker.  
 
     He got back to his feet slowly, a glance to the window. Still there. He headed back into the stock room and to Ellie. “Fingers crossed.” The words barely left his lips, carried only on a breath. 
 
    He tried the lock. 
 
    Thank fucking God. 
 
    He turned the key. There was a small clunk and the unused lock disengaged. James sucked air in. He turned the handle and the door opened. The rain came down, into the doorway. James looked out. Over the street was a cemetery. He could just see the sign through the rain. Highgate Cemetery. He’d heard of it. Big one. Covered a lot of ground, and it was near the edge of the city. They were close to getting out of there. If they could find some sort of suburbia then he thought he might be able to find somewhere to stay for the night in relative luxury and be able to jack a car—by finding a set of keys in a house. Take the M25 back towards Kent.  
 
    “Come on. Before it finds the side of the building.” He took Ellie’s hand and they ran out onto the pavement.  
 
    A floodlight came on. 
 
    It illuminated the street in all directions. James turned out of instinct. It was attached to the building above the door. Fucking generators. Batteries. 
 
    A screech. 
 
    It had seen the light. 
 
    “The fuck—” he said, out of surprise. 
 
    Ellie pulled his hand. “Come on.” She wasn’t quiet anymore. She’d let go of him and was running across the street—toward the fence to the cemetery. Chain link. Barbed wire on the top. It was that or go back in the building. James turned and followed. Too late now. Back in the building was probably smarter, but she was away. James caught up to her scrabbling at the links trying to get her feet in between them and pull herself up at the same time. He lifted her and pushed her as hard as he could, almost throwing her to the barbed wire at the top. She tumbled, snagging, she screamed out. She went falling to the grass on the other side. James shouted, “Run.” He turned and ran down the side of the fence. The ghost was on the top of the off licence. Another screech. 
 
    James ran to the side of the building and into the shadows. If he could just make it out of the gaze of the light. It must be battery backed up. Some sort of security system set up because of the weirdos that used to hang out down the back of off licences next to graveyards. He took the chance to glance behind him. He couldn’t see Ellie. Good. If he couldn’t then the creature probably couldn’t either. 
 
    A screech. It was right there.  
 
    He could feel it. 
 
    James reached around and pulled the handgun from his jeans. There was no way he was getting a shot off from the rifle, not now. He turned, moving so fast that he lost his footing, falling at the same time. He saw the creature. It was landing. Almost on him. The things paws hitting the concrete.  
 
    He fired. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    The creature crashed to the side, skidding by James as he rolled on the floor. It screeched again. A wound in its side. It wasn’t much. Didn’t slow it down.  
 
    Just pissed it off. 
 
    James jumped to his feet. He’d lost the rifle in the fall. No time for that. He put another one from the handgun into the side of the creature. It was enough to stun it. Maybe for a few seconds. He ran, slipping the gun back into the rear of his jeans, and jumped at the chain-link fence. It bounced back and forth as he careened into it, clawing at the rings, pushing his feet against it trying to gain traction.  
 
    He heard the creature. It shrieked out in anger. He’d managed to get under its skin. He gripped the barbed wire in his hands and pulled himself up by them. The metal spikes ripped into his flesh, blood splashing as his skin tore, pulled, and distorted. He forced the pain from his mind. Dragging himself over the fence, the barbs gripped his clothes, pulling him back. Holding onto him. Tried to keep him from dropping. James grabbed at his jacket, tearing it, his legs pinched and prodded by the wire. He fell to the other side. He was out of the light.  
 
    In the rain. 
 
    He saw the creature falter. It couldn’t see him—but it knew where he had been. It jumped forward toward the fence—wary, but pissed. 
 
    James dragged himself up to his feet. The wind was kicked straight from him. There was a pain in his side, a cramping stitch. He limped away into the cemetery, pushing himself forward.  
 
    The creature, behind him, behind the fence, screeching out in anger.  
 
    Between the rain and the darkness, it couldn’t find him. 
 
    James weakly limped to the first row of gravestones and some ornate twelve-foot tall figure of an angel, cast into stone, reaching for the sky. He leaned against it, looking around wildly. He couldn’t see Ellie. 
 
    At least she’d run. Like he’d told her to. Good girl. James slid down the statue. The pain inside his body was subsiding, but everything stung from the barbs. He looked down at his palms, shredded, and bleeding. 
 
    He waited there for a few moments, the rain rushing over him. He pulled the gun out from his jeans and flipped the safety back on. He pushed it back in the front this time to stop it from sticking in his back. He pulled long gasps into his lungs. Waited for his head to clear. 
 
    Over the grave markers, he could still see the ghost, lurching back and forth in the space between the building and the fence. Its movement was keeping the light on. It looked like a caged fucking tiger. Pacing.  
 
    Then she took his hand. 
 
    James snapped his head to Ellie. She had knelt next to him and taken his hand without him noticing. He held her hand, warm. “You were supposed to run,” he whispered. He turned back to the creature to make sure it couldn’t hear them talking, but they were too far away. It just stalked back and forward, pissed. 
 
    She leaned in and whispered, “What would you do without me?”  
 
    James stifled a laugh. “Indeed.” He squeezed her hand signalling he was going to let go and he got back to his feet. She huffed and grunted trying to help. He noticed her hands and turned them, palm up, to see. Scratches. Bloody. “You’re hurt.” 
 
    She shook her head violently. “Not too bad.” 
 
    James half nodded an acknowledgement. “Let’s go.” He took her hand in his and they went further into the cemetery. “We need to find the other side, and somewhere to stay the day. Sharp.” 
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    It took them around an hour to get to the other side of the cemetery and find a way out that didn’t involve chain-link fences and barbed wire. There was a gate. It was chained closed, but without her backpack, Ellie could get through the gap, and James climbed over. Once the other side James looked at the horizon. “It’ll be light soon, see.” He pointed down the street to the lowest point in the distance. “You see the red glow?” He was doing everything he could to try and teach her. Just in case. 
 
    Ellie nodded. 
 
    “The daylight coming.” 
 
    “We need to find the dark,” she said. She knew. 
 
    James led the way, across the street. Quietly. Within a street or two, they were in some narrow suburban road. Detached bungalows. Expensive. Each of them had a garage, some open, some closed. There were driveways littered with four-by-fours and the occasional sports car. The path was lined with tall, strong trees. James nodded. He took Ellie’s hand and they hurried over to the first house with a car in the driveway. James looked through the window into the vehicle. It looked untouched since the event. Good. He took Ellie to the front of the house and looked into the property.  
 
    Again, it was untouched.  
 
    “This one,” he whispered, looking at the sky. Time was running out. They went around the rear of the property into the garden. He found a window into the basement. Held his jacket against it and hit it with a rock. The smash of the glass was muffled. It was a risk, but it didn’t look like anyone had been there in weeks. And their time at the factory proved it: where there were no people, the ghosts didn’t stay around. 
 
    He pushed some of the glass from the window and slipped his pack from his back. He dropped it through and followed it in. Then he lifted Ellie in, careful to not cut her. She needed some bandaging on her hands. They hadn’t stopped bleeding and she was fiddling with them. Although she said nothing, they were irritating her.  
 
    He looked at the window. It wasn’t big enough for a ghost to get through, even by force. Sure another person could come at them from there, but there was no one there. Not in this part of London.  
 
    He led her up the stairs from the basement into the bungalow. Quickly went from room to room closing the curtains, so that they were free to move as they wished. 
 
    Then he scouted the house for food. The kitchen was well stocked. The owners of the house had just disappeared. Like everyone else. He didn’t bother opening the fridge. He could smell it as soon as he entered the kitchen. There were dead flowers in the window. Two cups in the sink, mouldy. He opened the cupboards. Full of tinned food that would all be fine. Maybe they should stay an extra day. Recharge before they ran for the farm.  
 
    He pulled down some of the cans and left them on the side. Then he went through the living room where Ellie was lying on one of the sofas, her eyes shut, to the bathroom. Plenty of first aid things, sticking plasters, bandages, peroxide. Perfect. Back in the living room he placed the bandages and peroxide down. He didn’t want to wake her. But he worried about infection more. He sat at her feet and made sure to bounce a little, jogging her awake without having to shake her or raise his voice. She was fragile. Nervous. Worse since Stanny took her. She opened her eyes and smiled at him, immediately rolling her fingertips against the palms of the hands.  
 
    “Here,” he said. James opened the peroxide and poured some onto a washcloth he brought from the bathroom. He rubbed her hands gently and she recoiled, sucking air in through her teeth. But she didn’t cry. “Sorry,” he whispered. He wrapped her palms with the bandages and secured them in place with sticking plasters. She looked in some admiration at them when he’d finished, and he thought that maybe she was proud of his work. 
 
    “You go back to sleep.” 
 
    She rested back and was asleep in seconds. James went to the bedroom to find a blanket to cover her. When he got there, the bed wasn’t made. He didn’t think anything of it at first, but as he opened and closed the wardrobes looking for bedding his eyes rested more than once on the bed.  
 
    Something didn’t feel right. 
 
    He thought. Everything in the house—the street even—was perfect. Immaculate. The bed. He looked at it and then turned away, dropping down onto it sitting. What if the people that lived here just vaporised? Why? How? Why else was their car untouched in the driveway? Cups in the sink? 
 
    None of this made any sense.  
 
    He stood and opened cupboards until he found the sheets and blankets. He went back to the living room and covered Ellie. He sat on the second sofa opposite and covered himself up. It somehow seemed wrong to sleep in the bed. He shivered.  
 
    He rested his hand on the butt of the gun in the front of his jeans and then drifted into sleep.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    Two days later. James wanted to leave at the crack of dawn. He and Ellie had discussed it—it was better to leave at night, but the noise of the car was going to make them visible. To people, and the white ghosts. He could drive better, faster, during the day, especially when at night with the car lights on, the ghosts could see them just as well as in the day. And driving without them was suicidal. 
 
    Eventually, Ellie had agreed. They would leave early and try to get as far from the city as possible before the sun was high. 
 
    The two days that they had spent in the house had allowed Ellie’s hands to heal well enough and James to get some much-needed rest. The week at the factory had allowed his body to recover, but hadn’t helped him mentally, or allowed him to fully recuperate. He had been, up until yesterday, worn and tired. Beaten down.  
 
    Ellie made some cereal with water that they had found in the kitchen and brought it to James sitting on the sofa. They still slept there. James was perpetually creeped out by the bed, and it had rubbed off on Ellie.  
 
    It was dark. They had packed everything and were preparing to load it into the car.  
 
    “You wait here.” 
 
    James opened the front door of the house and looked around. It was too dark for him to see much up the street, but he could see enough to tell that the front of the house was clear.  
 
    He walked quietly over to the car and opened the back with the key. He avoided the fob, fearing that it might cause a beep, and maybe a flash of the lights. The vehicle was a four-by-four. A relatively small one—one that a couple might have without all the kids. It matched the layout of the house. He pushed his backpack into the car and then went back and forth to the house a few times. Carrying little with him, armed with the handgun at all times. He was trying to do more than one thing at a time and was wary that loading the car like this, a ghost could get the jump on him with some ease.  
 
    When he’d finished, he closed the door to the boot, pushing it to and then leaning his weight on it to latch it. The clunk was noticeable in the silence. He returned to the house and closed the front door. Ellie had been watching him the whole time. She asked to help but was refused.  
 
    She made it perfectly clear that she didn’t like the rules about fleeing and protecting herself if he was in trouble, and he’d sat her down and spoken with her at length about her ignoring his instructions in the cemetery. It was hard for him to make her understand that she might be so important when he didn’t understand it himself.  
 
    The only girl. 
 
    But she got the idea. Begrudgingly. 
 
    James sat on the sofa and drank cold tea. It was starting to show signs of light on the horizon. Time to go. 
 
    “Do you know where you’re going?” she asked. 
 
    “I think so. I’m going to head to the left of the sun. It’ll bring us out on the motorway on the edge of the city, and then we just need to find the M25. Once we’re on our way to Hadling, we’ll be home free. You’ll see. I didn’t see any of the ghosts on the way into London. There won’t be any out there now.” 
 
    Ellie picked up the torch that she kept by the sofa and stuffed it into her backpack. “Are you ready then?” 
 
    James nodded. 
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    The two of them stood at the door. James was holding Ellie’s hand. She had her backpack on. He looked out into the half-light. Gave her a squeeze of reassurance before the two of them hurried in silence across the lawn to the car, leaving the door of the house to move in the light wind. Rocking back and forward. James opened the car door and Ellie got in. He pushed it to and shut it with his weight, the same as the boot. Around on the driver’s side, he opened his door and got in, pulling the door in, but not closing it. He pushed the keys into the ignition. “You ready for this?” He still didn’t know if the car was even going to start. 
 
    “Let’s drive,” she said, smiling. 
 
    James quickly looked around the controls of the car. It was an automatic, but aside from that, he was satisfied he could drive it. He turned the key and the four-by-four made a sickly noise as the engine turned over for the first time in weeks … maybe longer. He turned it back to disengage it and then tried again. This time the car roared noisily, struggling to awaken.  
 
    He then slammed the driver’s door shut. James pulled the car into reverse and backed out onto the street. He paused, checking the petrol. Three-quarters full. A vehicle in this condition should easily make the farm without having to top up. At last, a little luck. 
 
    Then he heard a screech. 
 
    It was close. 
 
    Very fucking close.  
 
    James looked out of the window to see one of the ghosts standing on the low roof of the bungalow they’d just left. “Jesus Christ.”  
 
    It leapt, but not at them. Down into the street in front of the car, some thirty feet away. And there it stood, bouncing up and down in time with its breathing. It stared James down. James didn’t like it. Why hadn’t it attacked them straight away?  
 
    He looked back at the creature. Looking it in the eyes as it stared him down. He saw it was hurt. It had scar tissue all down the side of its face. He arched his head around to look at the side of the creature. A healing bullet wound. “You,” he whispered. 
 
    It screeched as if it had heard him. Knocking its head back like it was barking at the moon. 
 
    “What?” Ellie asked. 
 
    “It’s following me,” James whispered. 
 
    She looked out of the window and down the street. “No way are they that smart.” 
 
    James nodded. “It hasn’t charged us because it knows me. It knows that I can take it in a fight.” He remembered it recoiling at the sound of gunfire. “They learn. Quickly.” 
 
    Ellie shook her head. “Let’s just go.” 
 
    James nodded. “Gotcha.” He pushed the car into drive and slammed his foot hard on the accelerator. The car lurched forward with far more power than he expected, it being an automatic, a little spin of the tyres on the tarmac and the rear of the car wiggled from side to side. James fought to keep control.  
 
    The ghost hunched. It wasn’t moving out of the way. Waiting for James to get closer.  
 
    James held onto the wheel so tightly his knuckles grew white. “Shit.” Neither of them had put their seat belts on. 
 
    James yanked the wheel, swerving the car to the other side of the street, then back again. He missed hitting the kerb. A tree zipped by the car catching the side view mirror, it exploding in a shower of glass. 
 
    The creature never moved except to watch James nearly kill himself to avoid it. It watched him moving around as he regained control of the car, hurtling toward the edge of the city. 
 
    James watched it in the rearview, pulling his seat belt across his chest and telling Ellie to do the same. 
 
    “What’s it doing?” she asked. 
 
    “Watching,” he answered. “Learning,” he said to himself.  
 
    He turned the corner and the thing was gone. It wasn’t going to follow, James thought to himself. It was like it already knew where he was going. 
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    James reached the motorway in an hour. He turned himself around a couple of times doing it, but he managed, eventually. 
 
    They passed a sign for Hadling, 41 Miles. 
 
    “Do we need to stop?” Ellie asked.  
 
    James shook his head. “No. But I want to take it slow through the town. I want to know if there’s anyone, or anything, there.” 
 
    Ellie didn’t respond, she just kept watching the world pass out of the window. 
 
    It was surprisingly normal. Road trip. Except there was nothing else on the motorway. A couple of cars here and there—probably from after the event—but no pile-ups and thousands of queued cars like you saw in zombie films. No sign that most of humanity was ever there in the first place. 
 
    Hadling was desolate. 
 
    James drove through it at a crawl. If there were any crazies with guns—or worse—there, he wanted to know now before he returned in a few days to collect materials. Fortify the farm.  
 
    Nothing came out at them. The guy who had the gun when he was there when all this kicked off probably left soon after he had. Either that or blown his own head off. James looked at Ellie. There was a time he’d have considered that himself.  
 
    Blowing his head off.  
 
    But not now. She needed him. 
 
    Within an hour they were at the farm. It was untouched since he’d left. Everyone who found themselves out there had probably done the same as him. 
 
    Headed for the city.  
 
    He set Ellie up in his old room and he’d taken his parents room. That seemed the right thing to do.  
 
    He was tired. She was tired. Now they had to build some sort of life.  
 
      
 
    And find some answers. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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