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Elise

The smell was sweet but stale, like a meringue that had been left too long in the sun. There was a rotten undertone to it, like mouldering berries. It was the odour of something far, far too old and it seemed to permeate everything, sinking into Elise’s skin and blurring the barrier between her body and the hot, humid air. Sweat trickled down her back, soaking through her shirt and into the worn, filthy livery of the Central Line.

Elise Nanda shook her head, trying to clear her mind. Had she been sleeping? Her eyes felt heavy, but Queensway Station was filling the carriage windows, so she couldn’t have been dozing long. She didn’t feel well. Adjusting her mask self-consciously, Elise quickly ran over the symptoms of Covid in her mind, as she did for every ache or discomfort, before eventually dismissing the thought. It was just the heat. That was all. Those signs reminding you to carry water on the Underground were no joke.

As she cast her eyes around the carriage, it became clear she wasn’t the only one suffering. Opposite her, a middle-aged black man wearing a Transport for London jacket and navy-blue cloth mask ran his fingers over short, greying hair, as though trying to fight off a headache. Further down the carriage a blond man in a tailored business suit and a white woman with henna-red hair both sat uneasily in their seats. Perhaps their awkwardness came from the dishevelled young man who stood over them holding a partially crumpled McDonald’s cup. It looked like he’d been begging, but he’d apparently lost his train of thought halfway through his pitch. The only traveller in the carriage who didn’t look at all distressed was a young man in a crisp linen three-piece. His teeth gleamed white as he grinned at Elise for a moment, and she was struck by how expensive everything about him looked: from his smile to his haircut to his skin so smooth it might as well have been porcelain. If he felt the temperature at all, it didn’t show.

The headlines said it was the hottest Britain had ever been, that it was probably going to hit forty degrees in the next few days. And the Underground was even worse. Her brother had once told her that it would have been illegal to transport cattle on the Central Line because it was too hot to be considered humane. There were probably other reasons too, Elise smiled to herself, but the point was there were few such regulations in place to protect human beings.

‘Uh, so if you could see your way to helping me get into a shelter for tonight’ – further down the carriage it looked like the young man was trying to pick up where he had left off – ‘then I’d be really grateful to you, God bless.’

He passed the businessman and the woman without a second glance. Neither of them moved or looked him in the face. There was no expectation or recrimination in his manner, just a sort of resigned routine. Four people probably wasn’t even worth his time, but he walked the carriage anyway. As he approached, Elise tried to remember if she had any change. She rarely carried cash at all these days, so the answer was going to be no. She prepared herself for the slightly shameful downwards glance, staring at the floor until the cup had passed, but was saved when the man opposite her reached into his pocket and produced a pound coin. He dropped it into the McDonald’s cup without comment and got an appreciative grunt in response.

Almost on cue, the speakers in the carriage chimed up with their automated litany.

‘There are beggars and buskers operating on this train. Please do not encourage their presence by supporting them.’

‘Fuck off.’ The voice from the TfL man sat opposite Elise was quiet but clear, not meant for anybody save the uncaring robotic voice. Still, he smiled when she met his deep brown eyes and shrugged slightly. He had a slightly distant look about him, just like her, and wiped the sweat from his forehead with a tissue. The heat was getting to everyone, it seemed. The heat and that awful smell, which still lingered in the static air of the carriage.

A pound richer, the young man hopped off when the doors opened at Queensway. Elise half-expected him to step back on at the next carriage down, making his way along the train, but instead he walked slowly towards the stairs leading up towards the street. He stumbled for a second, then turned back and, just for a moment, looked at Elise with an expression she couldn’t quite decipher. The doors closed with a hiss and the young man was gone.

There wasn’t much time to consider the encounter further. The train was already past Marble Arch and about to arrive at Bond Street, where Elise needed to change for the Jubilee Line. As she prepared to leave, she saw the man in the business suit doing likewise, checking his jacket to see how well it had stood up to the high temperatures and grimacing at a couple of obvious sweat-patches. Why hadn’t he just taken it off?

The thought vanished from Elise’s mind as her hand gripped the metal support pole. She went to pull herself up and suddenly shuddered in disgust. Something felt wrong beneath her palm. There was a greasy texture to the red-painted metal, and she leaned closer to examine it. Sure enough, there was an unpleasant, oily sheen where her hand had touched it. Recoiling slightly, she looked at her palm. It was a coated in a thin layer of something dark and greenish-grey. It was flaky, like a sort of ash, but slick, as though it were made of some fatty substance. She gave it a tentative sniff. The faint odour was not pleasant, like burned hair, but it was not the scent that seemed to be haunting the train carriage.

The opening door interrupted her investigations, and she hurried off the train, silently cursing that there was nowhere to wash your hands in the Underground. As far as first days at a new job went, this was shaping up to be a pretty bad one.

The day got even worse when it turned out that Elise’s new position in the Central Data Unit of the Department for Transport wasn’t going to be at their main offices. Instead of the iconic Great Minster House, she was going to be working in one of the smaller satellite offices at Windsor House, an altogether less appealing 1970s edifice whose architect had moved on from concrete as a material, but not as a state of mind. As she stood on the street below it, the building tried its hardest to gleam under a thin layer of grime deposited on it by the summer smog. It succeeded only in seeming dull and lifeless.

At least it had been a walkable distance between the two, but the journey itself had been a decidedly unpleasant one. The brief taste of air conditioning Elise had got in the lobby of Great Minster House had been just enough to make turning around and walking back out into the searing oven of the London streets feel profoundly cruel. And the streets themselves felt strange and empty. The much-discussed heatwave had kept everyone working from home who could feasibly do so, and most who still had to commute in were already safely ensconced in climate-controlled offices. She made her way through Westminster almost entirely alone.

And yet, in a way she couldn’t quite put her finger on, Elise had felt … scrutinised. Not followed, exactly, that wasn’t the right word, but her eyes kept finding their way into empty windows, half-expecting to see a pale face staring back at her. But there was no-one there. She passed a woman slumped in a chair outside a Costa Coffee, weeping profusely over her laptop, tears soaking the front of her crisp blue shirt. She passed an unfinished graffito that read LONDON DIED YESTERD … before trailing off into a smear of magenta spray paint. She passed a businessman wearing a lurid orange tie who did not seem to have noticed that he had cut his hand, and that bright-red blood was mingling with the thin coffee dripping from his takeout cup. And over everything was a haze of glaring sun. It all felt so unreal.

At one point Elise felt so strange she had to stop and pull out her glucometer to check her own blood. It didn’t seem like a glycaemic episode, but she’d been feeling so odd ever since she stepped off the Tube that she wanted to make sure. The blood sugar readings were normal. It was less reassuring than she’d hoped. Diabetes was something she understood. Now she had no explanation for her uneasiness.

The blast of cool air on entering Windsor House helped to dispel the sensation. It was not quite as powerful or refreshing as it had been at Great Minster House, but it still served to wake her from her heat-induced stupor. The reception was bigger, more spacious than it had seemed from the street, and there were potted plants dotted all around, bringing a splash of green into the otherwise sterile lobby. All in all, it was a comparatively pleasant place to sit and wait for her new manager to come and collect her, so after giving her name and details to the receptionist, she sank onto an only-slightly-uncomfortable sofa, rereading the orientation documents she had been sent on her phone.

‘Elise Nanda?’

The man who emerged from the lift was tall – taller than she imagined would be convenient when navigating the world. He didn’t quite have to stoop when stepping out into the reception, but there were definitely doors in the building that weren’t as forgiving. He was thin in a way that made it seem like someone had simply stretched a shorter man upwards, and his long neck ended in a soft, friendly face which sported a bristly brown moustache that made it impossible to accurately age him. At thirty-one, Elise was no longer guaranteed to be younger than her managers, but the man who walked over to her could have been anything from twenty-five to forty-five.

‘Yeah. Uh, yes, that’s me,’ she said, realising she hadn’t yet answered.

‘Gordon.’ He extended his hand. ‘I’ll be your supervisor here. At least for now.’

Elise shook the offered hand, though not before triple-checking she had managed to wipe off that horrible greasy ash from the Tube. Gordon smiled at her and she tried to shrug off the weird day she’d had so far and do likewise. He led her towards the lift, swiping them both through with the key card dangling off his rainbow lanyard.

‘Sorry I’m late. Did you get my message?’

‘Don’t worry,’ Gordon said with a small chuckle. ‘You’d be surprised how often it happens. A lot of us bounce back and forth between buildings, so I’ve done it myself a few times.’

‘Why was I assigned to start here? If it’s not a rude question?’

Gordon hit a button for the twelfth floor, and the doors closed with a pleasant chime.

‘Well, my team’s working quite closely with Transport for London, and TfL have offices here. We’re the ones most in need of a new programmer, so we got you. To begin with, at least. Nothing sinister. And if you don’t mind a rude question right back, why did you take the job? I was a little bit surprised. Skills like yours could be making a lot more money elsewhere.’

‘I value the stability and structure of the Civil Service and—’

‘Yeah, I remember you saying that.’ Gordon nodded dismissively. ‘But that’s an interview answer. You got the job already, I’m just curious what your deal is.’

A tinge of irritation rose in Elise. Gordon seemed nice enough, but it felt a bit early to be trying to figure out her ‘deal’. She pushed it down, though, not willing to alienate her manager before she’d even reached her desk.

‘My interview answer is my actual answer. Seriously. I’m looking for something secure. Something stable. I did my time in high-pressure start-ups and private sector development. There’s just too much bullshit.’

Elise started slightly, realising she’d unthinkingly sworn in front of her new boss. Was he someone who minded that sort of thing? She glanced up at his face, but it didn’t seem like he’d even noticed.

‘Last place I worked,’ she pressed on, ‘was a healthcare systems company. Making stuff to sell to research organisations, mostly. We were supposed to be integrating this anonymisation system last year, except it turned out it didn’t work. At all. I tried to raise it with the CEO, but it turned out he’d already given the contract to his brother-in-law and he told me we would have to ‘work with what we had.’ Anonymised or not.

‘Isn’t that illegal?’

‘That’s what I told him.’

‘And he still went through with it?’

‘I don’t know. I think so. I’d already handed in my notice by then.’

There was a long pause.

‘So,’ Gordon’s voice was an unreadable deadpan, ‘you wanted a job with less politics, nepotism and incompetence, so you decided to apply to work in the British Government?’

‘The Department for Transport,’ Elise corrected, not quite sure how to feel. ‘Trust me, it can’t be as bad as the last place I worked.’

The lift dinged softly to announce their arrival. Gordon didn’t reply.

The fridge door closed with a satisfying thud, and Elise nodded to herself with satisfaction as she glanced up at the little temperature readout in the corner of the door. Three degrees, which was impressive for a break room refrigerator that was constantly being opened and closed. In fact, just having the number visible at all was a big improvement on anywhere else she’d worked, where she always worried about keeping her injections properly cold. In fact, she had noticed that hers was not the only insulin in there. Clearly someone else had already had these fights and now she was reaping the benefits. Elise idly wondered who the other diabetic in the office might be. Gordon wouldn’t legally be allowed to tell her, and even if he did the chances were slim it was anyone she’d be directly working with. The office was pretty big, after all, and felt even more so given how few people seemed to be have turned up that day.

She looked around the break room. Larger than she’d expected, and a little bit more comfortable, though she noticed the absence of any easily stained soft furnishings. The cupboard was half-filled with plain white mugs and half with an array of mismatched ones in all shapes, colours and sizes, no doubt brought from home by generation after generation of civil servants. Perhaps she’d bring a mug of her own in at some point. More likely she’d gradually note which were unclaimed and take one of those as her own.

Next to that cupboard was a fire door. It was heavy, with a huge metal safety latch and a sign that read THIS DOOR IS ALARMED. There was a thick window of safety glass running down one side of it, but the room beyond was dark. As she looked, there was the faintest hint of something in the air, a familiar smell. Sweet and stale. Rotten. Her muscles began to reflexively lock up, and for a moment Elise’s head swum. There was movement in the dark behind the glass.

Pulling herself away with some effort, she turned around and jumped slightly to see Gordon looming at the other end of the break room, a plastic Tesco bag in one hand. She didn’t think he meant to loom, but it was hard for him not to. He placed the bag on one of the tables and moved next to her to make himself a cup of tea. She gave a quick glance back at the fire door, but the feeling had passed.

‘So, how’re you finding it so far?’ he asked.

An unexpected spike of anxiety travelled through Elise at the question as she ran through what she could acceptably say about her first morning. The main thing she’d noticed was that there were a lot fewer middle-class white men than she had expected and, while that was good, the observation probably wouldn’t go down well with Gordon, a middle-class white man. Elise was always on edge about that stuff at a new office: she knew many employers liked that she passed for white herself and that her medical condition was largely invisible. A particularly odious interviewer had even once described her as ‘the ideal diversity hire’ (he hadn’t given her the job, but he had tried to hit on her).

‘Early days,’ she said at last. ‘Misha’s still getting me set up on the computer. It’s a lot more spacious than I expected. A lot more plants.’

‘Yeah, they got a company in a few years back, redid the whole place. Looks a lot less depressing now.’

Elise decided it was too early to push on the light emphasis she noticed on the word ‘looks’.

‘Anyway, excited to finally get started. Sounds like a fascinating project.’

‘You think?’ Gordon’s tone still gave away nothing. ‘Mobile data signal on the Underground?’

‘I like those kinds of infrastructure projects,’ Elise said. ‘And so should you. You work for the Department for Transport!’

Gordon laughed at that. It was the biggest sound Elise had heard from him all day, and it had a comforting rumble to it.

‘We’ll see how your passion for it holds up once you start dealing with central IT. And Transport for London.’

‘What do you mean? Why would IT care about our project?’

‘You’re doing programming, right? For the signal stuff?’

‘Some mapping software, yeah, a little bit of database work. You said we mainly use Python?’

‘Mmhm.’

‘So what’s the problem?’

‘The problem’ – Gordon sipped his tea – ‘is that central IT don’t let us install anything on the office computers.’

‘I guess that makes sense. I mean, it’s the Government network. Security has to be pretty tight. And I suppose we don’t really need much except Python and a few—’

She stopped, noticing Gordon’s expression. It was halfway between amusement and despair.

‘Wait,’ she said, putting it together. ‘We can’t install Python? The programming language we need to do our job? That’s—’

‘Mmhm.’ Gordon nodded.

‘So what do we do?’

At this question, her boss’s gaze moved towards the Tesco bag, which he slid slowly across the table towards her.

‘If anyone asks, this is from the coffee budget,’ he said as she looked inside. ‘Now, obviously central IT has a strong policy against bringing external laptops into the office. But they don’t spend much time over here, and you should have a bit of warning before they show up. Understand?’

The MacBook looked to be about five years old, and not desperately well-treated by its previous owner. The back of the screen was covered in the residue from old stickers, one of which had not been entirely removed, leaving only a torn black corner with the word BITE in an Impact font.

‘That’s ridiculous,’ was all Elise could bring herself to say.

‘Welcome to the Civil Service,’ Gordon agreed. ‘I’ll go see how Misha’s getting on. Get yourself some lunch.’

And with that he departed into the mostly empty field of desks.

When she had first stepped into the open plan office, Elise had wondered how it was that so many people were clearly still working from home, given the need to be logged into the heavily secured network. The laptop in her hand seemed to answer the question. Not that she objected to more home-working, of course. Sometimes she felt like she was the only one who still remembered there was a pandemic on. Still, this wasn’t exactly how she’d imagined her first day going. She had known there would be some weird rules or arcane procedures, of course, but this was—

Her train of thought was interrupted by the sound of a mechanical thunk. She looked over at the fire exit, surprised that anyone was allowed to use it as an entrance. There was no-one there. The heavy door simply swung slowly outwards and stayed slightly ajar, revealing a thin line of darkness behind it. There was no sound to be heard. Whatever alarm was supposed to sound, it didn’t.

Elise looked around to see if anyone else had noticed, but she was alone in the break room. Hesitantly, she got to her feet and walked towards the door, fully intending to simply pull it closed. Just leave it alone, she could hear her brother’s voice in the back of her head. She wasn’t that person anymore. No more drama, no more sticking her nose into other people’s business. She had a nice stable job now. She had chosen a boring life and that was fine.

But surely it couldn’t hurt to just have a look at the fire escape? If there was a fire, it would be best to know the way, surely?

Beyond the door was a square stairwell, with rough concrete steps leading around and down a dozen or so floors to the ground. There were no windows, but every other landing was illuminated by a flickering fluorescent bulb. On this floor, however, there was no light at all, and the gloom was thick around her. Elise leaned for a second over the railing and looked into the long, dark hollow that led all the way down through the centre of the stairs. Every few floors there was a thin net stretched across, just in case anyone fell. Or jumped.

Or was pushed.

Why had that thought come into her head? Why was she so on edge? The rotten smell was back, and she was struggling to not stay locked in place. Now her eyes had adjusted a bit, she could make out someone moving near the bottom of the stairwell. The nets made it hard to see them clearly, but after a second the figure stopped. Even all the way below her she could see the pale face look up, and she could feel it staring at her.

Instinctively she stepped back, stretching her hand to steady herself against the wall. The concrete felt unpleasant under her palm, and when she turned towards it Elise could just about make out a patch that seemed to be paler than the rest. It was pockmarked and crumbling, as though it were somehow older than the material that surrounded it. It almost looked like the concrete itself was sick. Dying.

Trying to dispel the thoughts of diseased concrete from her mind, something else now caught her attention. A sensation of intense heat from behind her. She knew what it was, what it had to be. An image intruded into her mind, an absurd picture she was sure she’d seen before, of a burning man sitting on the stairs. He was screaming, blistering, his skin bubbling and peeling away, his life curling into nothing like hair over a flame, his essence being devoured, inhaled by—

At last Elise forced herself to turn. There was nothing there. There never had been. No heat, no figure, just an empty fire escape. Even the smell was gone. What was wrong with her? She blinked hard, stepped back into the break room and closed the fire door behind her.

Then she went over to pick up her new laptop and confront the slightly less sinister absurdity of government bureaucracy.
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Senyo

It was the pain in his leg that jolted him awake. He was surprised he’d drifted off at all, what with how constant the ache had been all throughout the journey. Well, maybe not that surprised, given how drowsy the heat tended to make him. Senyo Amoah considered again whether he’d made the right call travelling in the sweat-box carriages of the main train, rather than making his way up to the driver’s compartment to ride there. It was always cooler there, though these older trains still didn’t have air conditioning that was a match for the heat of the Central Line. Still, the seats in the main train had fractionally more legroom than what he’d get riding shotgun at the front, and he’d decided that his injury was more important than keeping cool.

Senyo mentally kicked himself again as he looked at his knee. Every Tube driver had that interminable ‘mind the gap’ message burned into their brain, hearing it a hundred times a day for the entire length of their careers. And how had he managed to hurt himself? Sure, a passenger had been distracting him, but that was no excuse for such a careless mistake. He’d been on a spare turn and the duty manager had tapped him at short notice to cover a driver coming off for PNR (or ‘physical needs relief’ – the Tube drivers’ coy term for a toilet break), but even so … He’d been working the Underground for over twenty years. The idea that his attention could be broken like that, that he could have got his foot caught in the gap and slipped, seemed absurd. But here he was, leg all twisted up, under instructions from the first aider (a sardonic old Cockney named Alan) to go home and rest up, and to head to A&E if it started to swell too badly.

Senyo leaned back. No wonder he wasn’t feeling well.

The rattling of a crumpled McDonalds cup pulled him from his near-stupor, and he tuned in just to hear the end of the young man’s begging spiel. He looked up at the figure that approached him, a pang of pity giving way to the familiar bubble of anger as he thought about what was being done to his city by the corrupt incompetence of the parasites in power. Senyo had watched the slow explosion in the number of rough sleepers during the decades of Tory rule. He had seen how the previously more or less invisible problem had been pushed further and further out into the world, until wherever you looked all you could see were the victims of London’s transformation from a place to live into a colossal investment portfolio.

He reached into his pocket to see what cash he had, fishing out a pound coin and tossing it into the battered old cup. The rough sleeper looked at him for a moment, muttering the obligatory thanks, and Senyo met his gaze. There was something odd in the young man’s dark eyes, which stood out starkly against his pale greyish skin. A confusion, not at the money placed in his cup, but at the whole situation. Like he wasn’t quite sure if he was dreaming or not. Reflexively (and hating himself for doing it) Senyo made a note of the stranger’s pupils. They were neither the wide, gaping hollows that would indicate meth or ketamine, nor were they the tell-tale pinpricks of heroin. Whatever was happening in his mind, it didn’t look chemically induced. More than that, there was an uncomfortable familiarity to it, and it made him aware of his own lingering disorientation. The rough sleeper hesitated. Whatever recognition existed between them apparently went both ways, and Senyo’s discomfort grew as he felt a long bead of sweat trace its way down the side of his face.

His train of thought was cut off abruptly as the repulsive anti-begging announcement played over the PA system. Senyo’s internal sneer didn’t quite reach his face. Natalie was driving this train and though she wasn’t one to call the British Transport Police over it (few drivers were), she was absolutely the sort to turn on the announcement when she saw the young man on the cameras. Senyo didn’t like Natalie.

The announcement finished, and Senyo reflexively muttered a ‘fuck off’ at it. He realised too late he’d said it out loud and hoped no-one thought he was swearing at the man asking for money. He was reassured by a slightly sardonic smile, and an almost imperceptible shrug gesturing at the strangeness of the whole situation.

Then the moment passed, the doors opened, and the rough sleeper was gone. Senyo exhaled, though any relief he might have felt was curtailed by the oven-like heat of the carriage. As he watched the young man disappear, he noticed another passenger watching: a white guy with perfect hair and a perfect suit, sat on the edge of the seat in the way a certain class of passenger does when forced to travel on the Underground. It was an attitude that communicated exactly how little they wanted to touch the seats or handholds, as though afraid of being infected. Not by any disease or pandemic, of course, but by the social class of their surroundings. The man in three-piece linen noticed Senyo noticing him, and as he got off to leave the train he smiled with the easy confidence and charisma of one who has never for a moment had reason to feel unwelcome in the world. The grin made Senyo’s leg ache.

The house was quiet when he returned. A slightly dilapidated red-brick building on a terrace that was rapidly being surrounded by luxury apartments that sold for millions of pounds and then sat empty. Indeed, if they were able to take better care of it, their own modest two-bed could easily have fetched close to a million, given the area, and Amy was regularly being approached by estate agents promising to do just that. It was tempting sometimes, especially as the gradually escalating council tax was becoming more and more of a burden for a family that had to work for a living, but Senyo had lived there ever since his parents came to London almost forty years before, and the idea of leaving made something inside him curdle.

He limped through the door, breathing a sigh of relief that his journey home had finally come to an end. Whoever was driving the Bakerloo train down to Lambeth North had clearly still been getting used to the manual controls, and the journey had been a juddering, stuttering one (though not as devastatingly hot as the Central Line). He’d hoped to be able to walk the half mile back to the house, but the pain in his leg was intense enough that he’d ended up having to get a taxi. A smooth, short ride, but one somewhat spoiled by a driver who erroneously thought Senyo’s silence meant he’d found a sympathetic ear to disgorge his theories about the ‘woke’ media.

But now he was home, with its welcoming mess and comfortable, battered sofa. By the evening the bricks would have trapped the heat of the day, warming the front room uncomfortably, but at that moment it was still deliciously cool compared to the stifling temperature outside. Senyo made his way slowly to the kitchen to get a glass of tap water, then collapsed across the length of the couch, putting his leg up on one of the arms to keep it elevated. He texted Amy to make sure she knew he was home safe, then reached for his book and highlighter.

If you’d asked him why he liked to highlight passages of the books he read, given he never went back to them once he’d finished, Senyo probably couldn’t have told you, but it was important to him; part of the ritual of reading and learning that he cherished. Unfortunately, the current volume, a rather dry account of the Callaghan’s government during the 1978 Winter of Discontent, had not found itself graced with many highlighted passages. Desmond, Senyo’s friend and union rep, had recommended it as ‘helping put what’s happening now into context’, but he’d not found it particularly insightful. Senyo wondered if he was missing something. Admittedly, his parents didn’t move from Ghana until ’83, but the London he was reading about seemed so alien to where he lived now.

Clement Atlee, their elderly ginger cat, hopped up on his chest and the next half hour was lost to alternatively giving the affectionate feline stomach rubs and keeping it away from his injured leg.

‘How’s the invalid?’ Amy’s voice came from the front door.

‘Dead on arrival, I’m afraid.’ Senyo smiled.

‘That’s a shame. No point kissing it better, then?’ his wife teased as she walked into the living room, giving him a quick once-over to satisfy herself he wasn’t simply downplaying a serious injury.

‘I’m fine. Really.’

‘I’ve heard that before,’ she chided, gently. ‘You remember Barcelona?’

‘That was one time.’

‘And last Christmas?’

‘Two times.’

‘And—’

‘Point taken.’ Senyo held up his hands in surrender. ‘The leg’s just twisted. Alan only sent me home to be on the safe side.’

‘As long as you’re sure.’

‘If you’re worried, you could always heal it with Sandra’s magic crystal.’ He gestured to the chunk of blue mineral hanging around his wife’s neck.

‘Sen, it was very sweet of Sandra to give it to me and I will not let you bully her about it,’ Amy said, suppressing a smirk. ‘Besides, lapis lazuli is for clarity and enlightenment, not healing.’

‘And has it given you clarity about hiring aspiring witches?’

‘It’s giving me some clarity about my choice of judgemental husbands.’

Senyo let out a deep bark of laughter, which turned into a hiss of pain as Clement Atlee, startled by the noise, leapt off his chest with claws extended.

‘Anyway,’ Amy continued as she went to hang up her jacket, ‘Sandra is a great hairdresser, and she’s brought a lot of her old regulars with her. I can put up with a bit of woo for—’

She stopped abruptly. Senyo looked over, curious as to what had taken her attention. Her hand was resting on his red and blue TfL jacket, an expression of confusion and disgust on her face.

‘Everything all right?’ he asked.

‘What the hell have you done to this? What is this stuff?’

‘I don’t … Uh …’

Gingerly, holding it between her thumb and forefinger, Amy picked up the jacket and carried it over to the sofa. Senyo took it, immediately seeing what she meant. It was covered with greasy residue; a thick, irregular sheen, spattered here and there with flecks of what looked like grey ash. There was a slightly cloying scent to it that he couldn’t quite place, but it made the bile rise in his throat. His head swam slightly and he smelled burning. It felt like something was pushing from the inside of his head, and his vision blurred for a second. When had this happened? Why hadn’t he noticed until now?

‘Are you all right?’ The concern was back in Amy’s voice, her round, open face crinkling up in worry.

‘I’m OK.’ He steadied himself as the jacket slid from his hand and landed on the floor. ‘I don’t know what it is. I didn’t – I didn’t notice anything get on me.’

‘Don’t worry about it,’ his wife reassured him. ‘It’s not important. I’ll give it a wipe down before Lea gets home. You know how they can be about smells.’

Senyo nodded silently, but he was worrying about it. He was worrying about it a lot. And he had no idea why.

‘Hey, Dad?’

Sleep fell heavily from Senyo’s mind, awareness dragging itself painfully from the heaviness of slumber. He had been … What had he been dreaming about? He remembered darkness, cut through with the harsh white of subterranean lighting. There had been a pale figure moving, crawling towards him. Someone had been screaming. Someone had been burning.

He shook his head, consciousness coming back in full now, and looked towards the door to the bedroom. Beside him, Amy still slept, her gentle snores undisturbed. The light was on in the hall, and Lea stood there, silhouetted, waiting for him to respond. For a moment he felt unstuck in time, like the world had shifted backwards eight years, and a six-year-old was dragging him from his bed, scared that there was a monster in the darkness below the bed. But Lea was fourteen now, and at pains to assert themself as mature and grown-up. Which meant what they said next shot a chill all through Senyo’s body.

‘I think there’s someone in my closet.’

Lea’s voice quivered slightly, the effort to sound calm and reasonable clearly paper-thin and barely hiding a legitimate terror. They gripped the sleeves of their pyjamas as though they were cold, despite the oppressive warmth of the night.

In a moment he was on his feet, eyes casting about for something that might work as a weapon, wondering whether to get dressed into more than his loose blue boxer shorts and T-shirt. Then the instinctive panic response passed and he took a second to think through the situation. Lea’s room was on the upper floor of the house, and the window didn’t open wide enough for anyone climb through, so someone would have had to come in through the downstairs. Both the front and back doors were dead-bolted, meaning that if someone had got in, it was unlikely they’d have been able to do so silently. The possibility that an intruder had made it inside the house then snuck up and into Lea’s closet without alerting the whole house was slim. In any case, Senyo was not a small man and his leg had recovered quickly, to the point where it was now only a slight twinge when he walked. He was confident that if there somehow was someone there, he could drive them off. But confident or not, he wished he had something heavy to hand.

‘Dad?’ Lea’s voice came again, still trying to hide the fear.

‘Show me,’ Senyo said, his voice impressively calm. Calmer than he felt, even after reasoning it through.

The two of them walked slowly down the hall towards the smaller bedroom. Without a word exchanged, they both moved as quietly as they could, ears perked up for the slightest sound from beyond the doorway in front of them.

Lea’s bedroom was faintly lit with strings of multi-coloured fairy lights that snaked over the walls and ceiling, bathing everything in a gentle glow that at any other time would have been relaxing. The shapes of the bed, the desk, the bookshelf could be picked out, but the light didn’t quite reach the door of the closet, set into the far corner. It had been years since Lea had had an actual nightlight, but looking at the tiny bulbs curling around the room, Senyo wondered if his child had ever fully conquered their fear of the dark.

It was as Senyo approached the threshold that he heard it. From deep inside the room there was a shift, the sound of movement. A soft, almost imperceptible scratching, followed by the creak of a closet hinge. For a moment he forgot to breathe.

‘Dad!’ Lea whispered frantically.

‘Hello?’ Senyo called out, all pretence and bravado draining out of him as a quaver of fear entered his voice as well.

There was a pause, followed by a sudden burst of frantic scratching from the far corner of the room. Senyo instinctively braced for something to charge at him as Lea gripped his arm, but nothing else moved. The room was silent once again.

Steeling himself, Senyo reached a hand through the doorway and around to the light switch. For a split second the bedroom was flooded with light, then just as quickly it was dark again as the bulb blew, tripping the fuse and plunging the hallway into darkness as well. Lea squeaked and gripped their father’s arm tighter.

Swallowing hard, Senyo stepped into the bedroom, expecting an attack at any moment. The fairy lights, plugged into the wall socket rather than the lighting circuit, were still lit, and that gave him an idea. Reaching over, he picked up the ring light Lea used when making their TikToks (was it still TikToks? It was hard to keep up) and flicked the on switch. Immediately the room was lit by a harsh white light, throwing into stark relief the walls covered with posters of musicians (he never recognised them, but disliked them on principle) and the large genderqueer flag pinned to the ceiling (Senyo didn’t really understand it, but was supporting them like the internet said to). And of course, in the corner, the closet – its door slightly ajar.

With a final glance towards Lea, still stood waiting anxiously in the hallway, Senyo marched up to the closet door, gripped the edge and threw it open, his free hand holding the ring light in front of him like a protective ward.

There was nothing there. Of course there was nothing there. He’d been getting himself worked up for nothing. Relief flooded through his whole body and he sagged, the pain in his leg returning all at once as the adrenaline receded.

‘It’s empty,’ he said, trying to find his calm again.

It wasn’t easy. He had heard something; they both had, and he couldn’t pretend they’d imagined it. Senyo shone the light around, looking for what they had heard. On the floor, Lea’s school clothes lay in a crumpled heap in contrast to the array of brightly coloured shirts and tops carefully hung up with great care. Boxes of old notebooks and drawings, a slightly dusty PlayStation 4, and … There, in the corner of the ceiling: a hole. Some part of the house’s old roof must have collapsed, leaving it open to the outside. Barely four inches across, there was no way a person could have got in through it. A pigeon, maybe? Or perhaps (his heart sank at the thought) mice. He’d have to get it fixed, and quick. Maybe talk to an exterminator. But all that was going to cost … a lot.

He turned and left the closet, trying to hold onto the mundane worries about money and how best to comfort his child after a situation that had scared them deeply. It was best not to linger in there, not to dwell on the fact that there were no other signs of pigeons or mice or anything else normal that might have climbed in through the hole. And not to ponder the strange, familiar smell that pervaded the place, making Senyo feel dizzy and faintly sick.
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Tash

Tash couldn’t move. She sat there, roasting in the humid oven of the Central Line, and for some reason she couldn’t move. Or … No, that wasn’t quite right. She was able to turn her head towards the banker-type sat opposite her, but he just smiled weakly. Even that small motion of the neck had a sort of delay, a lethargy to it. It was like a really intense body high; what her old housemate Ira had called ‘couch-lock’. It seemed to be fading, at least. Tash shook her head slightly, and her limbs were once again broadly under her control.

She took a deep breath and almost gagged on a thick, unpleasant odour. It was like someone had set up a bakery in a plague-pit. Definitely not one of the usual oh-so-delightful aromas that could usually be found on the Underground. Sweat, piss, vomit, old, spilled beer – all these were horrible, but they were recognisable. This felt like something else. And almost as soon as she’d noticed the smell, it was gone; blown away by the tunnel-wind coming from the ventilation hatch on the carriage door.

Someone was talking. To her?

‘– I’d be really grateful to you, God bless.’

The young man finished his pitch and moved down the carriage before Tash had even had a chance to parse what he’d been saying. It was probably for the best; she didn’t carry much cash these days. She watched him walk over towards a man in a Tube driver’s uniform and a rather beautiful woman whose neat office-wear look had already been ruined by the heat.

It was so hard to focus. It was a long time since Tash had been quite this tired, and the choking atmosphere of the Central Line in summer was definitely not helping. Was that it? Had she simply got too warm and fallen asleep? It must be. In a sudden panic she leaned over to the businessman on the opposite seats.

‘What, uh, what’s the next stop?’

‘Marble Arch,’ he said, a little uncertainly.

Tash leaned back into her chair in relief. She couldn’t have been asleep for that long, then. Her whole body ached gently and she bent her neck to the side until she felt a dull crack, doing her best to stretch out a bit. A bead of sweat rolled slowly down her forearm, and Tash watched it, trying to decide whether it was sexy or gross. It plopped down off her skin and onto the grimy fabric of the seat next to her, rather definitively answering the question.

And the seat cover really was remarkably grimy. It was covered in a sort of oily grey dirt that clung stubbornly to the blue-and-red moquette. Had it looked like that when Tash sat down? She didn’t feel like she’d have knowingly chosen to sit here if it had, but that was the decision she’d apparently made. There was every possibility she simply hadn’t noticed. It wasn’t as if she was operating at peak efficiency right now.

Overnight shifts were the worst. No, that wasn’t exactly true. The morning after an overnight shift was the worst. The Sulgrave Lodge was not a particularly nice hotel to work for (or to stay at, for that matter) but it was at least technically a four-star hotel, which meant one of the services it needed to provide was a 24-hour reception. In some ways it was an easy gig: Shepherd’s Bush wasn’t close enough to any of the major transport routes to get a lot of late-night business travellers, and so it mostly consisted of sitting quietly behind a desk doing light admin until dawn broke and it came time for various guests to get their wake-up calls. The trouble was that the management of the Sulgrave hadn’t made the shift patterns quite long enough, and Tash often ended up with both night and day reception shifts within the same week. Without enough time to properly adjust a sleep schedule, the nights often ended up a blurry, caffeinated haze. On the plus side, she’d been able to synchronise the graveyard shifts with her electrolysis appointments, so she didn’t have to worry about too many people seeing her face all red and puffy, but that only added yet another discomfort to the job.

So here she was. Her limbs ached, her face felt raw, and her eyelids kept threatening to send her into another involuntary nap. But it was over, and she actually had a full day off tomorrow. Tash smiled despite herself. She couldn’t wait to get home to her mattress.

Tash’s mattress was the most valuable thing that she owned. A combination of a pocket-sprung underneath with a layer of memory foam above, and a cooling pad on top that she’d bought separately. It was the last time her parents had been in any position to help her financially, and when the mattress that came with the house nine years ago had finally given up the ghost, they insisted on helping ‘buy her a good night’s sleep’. All her friends made fun of her for it, both for it being a little on the bougie side and for how often she kept bringing it up in conversation. Tash didn’t care. It had been a revelation to discover just how comfortable lying in bed could be, especially given how little sleep her current job allowed her to get.

There was only one problem, which presented itself the moment she collapsed into the duvet’s soft embrace: the old wooden bedframe would scream in protest. Tash had decided it was better to keep the old frame and spend more on the mattress, which wasn’t a decision she regretted, exactly, but her new, heavier mattress meant that every night was a cacophony of creaks and groans of wooden agony as the ageing slats threatened complete collapse. Today was no exception. Tash gritted her teeth and tried to find a position that made less of a racket. She knew that if she wasn’t careful she was going to—

Her phone pinged, and her heart sank. She looked over, and sure enough, there was a new WhatsApp message from Siobhan.

Natasha you agreed to keep things down while I am working using my room to work from home and the current noise level is above what we discussed. Obviously this is unacceptable. Please do not put me in a position where I have to speak to you about this again.

‘Discussed’. That was certainly one way to describe Siobhan’s screaming session last week. With a groan, Tash pulled herself from the bed. She needed to get something to eat anyway. She paused for a moment outside the door to her housemate’s room, debating whether to knock, but talking things over was not on the table these days. Tash headed down and into the kitchen, where Derek, the third member of their miserable little household, stood eating a bowl of cereal in a shirt, tie and boxer shorts.

‘How goes the struggle?’ he asked lightly.

Tash made a long, drawn-out noise of distress, articulating exactly how the struggle was going.

‘Bad night at work?’

‘Followed by a delightful welcome home,’ Tash said, her eyes flicking to the ceiling, above which lay Siobhan’s room.

Derek let out a grunt of understanding.

‘Don’t suppose you’d be willing to get involved? It’s only getting worse and she still kind of likes you.’

‘Yeah.’ Derek took another spoonful of cereal. ‘Mainly because I don’t get involved. I’m not eager to have another one of her “discussions”. It’s like having a half-hour YouTube callout video about you performed to your face.’

‘Makes sense; all she does is watch make-up influencer drama.’ Tash sighed. ‘I asked her if the yoghurt in the fridge was hers and she accused me of “harassment”. At least she hasn’t missed rent.’

Derek lifted the cereal bowl to his face, draining the last of the milk with a sound that would normally have set Tash’s teeth on edge, but right now she was simply too tired to care.

‘So you’ve been here seven years?’ he started.

‘Nine.’

‘And Siobhan’s the first time you’ve had a housemate you didn’t like?’

‘I thought I would like her. I mean, it’s just been friends living here, y’know? Moving in and out over the years. And we needed someone at short notice. Friend of a friend vouched for her and … I mean, to be fair, she was fine until lockdown hit. She seemed nice enough. Then the pandemic came and she just got … bad. I dunno; maybe her talking about how “cool” it would be to have a trans housemate should’ve been a red flag, but she seemed sincere enough. It’s probably just the pandemic, I guess. Sent us all a bit mad. But also I hate her now, so …’

Derek nodded. He’d heard the story plenty of times, but didn’t interrupt.

‘She doesn’t usually get to you quite this much,’ he said at last. ‘You OK?’

‘Yeah, I’m … Something weird went down on the Tube today.’

‘Oh yeah? What happened?’

Tash opened her mouth to answer, but stopped. What had happened? She had said it without thinking, giving voice to a strange certainty that had been growing within her all the way home. Something weird went down on the Tube. But now she came to think about it, to try and identify what exactly had occurred, she found she couldn’t think of anything.

‘I … It was really hot. I had, like, an episode or something.’ She tried to put it into words. ‘It’s fine. Just left me feeling a bit shaky.’

‘What kind of episode?’ Derek’s expression was teetering on the edge of concern, trying to decide whether to fall over into actual worry. ‘Like a dissociation thing?’

‘Yeah,’ Tash lied. ‘A dissociation thing. I guess. Anyway, what’s with the tie? I thought you were working from home today?’

‘Got to present at the big all-hands meeting, so I got dolled up.’ Derek gestured proudly to his mismatched get-up: white shirt, green tie, leopard-print boxers. ‘Guess which half’s on camera.’

‘Left half.’

‘Speaking of.’ Derek pointed to the clock and headed back towards his room. ‘Good luck not stabbing Siobhan. Or getting stabbed by Siobhan. Honestly not sure which is more likely.’

Tash stood in the kitchen alone, waiting for some water to boil for her ramen. Why had she mentioned the train journey? It hadn’t been a pleasant commute, sure, but why did it feel like it was looming over her like this? Was she just displacing her house worries? Even without the hostile presence of someone who hated her, it felt like things were on the edge of collapse. Everything was getting so much more expensive, and the not-exactly-exceptional wages from her receptionist job didn’t really cover the bills anymore. Beyond that, it had been several years since their landlord, Jeff, had increased the rent, and in that time Tash had watched Walthamstow change from a rough-but-affordable area into a gentrified suburb full of well-paid London professionals. There were now five craft brewery taprooms within a half-mile walk of her. For all the building’s problems there was no doubt the three of them were paying well under market rate for the house, and when Jeff finally changed that, Tash wasn’t sure where else she could go.

It was more than enough stress for anyone to deal with. Obviously that was what was really bothering her. She was simply displacing it onto a bad commute. Obviously.

The water bubbled, and even as Tash dropped in her noodle sheets, she felt certain she was missing something.

The bedframe creaked in alarm as Tash woke suddenly. It was dark, with no sunlight creeping around the edges of the heavy curtains. She instinctively went to throw off her duvet, before realising she’d already been sleeping above the covers to keep cool. The room was boiling, and the only sound was the whirring of the cheap tower fan she had propped up on a box to more directly hit her with cold (well, moving) air throughout the night. She fumbled for her phone, blinking at the sudden light from the screen. It was 11:42 in the evening, and no further messages from Siobhan.

The muscles of Tash’s limbs felt odd. Slightly jelly-like, as though it was taking a more concentrated effort than usual to shift them. The sensation was unpleasantly familiar. She sniffed the air, a nagging suspicion forming in her mind. The air blasting from the fan kept it from lingering or getting too strong, but sure enough there was that musty, sticky smell in the air.

Then something moved in the corner of the room.

Tash felt a jolt of sheer terror pass through her body, though whatever stupor was hampering her movements prevented her from leaping out of bed and immediately fleeing. Besides, it had been over by the door, so escape that way was impossible. There had been a hint of motion and a whumph noise, like something soft hitting the floor. Her eyes desperately tried to adjust, to pick out shapes or outlines in the darkness, and she cursed herself for letting her room get so messy.

She gripped her phone like it was some sort of talisman; a cross that might be held out to ward off a vampire. There was a torch on the front of it, the one used for the camera flash. She could turn it on with a simple gesture. Two firm shakes and the room would be bathed in light. Then Tash would be able to see everything that was in there with her. That was all she needed to do. Shake the phone twice and she would know for sure if there was an intruder in her room.

The time stretched out. Five seconds. Why hadn’t she done it yet? Ten seconds. Still nothing had moved. Fifteen seconds. What if they were waiting for her? What if turning on the torch was the thing that spurred them to attack? Twenty seconds. What if the thing she saw by the light of her phone was the last thing that Natasha Dixon would ever see?

‘Do it, you fucking coward,’ she said out loud, with less conviction than she’d hoped.

It was enough, though, and with a supreme effort of will, she gave the phone two quick shakes. The scene before her was hit by a beam of cold white light, casting stark black shadows. There was her dresser with nothing amiss. Her cupboard, half open and only full of clothes. The door to her room, slightly ajar … and her big fluffy dressing gown crumpled on the floor where it had fallen off its hook.

Tash sank back into her mattress, relief flooding her body like a wave. Her dressing gown had fallen down, that was all. It had simply fallen down, as these things sometimes do. She laughed, the absurdity of her fears overcoming her wariness about disturbing her housemates.

Then all at once the laughter stopped and she looked again. The door to her room was slightly ajar. That wasn’t right. She always closed it when going to bed. Always. Siobhan kicked up such a stink about any little sound bleeding into the room next door that Tash made certain it was properly shut every night, and it certainly wasn’t the sort of latch that came open on its own.

There was only one explanation as to why the door would be ajar, and that was that someone had opened it while Tash was asleep. Despite the roasting humidity of the night air, she suddenly felt very cold.

Slowly she picked the dressing gown up from the floor and pulled it on. For a second the smell grew stronger and she felt her legs begin to seize up. Her vision swam.

Then she was back in herself. How long had she stood there in the darkness? The torch from her phone had gone out, so she reached over to the light switch. As she touched the small plastic button, Tash had a sudden panic. What if it didn’t turn on? What if she was trapped here in the dark, waiting desperately for the sun to rise?

But the light did turn on when she finally pushed the switch, though the energy-saving bulb was dimmer than she might have liked. It always took a few minutes to warm up, and did little to dispel her fears. Still, it was a start.

Tash considered getting properly dressed, just in case she had to flee the house, but the T-shirt and skirt she’d been wearing had obviously come into contact with the grubby seat on the train and were covered with that flaky grease, and for some reason the thought of digging through her chest of drawers felt like leaving herself exposed. No, Tash decided. She would check the house first, then get dressed.

The lightbulb over the landing burst into life, brighter than the one in her bedroom. There was nothing there. No intruder, no monster, no weird smell. The stairs were clear. Cautiously, Tash crept through it, careful not to make too much noise.

She paused in front of the door to Siobhan’s room, considering her options. Why was she so certain it must have been some external intruder? If anyone had come into her room, the most likely culprits were her two housemates, surely? It was probably Derek. An innocent enough mistake. Maybe he’d wanted to ask her something, saw she was asleep, and left without properly closing the door. But Derek knocked if he wanted her attention. As far as Tash could remember he’d never even crossed the threshold of her room.

If it had been Siobhan, though … Since the pandemic started, Tash’s housemate had been notably more closed-off and aggressive, quicker to launch into her long accusatory monologues. She’d never been violent, never even given a hint that she might be violent, but there was a seething anger in her eyes, and the mental image of her stood silhouetted in Tash’s doorway, staring hatefully at her while she slept, caused an entirely different sort of terror.

Tash dropped her hand, which she had positioned to knock on Siobhan’s door, back to her side and she listened. From within the room, she could just about make out a slow, rhythmic sound. Snoring? It was hard to be sure. Either way, it was a good idea to check the rest of the house first. Siobhan would still be here afterwards.

She had less hesitation about knocking on Derek’s door. There was no response to her first three firm taps, nor to her follow-up knocks or the quiet ‘Derek!’ she whispered into the room. This wasn’t alarming, Tash told herself. He was a social guy and often spent the evening out with friends, especially on … shit, what day was it? Was it Friday? Yeah, Friday night, of course he wasn’t home on Friday night. Of course.

There was a noise from downstairs. Not much, really, just the lightest sound of something being moved, like a leg brushing against a coffee table as someone crept past. At any other time, in any other situation, it was a noise that Tash wouldn’t even have noticed, let alone been afraid of. But here and now it made her take a step back, clutching her dressing gown tight about her as she slowly descended the stairs.

‘Derek?’

There was no response.

‘… Siobhan?’

She reached the ground floor and looked about the living room. Light from the streetlamps outside came softly through the net curtains, leaving everything half illuminated. The switch for the downstairs lights was on the other side of the room (one of the many small inconveniences of the house), but this time Tash didn’t hesitate to bring out her phone and activate the torch. She swept the beam over the furniture, ready to respond to any motion. She didn’t know if she’d flee back upstairs or make a run for the front door, but so far nothing jumped out at her. The furniture was as she had left it, and aside from the faintest trace of that unpleasant odour lingering in the air, there was no sign of anything amiss.

Turning into the kitchen, she reached for the light switch with growing confidence and flooded the room with brightness before she stepped inside. It wasn’t a big kitchen; just space enough for a hob, a couple of counters and a sink, and there was certainly nowhere that could hide an intruder. Tash relaxed, her shoulders sagging with relief, and she was just about to return to her room when something caught her eye: another open door. The door at the back of the kitchen, which led into the garden.

The back door was never open. No-one had been into the garden in almost two years, and it was an overgrown mess full of nettles and spiders. Before Siobhan had turned recluse at the start of the pandemic, the three of them had discussed hiring gardeners to finally come in and cut it all down, but that had obviously never happened. The back door hadn’t been used in so long that the deadbolt had rusted in position.

Or so Tash had thought. Now that deadbolt stood open and the door was swinging gently, having been improperly closed. There was no breeze, no draught. The air outside was as hot and still as the air in the kitchen. Someone had come in through the back door. Or left through it. Or both.

Tash walked slowly towards it, her breath caught in her throat. She reached over to the knife block, and pulled out a long, thin blade. In the back of her mind she knew it wouldn’t actually be as useful in a fight as the shorter knives, but the weight was reassuring. She took the handle of the half-closed door in her other hand and prepared to yank it open. Images flashed through her mind of what might be waiting for her on the other side. Strangely enough, none of her fears seemed to focus on burglars, home invaders or other human assailants. The thing she feared was not clear in her mind, a blurred impression of thin limbs, pale faces and terrible violence. She clenched her jaw and got ready to face it.

Then something moved in the kitchen behind her and Tash swung round, adrenaline and instinct coursing through her veins, holding out the knife not in a position of attack, but to keep away whatever was finally coming for her.

Standing there, absolutely silent, an expression on her face halfway between horror and outrage, was Siobhan.

‘Oh. Hi,’ Tash said, and tried her best to smile. ‘I was just … closing the door.’

Siobhan did not look amused.
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Will

Disassociating again. Not surprising, really. It wasn’t the first time it had happened on the journey into Bond Street, and it wouldn’t be the last. That familiar pit of despair that crawled up from his stomach every morning, building from the moment his alarm pulled him from sleep and summoned him to work; some mornings it reached far enough to throttle his brain, and he could do nothing but stare into space.

Today it felt slightly different, though. Normally Will Whittaker came back to himself slowly, gradually realising he had missed his stop or dropped his phone. This was more abrupt and, as he looked around with a practised calmness that disguised his panic, it seemed no time had passed at all. He paid no attention to the other passengers: a handful of motley travellers who fit the Underground carriage so well they might as well have been built into it. With one exception.

Will’s eyes finally focused on the man sat near him. He was the only passenger that seemed out of place. He wore a crisp suit of off-white linen and sat with the ramrod straight posture instilled by the most expensive tutors money could buy. His skin and hair were perfectly taken care of, and his face had the particular cast to it that Will had come to associate with young aristocracy. The linen-clad man sat there, smiling at him, apparently unbothered by the heat that was threatening to overwhelm the carriage, despite the foul-smelling breeze that rolled gently from the window at the end of it. The words ‘cold-blooded’ popped into Will’s mind, and he immediately dismissed them. He couldn’t allow that kind of thought to show on his face or take root in his mind. After all, it wasn’t impossible he was looking at one of his clients.

Or … No, not a client. But there was something unmistakably familiar about the face. Will did his best not to stare, but he could feel it eating at him. This was not someone who normally took the Tube; this was someone who was driven places, or who perhaps spent a weekend cruising round Sussex in the family Bentley. He was perched on the edge of the seat as though unwilling to touch too much of it – though if he felt any other discomfort he hid it masterfully.

Unsettled, Will turned to look again at the other passengers. Another young man was walking between them, perhaps the same age as the well-bred stranger. This one, however, was dressed in a grimy and weather-beaten waterproof and small backpack, with stained jogging bottoms and dark, greasy hair hanging loose over his face. The disintegrating McDonald’s cup in his hands completed the picture. Will’s first instinct was a pang of regret that he never carried cash these days, followed by a wave of reflexive dismissals that washed away his sympathies. There were places for the unhoused to go; services designed to help them and get them back on their feet. Assuming they wanted it, of course, and were willing to put in the effort. If this person was still begging, he was probably some sort of addict, or otherwise unwilling to get the help he needed. Besides, soliciting like this on the Tube was illegal, not to mention inconsiderate of others who were simply trying to get to work.

Work. The word hit him like a punch in the gut and, as he looked at the soulful grey eyes that stared out from a face prematurely aged by hardship, he was suddenly hit by the most absurd feeling: envy. The simplicity of it, wandering the streets, beholden to none, simply looking for enough to eat, a corner to sleep in. No emails, no meetings, no algorithms trying to put you out of business or colleagues trying to stab you in the back. Was that freedom? The idea was absurd, insulting, offensive, Will knew that. But he couldn’t quite shake it.

Then those grey eyes turned to look at him, and all at once the feeling turned into embarrassment, then into anger. To the eyes of a rough sleeper, no doubt Will’s tailored suit and chunky Omega watch put him in the same category as the sweatless child of aristocracy who was sat across from him. For a moment Will wanted to stand up and shout, ‘I’m miserable too! I suffer too! I’m alienated, I’m tired, I hate my life!’ But to his great relief he stayed quiet, tongue weighed down by his comfortable flat in White City and six-digit salary.

What the hell was wrong with him? His head was still swimming, and the leaden weight in his muscles still hadn’t fully gone away. Will shook his head slightly, trying to regain a sense of focus, to ground himself. When he looked up again the homeless man had gone, out the door into Queensway station, along with the beautiful young aristocrat he had almost recognised. The relief he felt was tinged with guilt, but was still a relief.

Nobody spoke as the train rattled on. Why would they? As it pulled into Bond Street, Will went to stand. His legs were a bit weak, and there was a surge of panic as he realised he would have to pull himself up with the handrail. His mind lingered over images of disease, of his own putrefying flesh, and it took him a few abortive attempts before he was able to force his hand to close around the warm metal, covered with the sweat and germs of a hundred travellers. He released it as soon as he was on his feet, reflexively checking his pockets in the familiar pattern: phone front left, wallet front right, keys left breast, hand sanitiser right breast. He repeated this twice more as he stepped through the doors, the last time taking out the small bottle and squeezing a generous portion of the cucumber-scented gel into his palms.

Beside him, a woman in office wear trudged glumly forward, light brown skin glistening with perspiration that had soaked into her facemask. Will wondered for a moment where she was going, if she hated whatever fluorescent-lit hell she was travelling to half as much as he did. She did not look at him, the moment passed, and they remained strangers.

Bentar Nelson Asset Management occupied the third and fourth floors of August House, a squat new building of glass and concrete that loomed over a small square near Bond Street station. It was surrounded by beautiful old townhouse terraces that were kept pristine and empty by the staff of various foreign investors, to whom the buildings were the crown jewels of extensive real estate portfolios. Even when London wasn’t being beaten senseless by a historic heatwave, the area was usually quiet at that time in the morning, save for the couriers and delivery riders buzzing about like worker bees to deliver whatever was needed by people better than them.

Just next to August House was a little alleyway, grimier than the surrounding streets, providing access to a small amount of industrial space used by some of the nearby offices. Its doors and gates were occasionally accessed by nondescript workmen in hi-vis vests that rendered them ironically invisible to the people who worked there, and very occasionally a van would pull up, blocking the tiny street almost entirely. Unsurprisingly, Will didn’t like the place. Dripping pipes, pools of oily water and the occasional overflowing rubbish bag left him feeling itchy all over when he thought about it too much.

Over the last few months, however, he had found himself standing there more and more. It was when he emerged from the Underground and the protective shell of the station was no longer shielding him from the torrent of emails and messages that cascaded onto his phone in a series of demanding beeps and insistent vibrations. On those mornings he found himself walking past the main entrance and instead standing in that horrible little alley, trying to force himself into the office.

Along the side of the alley there was one door especially that fascinated him. It was steel, painted a dull blue that was starting to rust slightly at the edges, and chained shut with a heavy padlock. Will had never seen it open and never seen anyone go in or out of the ugly brick building behind it. The whole thing seemed out of place, a stubbornly common building clinging on amidst the rich and the beautiful, trying to remain unnoticed. No doubt it would be bought, demolished and redeveloped any day now, another fragment of old London smashed and sanitised and made new. But for now it persisted.

Will imagined what was behind the door. The spaces beyond were never dirty in his imagination, like the alley itself, but dusty, silent and still. Old machines waiting patiently, dry brick offering cool shadows where he could escape the heat. He could curl up in a corner, sawdust coating his expensive suit, and sleep forever. Nobody would find him there. He could smash his phone. He could rest.

Today he found himself standing there longer than usual. Whatever strange episode he’d had down in the train, it had left him feeling even more untethered than normal, and he was struggling to get his thoughts together. Five minutes passed. Then ten minutes. Still he couldn’t bring himself to step back, away from the forgotten metal door. It was only when his phone rang, the perfectly composed head-shot of Yasmine filling its screen, that he felt his legs start to move again.

‘Hi, Yasmine, what’s up?’ It felt odd to use his voice, like he hadn’t done so in a while.

‘Good morning, Mr Whittaker. I just wanted to know if you wanted me to start setting up conference room C for the Franklin meeting?’

‘Sure,’ Will said, immediately picking up the pointed undertone. ‘I’m just at the front desk. I’ll be up in a second to brief you.’

‘Of course. See you then.’

Will didn’t like Yasmine. He didn’t like any of them, but the new researcher had a sharpness to her, an ambition that put him on edge. He wasn’t sure if she was after his job specifically, or if she just smelled the same weakness about him as the rest of his colleagues did. He’d been a portfolio manager at Bentar Nelson for almost seven years, but rather than that experience offering him any sort of protection, he knew the others in the office distrusted it. Seven years without jumping ship, without being headhunted, without networking his way into a better position … He must be getting soft. Comfortable. Losing his edge. No-one was coming to kick him out just yet, but if the firm were to end up taking a bath on anything big, if they ever needed to throw someone under the bus, there was no doubt in Will’s mind who they’d choose.

One of the people behind the front desk greeted him, and Will made a non-committal good-morning noise, sullenly swiping his keycard at the fancy glass barriers that kept the rest of the world out.

He made his way up to the third floor and headed for his office, dropping his briefcase behind the desk. When he’d first started out in finance, he’d had interviews in austere rooms of tasteful dark wood and worn leather furniture. He’d always imagined he’d end up with an office like that someday, but the small room he’d wound up with was closer to a glass prison, clear walls making sure his every move was on show to the rest of the company in the bright, modern office. The air conditioning was powerful and kept the temperature in his room comfortable, but on a day like today the glare that came in through the enormous window left him squinting.

Yasmine was already there waiting for him. Her perfect suit made him feel suddenly tired, and his gaze moved from her over to the others in the office, already deep in the business of the day, frantically typing, phoning, playing with absurd amounts of money. A few were still working from home, but most of them were back in the office already, with freshly cut hair and bright, expensive smiles. Did none of them sweat? Will was all at once aware of the effect his short walk through the heatwave had had on him. Yasmine’s nose wrinkled slightly, as though picking up an unexpected scent that lingered about him, but she did not comment.

‘Everything OK?’ he asked, desperately hoping there wasn’t too much of an answer coming.

‘My report on KGT should be in your inbox,’ she said curtly. ‘I’ve marked it as URGENT.’

‘Of course, thank you.’ Will was pretty sure his tone successfully hid the fact he’d completely forgotten who KGT actually were.

‘Do you want me to sit in on the Curtis Malkin meeting?’

‘Maybe. I’ll let you know this afternoon.’

There was a slightly smug pause.

‘You didn’t get the update?’ Yasmine’s voice was sickly sweet, and Will’s stomach dropped.

‘Oh, yes,’ he bluffed. ‘His people moved it forward, didn’t they?’

‘Eleven o’clock.’

Shit. He needed to prepare. Malkin was both incredibly rich and an incredible idiot, neither of which made for an easy meeting.

‘I should be all right on my own, thank you, Yasmine.’

It was petty to exclude her, and he knew it. Her folders full of projections would certainly have been useful, but he knew how valuable face-to-face time with major clients was for someone as ambitious Yasmine, and he couldn’t pretend there wasn’t a spiteful surge of delight as he saw the quickly hidden expression of disappointment.

‘If you’re sure. I’ll have my notes sent through to you.’

Will hesitated slightly too long in saying thank you, and she was out of his office before he could open his mouth. He sat down heavily on his expensive ergonomic desk chair and let out a sigh. Not too loud, of course. The glass walls weren’t well soundproofed and such moments of despair were not to be displayed too publicly. He reflexively moved his hands to the keyboard to log in to his computer, but then just stopped. He stared blankly at the screen, hands frozen in silent misery, as the sun beat down through the window behind him.

‘So, what do you think?’

Will’s eyes focused back in on the perfectly dishevelled face of Curtis Malkin. The man’s rough stubble and slobby hoodie seemed in some ways at odds with the dark wood and high-end screens of the office’s conference room, except that Will was certain the man’s outfit was probably the most expensive thing in there. A trio of assistants sat behind his client, busy with the tasks of scheduling and maintaining the life of the impossibly wealthy young dumbass who was eagerly awaiting a reply.

‘Well, if I’m honest …’

‘All I’m saying is that blockchain is already disrupting the finance industry and there’s just no way that the increased security and transaction time isn’t the future. And if it’s the future, then I’m there. I know you finance guys like safe, but I’m absolutely certain it’s time to put my portfolio on the blockchain.’

Will gestured hesitantly to the hastily printed documentation he’d got from Yasmine.

‘You already have significant assets invested in Cryptocurrency, but our analysts are projecting a certain degree of … instability in the—’

‘The future’s scary, my man, but let me tell you, it’s the opposite of unstable. It’s decentralised.’

There was a pause as Will tried to conjure up some sort of answer, but it was clear that Malkin didn’t actually understand the words he was spouting any more than he did.

‘I’ll look into it immediately, Mr Malkin—’

‘Curtis. God, you guys are stuffy.’

‘– Curtis, and see what the options are for … putting your portfolio on the blockchain.’

Malkin’s mouth pursed up and he gave one of his assistants a clear I-told-you-so look, before leaning back with an easy smile.

‘This is the problem with you lot, Will. Everything takes such a long damn time. Money’s not slow. I want my money to be fast. You feel me?’

Behind him, screens flashed numbers and letters in a dizzying stream. Split second trades done by computers moving absurd amounts of currency all around the world in an instant. Will wanted to lay it all out, explain all the reasons that time had to be taken with investments of this size, but at the end of the day he knew that Malkin wasn’t entirely wrong. It wasn’t the money that was slow – it was Will.

Still, he knew for absolute certainty that if he let tens of millions of his client’s dollars evaporate into the wallets of tech bro grifters and their hypnotic buzzwords, the only one who would meaningfully suffer because of it was him. He reached for the cup of still-hot coffee, and for what felt like an eternity he was torn between taking a sip and hurling it at the placid face of the hyper-rich clown in front of him. Will wanted to see the pointlessly expensive white hoody soaked in the scalding liquid, utterly ruined, and watch as something finally penetrated the man’s bubble of gormless safety. He could lose more money than most people would see in a hundred lifetimes and it wouldn’t affect him nearly as much as having his day ruined by a cup of coffee. Through the bone-deep burnout, Will could feel a pinprick of genuine hatred.

He took a long sip and smiled.

‘You’re absolutely right, Curtis. Leave it with me.’

It was dark when he left the office, but the brutal heat of the day still hadn’t dissipated. Whenever Will felt like he was falling behind (which was all the time, these days), he tried to work at least until it got dark, which was fine every other season, but in summer kept him locked to his desk well past ten o’clock. He was never the only one staying that late, but on days like this it left him feeling almost completely divorced from time.

When he’d been starting out, the late hours came easy – just another part of showing everyone that he could keep up, that he really was one of them – but now it just left him feeling groggy and disorientated, unsure what he’d been doing with the time he spent sat at his computer. He knew he’d made a lot of other people a lot of money, but if you asked him any specific thing he’d done that day (aside from a dreadful meeting with a dreadful idiot) Will couldn’t have told you. It didn’t help that for all the hundreds of emails he’d sent, read and answered in the last twelve hours, the unread number in his inbox was identical to when he had first sat down.

He closed the computer and sat up, the dull ache in his lower back another reminder that no amount of ergonomic engineering on his executive office chair could fight off the gradually encroaching years. He made his way past the handful of colleagues who were also still working away, young go-getters from good schools who didn’t even acknowledge him as he walked slowly to the lift. He forced a cheery goodnight as he passed the stern-faced receptionist who worked the evening shift. She didn’t respond. Then he was through the glass doors and into the muggy summer night. He tried to breathe in the fresh air, to feel like he was free of the office, but there was exactly nothing fresh about the odours of heat, traffic and city grime that hit him. Not just those smells, though. There was something else underneath them; a rotten, sickly sweet scent that made his body feel heavy and his mind seem like it was trying to grasp a memory that wasn’t there.

Shaking off the malaise, Will looked around, expecting to see a split bin bag in the alley, or a pile of vomit from someone starting their night too early, but there was nothing. Then he noticed that dull blue entrance – the one that lingered in his imagination. The chain was open, snapped in two, and the heavy padlock lay on the ground in an oily puddle. The metal seemed even more rusted and pitted than he remembered, and the door was ajar, revealing a thin strip of darkness beyond the threshold.

If he’d checked his expensive stainless-steel watch before going into the alley, Will would have known that he stood there for almost forty-five minutes, waiting for something he couldn’t quite name. A thing that a part of his mind screamed was looking back at him from inside that pitch-black interior. When the feeling finally passed, it was like dragging himself out from beneath the ocean, and his throat was dry and scratchy.

Unsure of anything except an urgent desire to be somewhere else, Will turned away and walked swiftly down the alleyway. The sounds of the city seemed distant and muted, drowned out by the deafening noise of his thumping heart. But it did nothing to cover the small movements he could hear behind him. First it was a creak, like an old hinge being pushed. Then a small splash, like the lightest footfall through a puddle. Then a series of almost inaudible scrapes, like fingernails scratching against old brick. Each one coming closer, closing the distance. He knew that he couldn’t turn around. Whatever was happening, he knew that if he actually saw it, then it was all over. The end of the alley was so close now, the streetlights and foot traffic tantalising as that sweet, mouldering smell hit him again and his legs almost stopped working.

Then the buildings pressing in on either side of him gave way and he was back on the main road, the lights bathing him in their harsh, artificial glow. He expected relief, to feel reassurance from the presence of other human beings around him, but the hour had become too late and the pavements were deserted. Will was still very much alone.

As the sounds closed on him, he tried with every last ounce of willpower he had to cross the road, to put as much distance between him and the alleyway as possible, but he was only halfway across when the smell seemed to envelop him and he froze in place. He could feel a presence approaching from behind, and a strange sensation on his skin; a dull, burning tingle, getting stronger as—

The next thing Will was aware of was headlights and the deafening blare of a car horn as a sleek blue BMW swerved around him, narrowly avoiding running him down. Adrenaline surged through his body, though it still refused to obey him. Either way, as the car sped off, he realised that whatever had been chasing him was gone. The strange odour had receded as well, although by the time he was able to move under his own power again, there was a small line of honking cars next to him, and a couple of nearby pedestrians asking if they could help.

Will brushed them off, hurrying to Bond Street Station and trying to hide his face as much as possible. Nobody pursued him, and those who saw him treated the event as just another oddity. ‘Only in London,’ they thought – though you could see the same in any large city.

Hopping on the first train to pull into the station, Will collapsed onto a seat in the almost-empty carriage. Then he let the shaking overcome him, and he cried.
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Aaron

‘ – so if you could see your way to helping me get into a shelter for tonight, then I’d be really grateful to you, God bless.’

Aaron Hirsch’s words came out on autopilot, finishing his pitch before he had a chance to fully register what was happening. Something was very, very wrong. He was standing where he’d been before, holding that same old cup full of a half-dozen coins, looking at the same exhausted, sweaty faces (or were they exactly the same? Was someone missing?), but something had happened. His weight was distributed differently, the familiar fatigue in his legs had a more pressing ache to it, as though they’d been locked in one position for too long, and the strap of his backpack was digging deep into his shoulder. How long had he been here?

Aaron’s mind was fuzzy, struggling to focus in a way that never happened when he was working the Tube. You had to be alert and ready, constantly reading people and getting a sense of the mood on the train. Usually it was just downcast eyes and averted gazes, with travellers pretending they were so focused on whatever was trickling out of their headphones that they were deaf to the rest of the world, but you could never be certain. There were occasionally people who wanted to start trouble, who took aggressive offence at being disturbed on their commute by someone they’d rather forget existed, and the close confines of the carriage meant that it was much harder to retreat from any confrontation that might occur. Then there were the London Underground staff and the British Transport Police. Neither of them were a common threat; the former generally not keen to get directly involved and the latter spread thin across the network, but you could never forget the possibility. Aaron generally had more success raising money on the Tube than he did on the street, but the risks were very different and you couldn’t afford to space out or lose focus.

And right now he was certain that he’d done more than lose focus; he’d lost time. He quickly scanned the faces of the other passengers, trying to get sense of the situation. Had Aaron been standing there motionless and insensate for minutes, while everyone else ignored him? Or were they experiencing something similar? And what was that horrendous smell? Sweet and rotten; it was definitely organic, not chemical. Not one of the regular scents of the Underground or the city itself. His first thought was of something dead, but it didn’t have quite the right fruity notes for rotting flesh.It was greasier, closer to sweat or the cloying musk of an animal marking its territory.

He could consider that later, though. First he needed to get a sense of the other passengers. It had already been a full three seconds since he finished his pitch and until he understood what had happened it was best to pretend everything was normal. There was a youngish woman dressed for a day in the office – Indian or Pakistani if he had to guess – wearing a patterned cloth facemask. Her clothes were new; serious, but not very expensive and already soaked through with sweat. No doubt she was en-route to some soulless-but-air-conditioned office job. Any other time, he’d have guessed she’d be someone to fish in their bag and toss him the first bit of small change her fingers found, but right now he was more interested in her eyes: they were dazed, still trying to focus, and she shook her head slightly from side to side as though trying to clear it. It wasn’t just him, then.

Aaron looked over to the next woman. White, with long, henna-dyed hair and a standard blue medical facemask. She was trans, he thought, and exhausted. Clearly coming off the tail-end of a long night. She wore a generic-looking uniform with an unbuttoned navy-blue blazer and sweat-dampened grey shirt. Experience told him she would have given him a couple of quid if she had cash on her, but she probably didn’t.

Near her was a middle-aged black guy with an Underground logo on the blue-and-red jacket that lay on the seat next to him. It was an odd time of day for a driver to be riding the Tube, though Aaron wasn’t exactly an expert on their shift patterns. He was holding his leg at a slightly odd angle, so perhaps that was part of it. Hard to say if he’d normally give anything, but probably not – staff almost never did.

Then there was the business ghoul. Expensive suit, expensive hair, expensive briefcase no doubt filled with expensive information. Wouldn’t give a penny and wouldn’t give a shit. He was staring dead-eyed into the middle distance, so it was hard to tell if he’d been hit with the same disorientation. Maybe it affected the soul, so the man was immune. Aaron felt a small spike of satisfaction seeing the wet patches starting to show through the armpits of the man’s well-tailored jacket, though no doubt he’d just send an assistant out to get it dry-cleaned when he arrived at his perfectly climate-controlled office.

Opposite him was a man who exuded an entirely different type of money. He wore white linen and had the easy smile of someone who has never once had to consider where he was going to sleep. Alarm bells rang in Aaron’s head. This was the sort of youthful money that you avoided at all costs. To them, you were nothing but a vector for their amusement. If it struck them as funny, they might give you a crisp fifty-pound note, but more likely they’d demand you degrade yourself in some weird way for it, or they’d piss on you in your sleep and chuck a handful of pound coins at you afterwards, laughing all the while. Or they’d just kick the shit out of you. When you lived on the street, you were seen as slightly less than human by most people you met, but to these people you were less than an animal. The fact he was even riding the Tube at all was suspicious. He returned Aaron’s gaze for just a moment, and there was no sign of confusion or disorientation in those eyes.

There was one other seat that Aaron instinctively looked towards. It was empty, just next to the woman dressed for the office, and there was an unpleasant stain on it – the slightly oily, worn-in sort of old stain you occasionally saw on the moquette of older carriages they hadn’t been able to get fully clean. This one seemed fresher, though, and there was thin coating of something flaky, like cigarette ash.

The battered McDonald’s cup juddered slightly in his hand, and he looked down to see the Tube driver had dropped a pound coin into it. For a moment Aaron wasn’t sure how to respond. So intent had he been on assessing the situation and figuring out what was going on, the sudden physical sensation of additional weight in the cup, small though it was, snapped him back to reality with a jolt. How did he respond to this? What thanks did he usually give? He tried to say, ‘thanks, mate’, but like everything else it was a little bit of off-kilter and just came out as a vague grunt of gratitude.

‘There are beggars and buskers operating on this train. Please do not encourage their presence by supporting them.’

The familiar words came floating down from the speakers above them, telling Aaron that it was probably time to go. No matter how often it happened, it was always a slightly surreal thing to hear an automated warning about yourself. It wasn’t at you or to you, it was about you. You were the danger being warned of, and like everything else in life, you were excluded from it. Always just a thing to be considered or a problem to be solved. The announcements had been a staple of the London Underground for a few years now, as more and more people were forced out of their homes and onto the streets of the capital, but to Aaron they never fully lost their sting.

The off-duty Tube driver was still looking at him, with an expression that registered at first as disgust, but Aaron quickly realised the anger was at the announcement, not at him. With that came the briefest moment of connection, a gratitude deeper than that generated by a dropped coin. It was disgusting, wasn’t it? The casual, impersonal cruelty of the whole thing. The absurdity of the whole situation.

The driver turned his head ever so slightly, addressing the computerised voice as its message faded away.

‘Fuck off,’ he said, and it was all Aaron could do not to laugh.

Then the train came to a stop, and the doors opened. The wrongness of the whole situation had started to fade, but Aaron still felt uncertain what to do. Did he start talking to the other passengers about it? What would they think? For all he felt the faintest bond with the man before him, he had no doubt that it would quickly sour if he turned around and started talking about lost time and strange smells. At best, they would assume he was high, at worst …

No, it was best he leave this behind. Whatever had happened, it was over now and there was nothing to be done about it now. Push on and don’t look back, that was the way. Carry on going forward and survive, just like always.

Aaron turned and quickly shuffled out through the carriage door and onto the platform. Which station even was this? He quickly spotted the sign for Lancaster Gate, and as he did so the ache in his legs flared up unexpectedly. He stumbled for a moment, almost falling, then caught himself and turned back to face the train. The dark eyes of the woman in sweaty office clothes met his through the dirty glass. There was confusion in them, a reflection of his own disorientation, and for a second he wondered if he’d made a mistake. Perhaps he should have said something. Perhaps she would have listened. But it was too late. The doors had closed, and the squeal of the train pulling away bounced off the tiles of the platform walls.

A handful of other riders had disembarked along the length of the train, each heading towards the exits and their destination with the focused, impersonal unfriendliness of the travelling Londoner. Only one other person had left from Aaron’s carriage, however: the posh man in white linen. For a few seconds they regarded each other, and Aaron couldn’t help but feel like he was being sized up by a predator. There was a moment of bubbling nervousness, not quite tripping over into panic, as he considered all the reasons that someone like that might choose to follow ‘some random homeless guy’. But whatever was in his mind apparently passed, and the stranger turned and walked away, following the trickle of people heading to the city above.

Aaron exhaled and tried to decide on his next move. He’d only been working the Central Line for half an hour so far, and he was still a long way from being able to afford a shelter for the night – especially if he had to look after Harris – but his mind recoiled at the thought of getting onto another train down here. Was it the heat? Something about the dense, humid atmosphere that made every movement feel as though he were swimming through a furnace? No, the Tube was boiling, sure, but he’d pushed through heatwaves like this before (albeit maybe not quite as intense). And besides, it wasn’t the thought of physical discomfort stopping him. It was fear. He was afraid to get back on a train. And he had absolutely no idea why.

The streets above were a furnace of an entirely different sort. The sun blazed down relentlessly, heating the tarmac of the pavement with such force that Aaron could feel it even through the soles of his trainers. From a nearby news-stand the headlines screamed: BRITAIN IN MELTDOWN and TINDERBOX UK IGNITES AT RECORD 40.3C. Everywhere he looked the heat haze shimmered and it was clear that neither the insulating Victorian brick nor the reflective corporate glass of the buildings that surrounded him were built to deal with weather like this.

Walking to King’s Cross was not a short trip on foot from Queensway, and given how slow he had to go to make sure he kept to the shade, it took Aaron several hours. For all the public service posters he saw telling him to drink water, he only found a single public water-filling station that was working. He filled a plastic bottle and drank his fill. It wasn’t as refreshing as he’d hoped; the liquid was already so hot that it felt more like drinking a thin cup of tea. He kept an eye out for anyone who might help him make up the money he’d failed to raise on his abortive Tube trip, but the streets were almost empty and the occasional people who passed him were clearly focused on reaching wherever they were going as quickly and as coolly as possible.

Aaron had never been a fan of the heat. When he was a child, one of his foster families had taken him on a summer trip to Greece. It was the only time he’d ever been out of the country. They’d told him how amazing it was going to be and watched him the whole time, looking for some deep or profound gratitude. But to thirteen-year-old Aaron it had just been sand and water, and the idea of just sitting around in the boiling sun for hours on end had seemed both pointless and uncomfortable. Looking back on it now, that might have been when his relationship with that particular family, the Gardners, had soured.

Still, for a rough sleeper the summer was almost always better than the winter. The nights, at least. It was easier to sleep, and finding shelter was less essential to staying alive. The days could get bad, though, and today was one of the worst Aaron had seen.

He arrived near King’s Cross just in time to spot Harris. On Fridays the nearby Methodist church did a free hot meal at lunchtime. You had to sit through a bunch of prayers and occasionally endure some well-intentioned parishioners trying to help you ‘sort your life out’, but it was pretty good chicken chow mein and they were usually happy to let you take a bit extra for dinner as well. The two of them had been coming every few weeks for almost a year now, and most of the volunteers knew them well enough to make small talk.

‘Hot one today, eh?’ the fresh-faced young woman (Lisa, maybe?) said, as she handed Aaron a bowl.

‘’Least I get to work on my tan.’ Aaron smiled in a way he hoped looked genuine.

She laughed a little harder than the joke deserved.

‘Just stay safe out there, OK? Make sure you drink enough water.’

Aaron nodded and picked up a fork as he headed over to a table where Harris was sitting with a couple of others who he didn’t know. Harris was the oldest at the table, though by exactly how much Aaron was never sure. A hard life had given him the physique of someone well into his sixties, and the way he let his white beard grow out made the effect even more pronounced, but they’d never discussed his actual age. The other two were both clean shaven, and one looked like he might be new to the business of charitable meals and poverty as he still had that slightly shell-shocked hesitancy about his movements.

‘Here he is.’ Harris smiled at him as he approached. ‘Gary, Chris, this is Aaron. I was just telling them about your idea for a union.’

Aaron sighed, seeing the hint of mockery in the two newcomers’ eyes.

‘Again with this shit, Harry?’

‘I just think it’s a good idea, is all,’ Harris said with a sardonic grin. He was a good guy and always watched Aaron’s back, but he did love to get under his skin. ‘Y’know, organise the hobos so we can use our collective bargaining power.’

‘Don’t start with that “hobo” shit. Look, the National Union of the Homeless is a real organisation over in America.’ Aaron sighed, trying his best to explain. ‘They did a big protest back in the ’80s. Got a bunch of housing legislation passed.’

‘And for the last forty years?’ Harris prodded.

‘I don’t know,’ he admitted. ‘Not much, I guess. I just … I mean, there are so many of us on the street. More every day. I can’t believe there’s isn’t something we could do if we all got together.’

‘Yeah. Get arrested.’ Gary shrugged, picking up a forkful of chow mein. ‘If they even noticed.’

‘You got kids, Aaron?’ Chris, the new guy, asked abruptly.

Aaron shook his head. ‘No.’

‘It’s different if you got kids,’ Chris said, but didn’t elaborate.

The table lapsed into a companionable silence as the four of them ate their lunch. It was as good as usual, although the church hall was not air-conditioned and Aaron found himself wishing they were serving something cold instead. After the meal concluded a middle-aged woman with short black hair stood up at the front. It wasn’t the normal minister, but she led them in a series of prayers. Growing up, Aaron had been to a handful of churches, all different denominations, as well as going to temple with his parents when they’d still been alive, and he could never keep straight which words were for which church. Still, he’d long since learned how to half-mumble along in a way that wasn’t going to upset anybody. It was a small enough price to pay for a decent lunch, even if the food had tasted slightly stranger than usual.

In fact, everything tasted off. Even the water he was drinking seemed to have a strange tang to it. It wasn’t like when he’d spent a couple of weeks unable to taste anything the year before, when he had been sick with what he now recognised was Covid-19. This was more as if the strange odour he’d noticed on the Underground had never really left him, following him as he went about his day. He tried to put it out of his mind as he went through the afternoon, but he couldn’t shake the feeling and it was putting him even more on edge than usual.

By the time the sun was finally dipping below the buildings and the intense heat of the day was fading, Aaron had still been unable to raise enough for a shelter, and Harris hadn’t had much luck either. It was as they were setting up their sleeping bags in the doorway of a Tottenham Court Road department store that Aaron noticed his friend’s hands were shaking, and somewhat grudgingly headed into an off-licence to spend what they’d managed to gather on a small bottle of vodka.

‘You absolute lifesaver,’ Harris said as he took it and cracked open the cap. That was the phrase he always used, and it still made Aaron sad to hear the emphasis he put on the word ‘lifesaver’. A couple of years ago Harris had tried to quit drinking. He’d talked about it for months and finally went cold turkey. But the DTs had hit him hard and the old man ended up in a really, really bad way. When the people at the recovery centre had told him it had been a bad idea, that alcohol was one of the few addictions where severe withdrawal could actually kill you, he was devastated. Aaron had often tried to tell him that the recovery centre didn’t mean he should keep drinking forever, just that he’d need help to come off it more gradually, but Harris had been so proud of quitting, of the willpower it had taken, that it had absolutely crushed him to be told he’d messed up. Aaron secretly suspected that was the moment his friend had decided he was going to die on the street, but he and Harris had never talked about it.

‘Sorry about giving you a hard time back there, kid,’ Harris said after a long swig.

‘No, you’re not.’ Aaron laughed.

‘It’s just a funny idea, is all.’

‘It’s not, though. I mean, we’re not the only ones here, are we? There must be a half-dozen who sleep in front of Heal’s. Why?’

‘Safer; harder for the cops to move us on.’

‘Exactly!’ Aaron tried not to sound too triumphant. ‘We have more power together.’

‘But they do it anyway. They just turn up with a whole bastard lot of ’em.’ Harris shrugged. ‘That’s the thing. We don’t get to have power. If we try, all that changes is how hard they kick us when they take it away.’

Aaron didn’t answer immediately.

‘I just want you to have a bit of class consciousness, Harry.’

His friend let out a snort and held up his vodka bottle, gesturing with it at the doorway in which they sat.

‘Kid, I don’t know how much more conscious of my class I can get! Not like anyone ever lets me fucking forget it!’

Aaron found himself smiling at the old man, despite his irritation. He exhaled.

‘So, what do you reckon about Chelsea’s chances this year?’

Harris gave him a smirk, seeing exactly what he was doing.

‘Who knows? Season’s still a month away.’

‘Sure, but you’ve seen what they’ve been spending on transfers?’

There was a moment of hesitation as Harris tried to decide whether he was going to be goaded. Chelsea had been his team his whole life, and there was nothing he enjoyed talking about more than how great the club used to be and how awful they were now. Aaron had heard it many, many times, but there was a comfort in it, a sense of the familiar that was almost nostalgic.

‘I’ve seen that Boehly doesn’t have the first fucking clue what he’s doing, is what I’ve seen! God, if Mourinho was still around he’d have knocked that yank’s teeth in. Double league championships! You know how often that happens?’

As Harris picked up steam and the reminiscences and rants about football flowed out of him, Aaron felt the tension lift and the world reassert itself. By the time Harris fell into what was likely an uncomfortable sleep, everything almost felt normal.

Aaron laid himself down, trying to hold onto that warmth and safety even now his friend was asleep. It wasn’t quite enough, though, and the paranoia returned. Looking over at the sleeping Harris, he saw the shivers begin in his companion’s shoulders. Even now, during the warmest nights of the year when Aaron struggled not to sweat through his sleeping bag, the cold found its way into Harris’s bones. Aaron smiled sadly and draped his coat over his friend. He noticed a patch of greasy grey ash on one sleeve, no doubt a souvenir from that morning’s Underground trip, but tried not to dwell on it as he drifted into his own brittle sleep.

In his dream he heard Harris screaming. He was watching, sat bolt upright as though startled, and the glow from the partially lit store behind him rendered the scene in shifting silhouette. The smell was back, choking him, reaching its stinking, rancid fingers out of his lungs and into his blood, locking him in place. He wanted to run, to shout, to do something, but all he could do was watch.

Something stood in front of him. A pale, dead thing that hadn’t seen the sun in centuries. Its limbs moved oddly, without joints, as though whatever bones had once been inside them had long turned to dust. Despite this, the spongy fingers of one hand were locked around Harris’s throat, while the other hand held Aaron’s old coat. The figure was wearing clothes, of a kind. A tattered old military jacket that was now little more than rags, hanging down over flesh that seemed lumpy and misshapen as it moved. There was an antique medal pinned to its chest; the metal tarnished with age and decay but still shining against the ruined jacket. It didn’t breathe, though its torso periodically inflated in a shuddering parody of inhalation. Then it turned to look at Aaron. Its eyes were black and beady, yet somehow horribly human.

It regarded him for a long time. How long, he could not say. In the dream there was no time, no movement, nothing but this thing that held his screaming friend. All the while the hot, sticky heat of the night air hung between them, thick with the thing’s awful musk. The figure seemed as though it was trying to make a decision, looking between Aaron, Harris, and the coat that it held.

Then, all at once, it turned back to Harris, who was struggling feebly in its right hand. It opened its mouth wide, stretching beyond what any skull would ever allow, and inhaled.

Aaron woke with a start. The stink was all around him, and he felt dizzy. Turning over he felt his whole body convulse as he threw up violently, his stomach emptying itself onto the pavement. He stayed like that for several minutes, until the last of the spasms had passed. What the hell was wrong with him? Was he sick?

The sun wasn’t up yet. He couldn’t have been asleep for that long. Reaching for his water bottle, Aaron took a second to wash the taste of vomit from his mouth. Trying to ignore the nasty tang of the water that seemed stronger than ever.

‘Harry. Harry, you there? Had the weirdest fucking dream, man.’

There was no response.

‘Harry?’

He got shakily to his feet, steadying himself on one of the pillars as he moved over to check on his friend. His hand brushed over an unfamiliar texture. A section of the faux-marble was slightly warped, like it had been melted, and it was pitted with tiny pock-marks. Had it been like that when they’d laid down to sleep? Aaron tried to recall as he walked on shaking legs over to the other sleeping bag, and the coat lying next to it.

There was no sign of Harris. Inside the sleeping bag, nothing remained except for a faint, greasy residue and a scattering of greenish-grey ash.
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White City
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Senyo

Senyo had never really liked the depot at White City. Unlike many of the facilities that supported the Underground, it was entirely subterranean, and despite the constant hum of hidden machinery that seemed to permeate the place, the lighting never seemed quite bright enough to reach every corner. Being carved out from the earth below London also meant it didn’t have the luxury of space that some of its above-ground siblings enjoyed. The tunnels and passageways were narrow, with uncovered wires loosely attached to the walls and ceilings, or pipes and access lines on full display. The cramped walkways made it seem almost as though the possibility of human presence was an afterthought. This was a place for cables and pipes and Senyo could never shake the thought that he had intruded into the inner workings of the city and trespassed into the guts of the world.

The heat wasn’t helping matters, either. In theory, this deep down the blazing heatwave shouldn’t have been much of a problem; the earth should have kept him protected, insulated and cool. But those days were long since past.

Years ago he’d taken Lea to the London Transport Museum, trying to instil in them some pride in their father’s profession, and he’d been struck by an old poster from the 1920s which declared in big bold type: IT IS COOLER BELOW. The blocky Frederick Charles Herrick design had shown the angry-looking glare of the sun at the top of the poster, looming over the struggling and suffering stick-figure Londoners, with an unperturbed train gliding serenely through the tunnels beneath them. Unbidden, the little rhyme from the poster popped into Senyo’s head.

‘The Underground’s the only spot

For comfort when the days are hot.’

Perhaps that had been true a hundred years ago, but now it was no comfort at all. The heat had spent the intervening century building and building and building in the tunnels and the stations and, yes, the depots. Donna had once tried to explain it to him. She’d been doing the job even longer than he had and was one of the biggest Tube nerds Senyo had ever met. It was all to do with the physics of the thing, apparently: faster trains now generated heat quicker than the energy could dissipate into the surrounding rock, and the ventilation was no longer adequate to remove it. Even worse, the lining of the tunnels had over the years been gradually baked by the intense heat produced by train brakes into what were effectively clay ovens. He’d seen more than one delegation of well-meaning officials wandering around, trying to figure out the logistics of some proposed solution or other. At one stage they’d even been talking about adding colossal refrigerator units to the depots in an attempt to make the trains cold enough that they could absorb the heat themselves, even considering chilled ‘jackets’ for them, but one look at the space they had to work with had quickly shot down that idea.

Air conditioning was a non-starter, as such systems still needed to expel the heat somewhere, and there was simply nowhere for it to go. There was an obvious answer, of course, which was to drill a whole bunch of new ventilation holes down into the tunnels to give the sweltering air a release and allow air conditioning somewhere to pump it out. Unfortunately, the lines that needed it most ran right under central London, and that would mean using some of the most expensive land on earth. Nobody who owned property over an Underground line would ever let it happen. And so Senyo had to spend the start of each early shift (and the end of each late one) sweating through his Transport for London shirt before he’d even reached the driver’s seat.

It was even worse than usual today. He had been given the all-clear to return to duty, but his leg still ached as he navigated the depot’s walkways, and the ever-present dust felt thicker than ever. Cables that hadn’t been touched in decades seemed more faded and grimy than he remembered and the pipes all seemed rustier, as though the inner workings of London were aged and dying. An elderly city, gradually stagnating and choking on itself. Almost instinctively, he ran a finger over the top of a junction box, leaving a clean line in the coating of greasy dirt. The texture was as it should be, and he found himself breathing a sigh of relief, though he couldn’t precisely say why.

He was finding that more and more over the last few days. A sense of unease; a tension that he couldn’t quite nail down. It hadn’t tipped over into full-blown paranoia, but still he found himself unable to fully dispel the sensation that something was wrong. He would stare into shadows a half-second too long to make sure they were empty. Twice already today he had spun around, convinced someone was coming up behind him, only to be confronted by nothing at all. Even now, as he made his way down the long walkway between the sleeping trains, he could feel his eyes straining into the distance, watching the point where the metal floor disappeared into another stairway down, just in case there was any sign of movement.

It was just stress. That’s what he kept telling himself, anyway. It wasn’t as though there wasn’t plenty for him to be stressed about. Talks between the RMT and Network Rail had, predictably enough, gone nowhere, and it looked like there were more strikes coming. The plan to shut down ticket offices all across the network, and the accompanying layoffs, looked set to go forward, so the union was pushing back in the only way it could. Senyo accepted this. He was a union man to the bone, and irritating as it tended to be, he’d picket as long as they needed to. This one felt different, though. The back-and-forth was a familiar dance, the bosses tried to take the piss and the workers tried to force their hand, but this time there was a sense of desperation to it. Like the pandemic had left everyone reeling, on the ropes, scrabbling just to stay upright. It unsettled him.

If nothing else, Senyo needed the strikes to at least get them a decent pay rise. He’d got an estimate for repairing the hole in their roof that had made his eyes water like he’d been slapped, and getting the money together to do it would have been a challenge even if Network Rail hadn’t been trying to stiff them with a raise a full seven per cent below inflation. Everything was a mess, and Senyo was certain it was going to get worse before it got better. Well, he was certain it was going to get worse. Better was just a hope.

He stepped into the train cab and began to go through the byzantine checks to make sure the train was fully safe and ready for service. The little screens sprang to life and coloured bulbs lit up on the panel to his left, indicating all was well. No-one could have blamed him for feeling on edge, given everything that was going on. But that wasn’t it. It wasn’t the heat, it wasn’t the strikes and it wasn’t the money. It was something else that he just couldn’t put his finger on.

The train rumbled to life, and Senyo tried to leave the uncanny feeling in the depot.

There was something almost meditative about driving through the tunnels of the Underground. Compared to the dark nothing the passengers saw out of the side windows, the cabin at the front got a good view of the tunnel ahead. The lights shone before you, illuminating the bending track that snaked its way below the world. Sometimes there were lamps in the tunnels themselves, shining weakly along the walls, but for the most part it was just the train’s headlights that showed the way. Even so, they weren’t very powerful, and on long straights it became clear how steep the drop-off was, as the tunnel just a few metres ahead plunged back into inky darkness.

Along the side of the tunnels ran a little platform, barely a foot wide, where workmen and engineers stood when working in the tunnels. The little walkway used to make Senyo nervous. It was useful for reaching the various cables and wires that stretched along the walls and ceiling, and was certainly easier and safer than walking along the track itself, but it wasn’t meant to be used when trains were running. If you were on it when one of them thundered past … Maybe, maybe, if you pressed yourself right up against the wall, if you held your breath, if you didn’t move a muscle, maybe then you’d be all right. But if you messed up, or slipped, or got clipped, down you would go: under the relentless wheels, two hundred tonnes of London rolling over you, grinding your fragile body to pulp.

Senyo had never seen it, never even heard of it actually happening – at least not while he worked for TfL. Safety regulations were understandably strict about when staff were allowed into the tunnels. But the idea still haunted him. On the rare occasions he’d had to walk that narrow platform himself, his every sense had been alight for sights of an oncoming train: his eyes frantically searching for headlights; his ears alert to anything that might have been the echo of screeching wheels; even his feet feeling out for the subtlest vibrations through the ground. Even when he himself was safe in the driver’s seat, he had spent his first year plagued by his own imagination, thinking there might be someone around every corner, a confused engineer or trespassing teen trying to be cool, unaware their messy death was rolling inexorably towards them.

It had been years since Senyo had been bothered by such thoughts, but as the train wove its way towards Liverpool Street, he found the old worries resurfacing. Despite his best efforts to dismiss the idea, he found his eyes straining into the dim tunnel before him, searching for figures about to fall under his wheels. He was one of the lucky ones who’d never had a ‘passenger incident’ where someone, either deliberately or accidentally, went under his train at a station. It was a blessing he was grateful for, as he’d seen the experience destroy more than one of his colleagues, but the imagination is a powerful thing, and the visions he found himself plagued by today were still graphic enough to make his hand shake when he reached to change the speed.

No doubt that was why he saw it. When you’re on edge to that degree, it’s easy for your mind to trick you, to take whatever you see and interpret it as the thing you expect. The thing you fear. It had only been for a moment, after all, barely the blink of an eye. Right at the edge of where the light reached, as the track turned a wide corner. And when that corner was turned it was gone. No-one could outrun a train through an Underground tunnel, therefore it couldn’t have been there in the first place. It simply couldn’t have been real.

Besides, if you had sat Senyo down and grilled him on exactly what he thought he had seen on the tunnel ledge in that fraction of a second, he couldn’t have told you. The only things he could have said for sure were that it was pale and shaped like a person. Then he would have corrected himself to shaped like a human, though he couldn’t have articulated the difference. Was it wearing clothes? Maybe. How many limbs did it have? Probably the normal amount. Did he get a good look at its face? No, it was too far away and too dark. But he did think he’d seen eyes. Two black dots that seemed out of proportion with the rest of its pale head.

None of that mattered, though, because he hadn’t seen it. If it had been real he’d have been able to get a better look at it, and he was so tense that of course he was imagining things. In his earliest days running the trains, such momentary misperceptions had been commonplace. But this one felt harder to dismiss.

Senyo was so caught up thinking about it he almost missed the red light entirely and slammed on the brakes a little bit too hard. He pitched forward slightly in his seat, and worried guiltily about how the passengers had handled the sudden stop.

Sitting there, waiting for the light to change, without the breeze that came with motion, the air settled on top of Senyo like a thick blanket. Sweat trickled down his forehead, droplets falling occasionally from his chin down onto the back of his hand in a steady drip, drip, drip. He watched the red light that glared at him as it flickered slightly, and everything was still and quiet.

Senyo came awake with a jolt. Adrenaline coursed through him, convulsing his muscles and spreading a tingle of panic all the way to the tips of his fingers. No, that wasn’t right. He’d been awake. His eyes were open, had been open, and according to the clock it had been less than ten seconds since he stopped at the light, which still bathed the driver’s cabin in its angry crimson glow. So why did he feel like he was pulling himself out of an awful dream?

Something was wrong, but he had no idea what. The tunnel was as quiet as ever, without the rumble and hiss of other trains passing or the warm, dusty wind that heralded their approach. He was stopped just in front of a junction, where two sets of tracks crossed, and he could see the tunnels that disappeared into darkness on either side. Thinking about it, that was slightly strange. Usually a red signal at a junction meant you were waiting for another train to pass, but there was no sign of any such thing. Perhaps there was another reason for the stop; some engineering problem or issue at one of the platforms further down. If that was the case, though, he would have expected to have received some message or communication over the radio, an update he could announce to the passengers over the intercom. Yet the radio was silent.

And none of that explained why his heart was beating so fast. Unexplained stops weren’t exactly standard procedure or good practice, but they were hardly unheard of. Besides, they’d not been stopped for long and if there was a major problem it might be a minute or more before they got around to letting him know. None of that was the source of this choking anxiety. Quickly and methodically Senyo went through the readouts on his dashboard, looking for anything out of the ordinary. Perhaps he had unconsciously noticed an error or fault that might be dangerous? But everything read normal; there were no obvious problems with the train. His legs shook as the feeling of panic spread down him, causing small flashes of pain from his still-tender knee.

By this point they’d been stopped for almost thirty seconds, and still no train had passed. The radio was silent. Perhaps he should check-in himself? He reached for the mouthpiece. Or rather, he tried to reach for the mouthpiece, but his limbs didn’t seem to obey him. There was a slight motion, the spasm of half-asleep muscles trying to obey his brain’s command, but his arm barely shifted. That was when he noticed it: a faint, familiar smell that he couldn’t quite place. It was sweet, but unpleasant, and his mind struggled to recall where he knew it from.

The adrenaline was now fully in control, and Senyo’s eyes (the only part of him that still felt fully under his command) darted about, looking for some explanation as to what was happening. They settled on the small CCTV feed of the passenger carriages. It cycled through them one at a time, lingering silently for a few seconds on each.

In the fourth car, everything was normal. A woman slowly moving a baby stroller back and forth to soothe the infant inside. A man flicking through a heavy-looking book. Two elderly ladies in lively conversation.

The next car was the same. Three teens crowding around a phone, listening to something. An older guy nearby glaring at them, clearly not happy about whatever was playing over the tinny speaker. A woman in a facemask playing a handheld games console next to a bearded man who seemed to be asleep.

The car after that, the second behind the driver, seemed fine at first. About seven people, all sat quietly, with no obvious signs of distress. But as Senyo continued to look, he realised there were no obvious signs of anything. They were all simply sitting there, staring blankly forward. No-one saying or doing anything. They sat silently, as though waiting for something, and he saw that one woman had her arms outstretched as though reading something, though the book itself seemed to have fallen onto her lap. Something wasn’t right with the scene, but before Senyo could consider it further, the feed switched to the next car, the passenger carriage right behind him, separated only by a metal door.

The CCTV feed showed nothing but static. Senyo stared into it, trying to peer through the haze of shifting noise, as though if he squinted hard enough maybe he could see what was going on. But the camera just switched, all the way to the back of the train, where a middle-aged couple seemed to be in the middle of a messy argument and all appeared normal.

Senyo turned his head. His body seemed to be coming back under his own control. Sweat trickled down his face in the sweltering compartment, as he tried to listen for anything that might be happening in the carriage behind him. There was definitely the sound of movement, and something that sounded almost like a muffled groan. He should have stormed back there, thrown open the door and demanded what was going on, but he didn’t yet have the power to stand. Or did he? Was he just telling himself he was frozen because he was scared? This whole situation was absurd: of course he could stand up if he chose to. So why wasn’t he choosing to?

Then there was another sound, one that Senyo knew very well indeed: the opening of the passenger doors. The ones on the side of the train. The ones that shouldn’t have even been able to open while the train was still in the tunnel. But the noise was unmistakeable as they slid open for a moment, then shut again.

After a few more seconds, he felt himself regain enough control of his body to look out of the driver’s window and down the side of the train, but there was nothing left to see but darkness. The smell was fading, as was the adrenaline, leaving only a coldness in his veins where it had once been. When the CCTV feed once again reached the front of the train, it showed two young men sitting quietly, unharmed and unafraid.

The red light in the tunnel changed, and Senyo started the train moving again.

He stopped the train at Bethnal Green for a few minutes, calling in a fault with one of the doors. It wasn’t exactly the done thing, and would definitely cause some delays further down the line until he called in again to report it fixed, but he couldn’t just ignore what had happened. Stepping through the door from the driver’s compartment, he caught again the lingering whiff of that odd aroma, though this time his body remained firmly under his own control. The two men were still sitting there, dressed in kufis and kurtas, and were now talking quietly to one another in what Senyo thought was probably Urdu. They paid him no mind, continuing their conversation, and it didn’t feel right to interrupt them. Even so, there was something a little bit glassy and groggy about their expressions.

A few other passengers had boarded the train since it stopped, and Senyo’s attention was grabbed by a noise of disgust. The sound came from an older-looking white woman in a maroon cardigan and long black skirt. The lower half of her face was hidden by an intricately patterned cloth mask, and her revulsion was clearly aimed at the seat she’d been about to sit on. She didn’t acknowledge Senyo as he approached, striding instead over to another seat further down, but it didn’t matter. It wasn’t her that he was looking at. It was the seat.

The cushions were filthy, worn and discoloured as if by years of hard use, and on it were two patches of greasy grey dirt, one on the backrest and one on the seat itself. It was as though someone had smeared on some kind of chemical slime and then spent hours working it into the moquette. It appeared dry, though around the edges were loose motes of a grey-looking ash that triggered something in Senyo’s memory. To find such chairs in a Tube carriage was not at all uncommon – not everyone who took the Tube had the highest standards of hygiene, and it could sometimes take years for grimy seating to be replaced. But this felt somehow … fresh. While he couldn’t have said so for certain (he was hardly in the habit of checking how clean the chairs were when taking out a train), Senyo had a nasty feeling the seat had not looked like this prior to that unexplained stop in the tunnels.

So what? If there were any obvious conclusions to be drawn, Senyo couldn’t see them. It was all just weird and unsettling and gave him a headache. He pinched the bridge of his nose, trying to remember if he still had any paracetamol in the jacket he’d left in his cabin. When he opened his eyes again, he found himself looking at a familiar face through the window.

Wild hair, rumpled, nondescript clothes and a short unkempt beard that did little to hide his youth, it took Senyo a moment to place the man. Yes, he’d seen him a few days ago – just after he’d hurt his leg. There was a memory of dropping a pound coin in a paper cup and a brief moment of solidarity. Why did he remember that? Senyo had always been good with faces, but there seemed little reason why this person, that interaction, should have stuck in his mind like it apparently had.

For his part, the young man certainly seemed to recognise Senyo, and an odd smile creased his face as their eyes met, as though he were relieved. There was nothing at all threatening about the rough sleeper, but as he stepped onto the train Senyo couldn’t help but feel tension crawling up his back.

‘Hi.’

The word was hesitant, but it was enough. The social shell that surrounds those moving through London had been broken.

‘I don’t know if you remember me …’

‘I do,’ Senyo said.

The young man smiled, the relief much more obvious now.

‘Aaron!’ he said suddenly, as though only now recalling his own name. ‘Aaron Hirsch. It’s good to see you again.’

‘Senyo Amoah,’ the driver replied, not thrilled to be giving his full name to a man he did not know. ‘Can I help you?’

‘Yes. Well, maybe. I hope so. I was hoping to see you again, I—’

‘You’ve been waiting for me?’

The suspicion was clear in Senyo’s voice now, and Aaron flinched slightly. He shrank back, his relief vanishing immediately.

‘No, not just you.’ There was now a hint of desperation as he spoke. ‘Any of you. From the carriage. I was hoping someone would be taking the same line and I—’

‘I need to get moving.’ Senyo gestured to the cabin door. ‘I’m late already.’

‘I know, please, I just need to—’

Aaron’s words died in his throat as his eyes fell on the dirty seat in front of them. His nostrils flared slightly as if searching for a smell, and he leaned forward slightly, his fingertips brushing the grey ash that still coated the edges of the stain. He made a small noise, half-alarm and half-sadness, and then went silent.

‘Do you know what—’

‘It happened again, didn’t it?’ Aaron’s voice was urgent, and he spoke with an almost-conspiratorial hush.

‘What did?’ Senyo was trying to convince himself that he didn’t know what the young man was talking about. ‘I don’t …’

He trailed off, glancing around the carriage at the passengers who still paid them no attention.

‘I’m scared too,’ Aaron said.

Senyo stared at the young man, feeling suddenly exposed. Then he sighed and nodded.

‘Do you know what it is? What happened?’

‘No.’ Aaron shook his head. ‘But I think we need to talk.’
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Elise

The horrible little error noise pinged once again, and Elise let out a sigh that she hoped wouldn’t turn into a full groan of frustration. Sighs were fine here (the air was a constant symphony of them), but anything more vocal than that was liable to draw looks. Some of those looks would be sympathetic, but the majority would be resentful, as if to remind her that everyone was suffering, so what special right did she have to be moaning about it?

Focusing her attention back on the battered laptop next to her workstation, she checked the code over. Still she found nothing that should be causing these problems. The laptop fans hissed with effort as she ran the test again, but everything seemed to be working fine. It was just transferring it onto the main system that was the problem. Clearly something in the creaking, aged infrastructure of the Civil Service computer network was getting in the way, tripping up what should have been an extremely simple bit of code.

Elise sighed, stretched her back and tried her best to remember the in-chair posture exercise her ex had insisted she learn so as not to ‘become even more of a hunchback’. It was mean advice from an asshole, sure, but the exercises legitimately did help (much to her annoyance). She got as far as the arm stretches before her eyes drifted back to the error message on the monitor and she felt all her muscles tense up again. Involuntarily she checked the time in the bottom corner of the screen.

Eleven thirty-three a.m. Not technically too early for a lunch break, but if she went now she’d have to be back by half twelve and that meant almost six hours before she could reasonably get out of the oppressively air-conditioned office and into the oppressively hot streets of heatwave London and, eventually, her oppressively cramped little flat (which was also oppressively hot). Should she start smoking? It would probably mean more breaks, and she hadn’t hated it when she’d tried a cigarette as a teenager. But that would also mean taking the lift all the way down to the bottom floor, swiping out through the barriers, through the reception area and then halfway round the outside of the building to the smokers’ area at the back. Every single time.

Not worth it.

She rubbed her face, trying to shift the numbness that had settled on her. Her skin felt tight, as though the glow of the workstation monitor was slowly drying it out. Elise stared blankly in front of her for what felt like a long time, trying to force her brain to contain anything other than white noise. She failed, instead taking a moment to consider the screen itself – or rather, the pair of them that loomed over her desk on hinged metal arms. They were shiny and pristine, with big, high-definition screens, and were easily the newest things on her desk – a full decade at least beyond any of the actual programs she was trying to wrangle. Elise couldn’t quite shake the suspicion that they’d been bought so that any government visitors (or even the minister himself) who might come by would get the impression the office was cutting edge, rather than the digital quagmire it actually was.

She looked at the time again. Eleven thirty-four a.m. Goddamn it. She wasn’t even sure why she was watching the clock so intensely. Her work was project-based, so it wasn’t as if she was running out the clock on a shift. At some point she would have to bring herself back to the code.

How the hell was she feeling like this already? Weren’t you supposed to have at least a couple of weeks’ honeymoon period at a new job, where the novelty of it kept you buoyed up? Wasn’t that why she’d gone looking for a new job in the first place?

Apparently not. The turning point had come on her third day, when she’d been trying to locate the source of a problem integrating some of her work with the existing database structure. She’d been scouring the thousands of lines of code that the whole government system was based on and, stumbling upon a particularly awkward section, had read the programmer’s comment attached to it.

Temporary hack to get around the old links. Not stable long term – needs a permanent fix ASAP. Keith.

The comment had been dated April 19th 1999. Ivo, the longest-serving member of the department, vaguely remembered a Keith working there back in the mid-2000s, but it had been at least twenty years since he’d retired. Elise didn’t fix the code, didn’t find the source of her integration problem and now, starting her second week working here, she was certain she never would.

Eleven thirty-five a.m. This was ridiculous. Elise forced herself up from her desk, grabbed the mug she was using for coffee and headed to the kitchen area. The mug was pale green with a slightly chipped rim and the words ‘OLD FART’ emblazoned on the side in Jokerman font. Elise had started using it because it was fractionally larger than most of the other mugs in the cupboard and, for obvious reasons, no-one else ever chose it. Of course, the size of the thing was something of a moot point, given that the kitchen now used one of those fancy pod-based coffee machines that gave a standardised (and rather stingy) serving, but old habits died hard. She stopped, hand halfway to the big glass bowl of colour-coded coffee pods. Was that really her biggest concern these days? That the machine didn’t give enough coffee to fill her awful second-hand mug? Didn’t she once have dreams? Joy? Actual thoughts? She must have had, but on days like these she honestly didn’t remember.

The machine started the laborious process of partially filling her mug, the grinding sound in its mechanisms matching the grinding feeling in her brain. She watched the thin trickle of dark liquid dribble down, keeping her body angled slightly away from it so she didn’t have to face the fire door at the back. She hadn’t gone near it since her first day, but Elise couldn’t help but feel a twinge of apprehension whenever she was facing it. She’d even had a couple of dreams about it. She couldn’t remember the details of them, but they definitely hadn’t been pleasant.

Her musings were interrupted by the sound of Gordon’s voice as he talked to a couple of men she didn’t recognise. One was tall, almost as tall as Gordon, but also wide in a way that made him seem somehow bigger than her boss, while the other was average size, but seemed tiny in comparison with the two giants he was standing next to. They were both white, wearing muted shirts that hadn’t been ironed, and innocuous ties (Elise was certain the shorter man’s was a clip-on). There was a small surge of panic as she realised she’d left her contraband laptop out on her desk, but they either didn’t care or hadn’t noticed. She grabbed her coffee and walked back as casually as she could, hoping to slip it into a drawer to be on the safe side.

‘– really don’t think it’s necessary,’ the taller one was telling Gordon. ‘We’ll send the data through when we’re done, so what’s the point?’

‘I know.’ Her boss was nodding in that way Elise already recognised as meaning he wasn’t going to change his mind. ‘And I don’t want to lose anyone for a full day – we’re up against it as is. But it’s procedure, so – oh, Elise!’

She froze halfway to her desk, Gordon’s voice locking her in place. She turned to see him gesturing for her to join the group. His face was friendly, but didn’t give any space for refusal. Choking down a strange spike of nervousness, Elise did her best to smile as she walked over.

‘This is Brian and Tom,’ Gordon said, gesturing to the tall one first, then the shorter one. ‘They’re with TfL.’

‘Cool.’ Elise didn’t really know what else to say.

‘For our sins.’ Tom shrugged with a small grin. Was he trying to be charming?

‘We’re working with them on the Underground wireless project,’ Gordon continued. ‘This is Elise, our newest ace programmer. A real wiz with Python.’

‘Don’t really know what that means,’ said Brian curtly, clearly not trying to be charming. ‘I’m an engineer, so I work with real stuff.’

Elise didn’t even have the energy to be offended. She simply kept up her best attempt at a smile and waited for Gordon to drop whatever task he was buttering her up for.

‘Now, Brian and Tom are currently taking the measurements of signal strength in the various tunnels, making a sort of map of where satellite signal does and doesn’t get through.’

‘Mostly doesn’t,’ Tom interjected.

‘Mostly,’ Gordon pressed on. ‘But given this is a joint project, and the Department for Transport has been heavily involved in helping TfL out through the pandemic, guidelines are that there’s supposed to be someone from the DfT with them throughout the process to oversee things.’

So that was it. The rest of the team were too busy doing actual work, so the newbie was getting sent down into the tunnels. Perfect.

‘Are you sure?’ she asked Gordon, trying not to seem too reluctant. ‘I’m still new to the project, I don’t know if I’d be any help in terms of “overseeing”.’

‘You literally just need to stand there,’ Brian grunted. ‘It’s just a box that needs ticking.’

‘Of course, if you’re not keen, I can always find someone else,’ Gordon said evenly.

Elise took a moment to scan her boss’s words for hidden threat, but he seemed sincere. For all his faults, Gordon wasn’t the sort to force anyone to spend their days in dark and dusty tunnels if they really didn’t want to go.

Did she want to go? Something about the Underground had been unsettling to her for the last week or so. Whenever she got on the train into work she felt that same tingle of apprehension that came over her when she noticed the fire door at the back of the kitchen. The idea of descending below that, to the maintenance tunnels and forgotten service corridors that threaded their way under London, made her breath catch in her throat. Was it anxiety? Fascination? Some mixture of the two? Either way, she couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something down there, waiting for her.

Then her eyes flicked to her computer and the nasty little error message that still squatted in the centre of her screen.

‘Sounds good,’ Elise said. ‘When do we head out?’

‘Tomorrow.’ Gordon nodded. ‘Good hunting.’

The briefing Elise got the next day was neither particularly long nor particularly useful. It was clear to everyone that her presence wasn’t necessary or even worthwhile for any reason other than that someone like her had to physically be there, so nobody had bothered to spell out the specifics of what was happening. She’d simply been told to meet Tom and Brian in the offices at King’s Cross station the next day and to wear clothes she didn’t mind getting dirty and ‘good shoes’.

The former seemed a moot point, as her most disposable T-shirt and pair of jeans almost immediately disappeared beneath the ill-fitting fluorescent orange trousers and jacket (with reflective white stripes) that she was unceremoniously handed by Brian. She felt like an idiot, glowing in the centre of the small locker room, though she did notice that everyone else there seemed to immediately start paying her less attention once she put them on. It was strange to think of hi-vis as a sort of camouflage, but at least she felt a little bit more like she belonged there.

‘Looking good!’ Tom said, giving her a thumbs-up, which she returned half-heartedly.

‘Shoes are no good, though,’ Brain pointed out, jabbing his own thumb dismissively at her feet. Tom made a clicking sound of agreement.

‘What’s wrong with them?’ Elise asked, not wanting to seem ignorant or churlish, but irritated that the fifteen minutes she’d spent picking out her best, most rugged walking boots had apparently been completely pointless.

‘Needs to be S2 or above.’

She started to ask what the hell ‘S2’ meant in a shoe, but Brian had already turned away, his massive hands rooting around in a locker full of assorted footwear. They did not look well-cared for.

‘What size are you?’ he called back.

‘Seven,’ Elise replied, not really sure if that was something to be embarrassed about sharing, but feeling her cheeks redden slightly anyway.

It seemed to be the right answer, though, as Brian picked up a pair of battered black work shoes and handed them to her. They didn’t smell amazing, but they fit fine and had a reassuring firmness that she assumed was a steel toecap.

‘Here –’ Tom handed her a blue hard hat with a smile and showed her the button to turn on the headlamp.

‘Any particular reason mine is blue and you two have white?’

‘Blue means you don’t know the safety rules,’ Brian said with a little bit of accusation in his voice.

‘You could … Tell me, maybe?’

‘It’s a whole course you have to do,’ Tom said, trying to mediate a bit, ‘and you’re not likely to be down here for all that long. We’ll explain things as we go.’

‘Sure thing. Can’t wait,’ Elise lied.

There were so many more tunnels than Elise had ever imagined. The trek started pretty normally, passing through a few unmarked metal doors in the bowels of King’s Cross Station that led to square, well-lit concrete passageways with large, wheeled bins and piles of various construction materials on either side. Pipes and cables ran along the walls and ceiling, and what paint there was, was purely functional, marking certain spaces in arcane ways completely unintelligible to Elise. But soon enough they were going deeper, into long corridors with only the occasional dim wall lamp to show the way. These ones were curved, more like massive tubes drilled out of the earth and fortified with a skeletal metal frame.

Square corridors meant that they were part of a larger structure, Tom explained to her during one of the rare breaks in the silence, while curved meant there was nothing above them but dirt. The reinforced cylindrical shape was more resilient to the pressure of everything above it. Those spaces would be where they’d spend the majority of their time.

‘If the roof’s round, that means you’ve got all of London sat right on top of you,’ he said at one point, like it was supposed to be a cool idea, rather than a horrifying, faintly dizzying concept.

Every minute or two, Brian would hold up his hand, indicating for them to stop, then he’d pull a reinforced rubber case out of his bag that looked like it contained some sort of computer system (though Elise couldn’t easily tell exactly what it was) and hit a few buttons on it. He would hold up a small metal rod attached to it with a thick black wire and move it slowly through the air, reading off numbers to Tom, who dutifully typed them into a heavy-looking laptop. He gave a BER (which was usually high) and an SNR (which was usually very low). Elise knew BER, the ‘Bit Error Rate’, measured signal quality based on how many bit errors occurred, but she had no idea about ‘SNR’ and neither Tom nor Brian volunteered an explanation.

While all this was happening, Elise just sort of hovered there, trying not to feel like the third wheel she was, and sneaking peeks over Tom’s shoulder. Unfortunately, all the screen ever showed was a devastatingly dull spreadsheet full of numbers she hoped someone would explain to her in a bit more detail before she had to try and build a program to keep track of them.

At one point Brian made a noise of surprise. They’d been going deeper and deeper down for some time, a good distance below any Tube line Elise was aware of, and they were wandering a series of half-finished tunnels filled with construction equipment.

‘All good?’ Tom asked his partner.

‘Cleaner signal than I’d expect,’ came the reply as Brian stared at his readout.

‘Borehole?’

‘Probably.’

After a few seconds in which it became clear they weren’t planning to offer any further information, Elise steeled herself to finally ask a question.

‘What do you mean, “borehole”?’

Brian, predictably, rolled his eyes, but Tom seemed happy enough to answer.

‘Oh, right, I guess they didn’t give you the background. So, one of the ways they’ve been looking into managing the heat down here is through various networks of heat exchangers and water pumps that feed into superdeep boreholes. Some of them go down hundreds of metres below the ground. Most of them aren’t finished—’

‘Probably never will be,’ Brian added unhelpfully.

‘– and aren’t fully connected to the various aquifers and pump systems yet. They go almost all the way up to the surface, and a lot of them are empty, or only partially filled with water. So if you’re right near one you can get a clearer satellite signal than you’d expect.’

‘Huh.’ Elise nodded. ‘How clear?’

Tom shrugged.

‘I mean, you’re definitely not going to be making any phone calls. You might get an email notification, but your phone would struggle to open it. Still, a lot stronger than the signal you get down here most of the time.’

As if on cue, Elise’s phone made the soft ‘ping’ that accompanied a new email. She glanced at the screen, which proudly displayed the news that she had received a marketing email from a cookware company, wondering if she was interested in their deals on an air fryer. Elise exhaled. She really needed to go through her inbox and unsubscribe from all the old junk. Otherwise how would she have room for all the new junk that she was constantly being signed up for?

‘Come on,’ Brian said, cutting off her train of thought. ‘Long way to go yet.’

He wasn’t wrong. Elise hadn’t really registered just how much they had been walking. The lack of daylight or overground reference points, combined with her mind’s association of these tunnels with short strolls between platforms, meant she had no conception of the distances they’d travelled. But it was a lot. Her smart watch buzzed to indicate she’d reached her daily step target of ten thousand by eleven o’clock. By half twelve, exhaustion had really set in. It didn’t help that there was nowhere to sit down in any of the passageways they were using; even the ones that didn’t have actual train tracks in them were set up purely for utility and maintenance. She would occasionally slump down on the ground to catch her breath, but they rarely stopped for longer than it took to measure and record the signal strength – a process that took less than a minute. If her companions were feeling the strain, they didn’t show it, so Elise resolved to tough it out, not willing to give them the satisfaction of her being the one to crack and ask for a break.

Still, when Brian finally suggested they stop for lunch, she had to catch herself before she shouted ‘Yes!’ too enthusiastically. It wasn’t exactly a feast, of course; just a sandwich she’d bought at a nearby Sainsbury’s that morning on the assumption they’d be below ground all day, but at that moment she could think of nothing she’d rather be eating. She reached into her backpack, fishing out the small black syringe case containing her insulin, when she found herself hesitating.

It was ridiculous, being embarrassed to inject in front of her two companions. But she’d always been hesitant to do it in front of others. The needle itself was tiny, and if you didn’t know what it was you’d just assume she was pressing a pen against her stomach. Still, ever since an old coworker had given her a hard time about doing it at her desk (citing a ‘deep fear of needles’), she’d always done it in the bathroom of whichever office she worked at. Elise sighed, not sure whether to be more irritated at Leah-from-three-jobs-ago for making her self-conscious about it, Brian and Tom for making her feel so consistently unwelcome, or herself for taking it all to heart.

‘I, uh, I’ve got to step away for a second,’ she mumbled.

‘You need the loo, you’ll have to wait an hour until we hit the next station,’ Brian said.

‘No, it’s – hang on, did you think I was just going to nip off and piss in a tunnel?’ Elise asked incredulously.

Brian didn’t answer.

‘I’m diabetic. I need to inject and prefer not to do it in front of strangers. OK?’

‘Knock yourself out,’ Brian replied without looking at her. Tom didn’t say a word, too involved in his chicken caesar wrap, but gave her another thumbs-up. Neither of them disputed the description of them as ‘strangers’.

Elise rose stiffly to her feet, grabbed her bag and hurried back down the tunnel. The lunch break had unfortunately been called almost right in the middle of a long, straight section, and it was a good three minutes before she found a turning that would hide her from sight. She knew the whole thing was absurd after she’d been walking for about a thirty seconds, but at that point stubbornness kicked in.

The passage she found herself in was almost bare – just some steel beams on top of a bare metal curve, but there was a small pile of what looked like concrete bricks up against one wall that worked quite nicely as a seat, though a few of them were covered in odd pockmarks that made her a bit nervous about their stability. Even after she’d injected (a matter of seconds; she barely even felt the little pinprick these days) she decided that having the space to herself was infinitely preferable to trying to socialise with the two engineers, so she decided to eat her sandwich there.

The dusty warmth of the Underground air had permeated her sandwich, and as far as lunchtimes went, it was pretty unpleasant. Even so, finally being sat down with a full stomach was a rather nice change of pace from the day so far, and Elise felt herself relaxing slightly. This far from the main train network it wasn’t quite as horrendously hot, and certainly cooler than the baking heatwave on the surface. In fact, the temperature was almost comfortable. Elise exhaled.

Jolting awake with a start, she found herself in total darkness. The overhead lights, inadequate at the best of times, were now completely off. Elise leapt to her feet, but her limbs were slow to respond and she misjudged the distance between her sitting position and the ground, tripping forward and only narrowly avoiding a nasty sprained ankle.

She lay there for a second, trying to get her bearings and think through the situation. Why had the lights gone out? Three possibilities occurred to her. One: a mechanical failure of some sort – perhaps a power cut or a problem with the lighting circuit? Two: the lighting was motion activated or on some sort of timer and shut off automatically. Three: Brian and Tom had turned them off deliberately as some sort of prank.

As much as she had come to dislike them, her two colleagues had seemed too professional and focused on their job to do something like this, and she dismissed the idea that it was their doing. Besides, they wanted less bother from the Civil Service, which was unlikely to be achieved by antagonising her.

The second option, then? Elise picked herself gingerly off the grit-strewn floor and tested her ankle gingerly. Then, once satisfied it wasn’t injured, she waved her arms in a wide, sweeping arc, hoping that any motion sensor would be tripped into turning the lights back on. It had always worked in the ladies’ bathroom at her gym, but it seemed the same rules didn’t apply this deep below London.

So it had to be some sort of mechanical fault. Or maybe a timer thing? Regardless, it wasn’t something she could solve from where she was. The idea of a power failure nagged at her mind. Had something happened? Was the city all right? Would she emerge blinking into the summer sunlight to find something awful had occurred while she was trapped down in the dark?

First, she had to figure out how long she’d been asleep. The weight of her phone was reassuring, and the glow of the screen even more so once she fished it out. Before she read the numbers she waved the light around her to confirm that, yes, she was still in the same place she’d fallen asleep. According to the clock, it had been barely twenty minutes, so it seemed unlikely Brian and Tom would have left without her. She was about to turn on the torch function on her phone, when she remembered her hard hat had a headlamp attached, and reached up to flick the switch.

The beam was a lot less bright than she might have liked, but it was better than nothing. It showed the section of tunnel she was in pretty clearly, but the drop-off was significant, and beyond five or ten feet all she could see was an inky darkness. Dust motes danced in front of her, disturbed by her movements, but aside from that everything was completely still.

‘Tom?’ she called out hopefully.

No reply. The shout did not echo. She swallowed her pride.

‘Brian?’

Still nothing. Whatever had happened, waiting there was obviously pointless. Besides, the others should only have been round the corner. Why hadn’t she started walking yet? But if they were really that close, why hadn’t they answered? Why hadn’t they seen the lights go out and come to get her? A deep fear had begun to bubble up inside Elise, and it refused to be dismissed so easily.

She forced herself to start walking, hoping she was remembering correctly which end of the passageway she’d entered from. Her anxiety had an odd quality to it. Finding yourself wandering pitch black subterranean tunnels all alone was obviously very scary, no-one would be surprised to find themselves afraid in such a situation. But this fear felt different, like it was a fear that sprang from memory. She was afraid of something happening again, yet she had no idea what that something was.

Turning the corner she strained her eyes, trying to see if she could make out anything further down. Yes! Yes, there was something. In the distance, the light from her head torch was illuminating something white and reflective. Relief flooded Elise. It must have been the hi-vis strips on Brian and Tom’s clothing. They hadn’t left her behind! She broke into a jog. They’d meet up and figure out what was going on with the lights together.

But if they were both there, why could she only see one person up ahead? And the bits that were reflecting didn’t seem to quite match the pattern of the stripes on the workmen’s jacket or trousers and, even as she got closer, there seemed to be no hint of the bright orange that should have surrounded them. The beam of her torch seemed instead to light up a pair of hands, two feet that appeared to be completely bare, and on top of it all what almost looked like a long, pale face.

‘Hey!’

Tom’s voice was distant, calling out from the darkness. It was coming from behind her.

Elise stopped running. She was still a good hundred feet from the figure in the distance, but the dread was back, sharper this time, accompanied by a sickly sweet smell that seemed horribly familiar. She wanted to turn around and run, but her muscles felt locked in place, and she was barely able to take a few steps backwards, as the strange white face grew closer and closer. She tried to shout, but her throat didn’t obey her.

‘You here?’ Brian was calling now. ‘Civil Service girl?’

Seriously? Had he not been paying enough attention to even remember her name? A flush of anger flared through Elise at the realisation, pushing down the fear and giving her a surge of indigent adrenaline.

‘It’s Elise!’ she yelled, managing to turn her head to face the other way. ‘I’m over here!’

Behind her, she could see two points of light approaching.

‘You OK?’ Tom’s voice was tinged with genuine concern.

‘Yeah, I think so. What happened?’

‘Not sure. Power down here can be spotty sometimes.’

His voice was level, with no hint of the terror that she still felt in small aftershocks. Tom sounded like someone annoyed by a workplace inconvenience, not an inexplicable threat. The smell had abruptly vanished, and within a few seconds Elise found herself able to move properly again. She finished turning and made her way back towards the two engineers.

Only after they were all together again did she work up the courage to turn back around and look down the passage to where the distant figure had been.

There was nobody there.
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Will

‘Meeting’s cancelled.’

It took a second for the words to register. Will stared at Yasmine, trying to ignore the sweat soaking into the back of his crisp, sky-blue shirt. Was there a hint of satisfaction in her voice? A touch of schadenfreude? Impossible to say for certain. He gripped his heavy pen harder, just in case he was angry enough to snap it in two, but it was far too well-made for that, and he just hurt his hand.

‘What? When?’ was all he could think to say.

‘Malkin’s assistant just messaged. He’s been called away to Sydney. They’ll let you know when’s a good time for a call.’

Will wiped his forehead, trying not to let the fury bubbling inside him leak out. His hand came away slick and he glared at Yasmine, still perched in the doorway. Maybe she was waiting for him to say he’d heard her, maybe she was just taking a moment to bask in his misery. Her own shirt was dry, her face unmarred by perspiration. How the hell was she not boiling to death? Did they make some secret, better, deodorant for people who were good at their jobs?

Curtis Malkin. That asshole. Already on a plane to goddamn Australia. Will was only in the office today because Malkin had insisted – insisted – on yet another meeting and of course it had to be in person. Everyone else had quite rightly taken the broken air conditioning as a cue to work from home until it was fixed, but here he was. Without the building’s cooling system, the whole office was one big greenhouse, and he felt like he could hardly breathe.

‘Shall I confirm your availability?’ Yasmine asked at last.

‘Yeah. Sure. Whenever’s easiest for him.’

And, naturally, the young billionaire was on his way to the other side of the world, so easiest for him would no doubt be in the middle of the night. Well, at least it might be a bit cooler then. Not that the recent nights had made much of a dent in the temperature.

Yasmine nodded and walked back out into the main office, and Will wondered why she had come into the office as well. He certainly hadn’t asked her to, and surely it would have been just as satisfying to tell him about his wasted trip over the phone?

It had been a bad trip in, too. Will had been uncomfortable taking the Underground recently, so he had treated himself to a taxi that morning. It would have been quite a pleasant journey (that air conditioning had very much been working and the car was delightfully cool) were it not for the fact that his conspicuously unmasked driver had been coughing his lungs out for the whole trip. At one point Will had opened the window, but the blast of hot air that surged in made him reconsider, and he’d spent the whole rush-hour slog of a journey caught between the heatwave and the pandemic. Will knew the chances that the cabbie actually had Covid were slim at this point, but every time the driver let loose another rattling cough behind the plexiglass divider his whole body had tensed up. Maybe he’d try the Tube again.

Will’s hand instinctively went to his water glass, trying to soothe his own throat, ragged from the heat, but it was only when he raised the too-warm rim to his lips that he remembered it was empty. The anger came back in a wave. Anger at himself. Anger at the world. Anger at the stupid empty glass he held in his stupid sweaty hands. If he threw it with all his might at the window behind him, which would shatter? Would he be cut by a hundred shards of drinking vessel firing back at him, or would he send it down onto some hapless pedestrian far below?

Getting more water wasn’t the problem. The staff canteen was only a few steps from his office, and there were coolers all around the floor, filled with crisp, clear hydration. The problem was that when he tried to get up, the sound of his sweat-laden clothes peeling off his office chair was devastatingly loud. It didn’t matter that there was basically nobody around to hear it, and that those who did hear it wouldn’t care. He simply couldn’t endure it.

So, instead, Will sat there, playing with his pen. It usually soothed him at times like this, taking it apart and putting it back together again. It was absurdly expensive and rarely saw much real use besides signing the occasional document. But he loved it all the same. It was thick and glossy red, with a point so well-engineered it made writing feel almost completely frictionless. He had bought it the day he first landed the job at Bentar Nelson; a big, fancy treat that let him tell himself he’d truly arrived in the world of wealth and comfort he had worked for all his life. Now it felt like a pointlessly heavy bit of junk; a mocking reminder of what he had thought this existence would be like. There was no comfort, no ease. Just days spent trying to placate the Curtis Malkins of the world.

He was thirsty, he was boiling, and he was staring at a screen full of now-useless notes on what the hell a ‘blockchain’ was and why it was an absurdly bad idea for his client to pivot his entire investment portfolio towards it. Maybe he should just do it. Malkin would lose a lot of money he wouldn’t miss, Will would lose his career, and Yasmine would take his office and get a high-profile client to make her life miserable. It was normally on that second point that Will stumbled, but right now there was enough fury in him that burning down the decades of work it took for him to get into this position didn’t seem like much of a loss. Or he could just kill Malkin. The thought brought a brief smile to his face. Just go full Tobias Fell on that spoiled asshole.

How would he do it? Poison was out of the question: the guy never got coffee or water, instead sticking to his seemingly endless supply of those disgusting energy drinks, which all came in sealed cans. Would Yasmine notice if Will brought a massive butcher knife into the office? His suits were all too well-tailored to easily hide any sort of weapon, but maybe he could pop it in his briefcase. It was summer, so plenty of shops had those little hatchets in the gardening section. Just greet Malkin, pop open the latches on his pristine leather briefcase, reach inside and then absolutely go to town on the smug dickhead’s face.

Will sighed, the brief mental retreat into ridiculous blood-soaked fantasy soothing him. The papers would hate him, but social media would probably be on his side. He could launch a new career from prison as an anti-wealth influencer, maybe release a series of memoirs called Why I Killed that Piece of—

His train of thought was derailed by the buzzing of his phone and he groaned. What now? Did he have to take it? Couldn’t he just sit here, quietly roasting to death, dreaming of a new life as a wildly popular murderer? The phone rang again, rudely reminding him that no, he couldn’t. He picked up the receiver.

‘Mr Whittaker?’ The voice of the receptionist was oddly hesitant. ‘There are two, uh, men here to see you.’

Will’s mind raced, trying to remember if he had another meeting today that he’d managed to completely forget. It was certainly possible, but a quick and frantic check of his calendar didn’t come up with anything.

‘Did they say if they had an appointment?’

‘No, they asked me to call and ask if you were free. They have one of your business cards.’

That last comment sounded weirdly accusatory.

‘Uh, I don’t know if I have time …’

‘Right you are, sir, I’ll send them away,’ the receptionist said, now sounding almost triumphant. What was going on down there?

‘Hang on,’ Will pivoted, his curiosity piqued. It wasn’t like he was getting any other work done, after all. ‘Tell them I’ll come down and meet them.’

Whatever Will thought he was expecting to see when the elevator reached the lobby, the two people waiting for him were not it. Standing in the middle of the lobby was a middle-aged black man in a dusty Transport for London jacket and a younger white guy who looked like he might be legitimately homeless. The few other people in the lobby, every one of them properly besuited, were giving them looks of unconcealed suspicion, and Will couldn’t blame them. The shabby young man, at least, seemed to sense how out of place he was, shifting self-consciously from foot to foot, but the Tube driver stood straight and firm, a look on his face halfway between defiance and disdain. It was almost as if he were the one looking down on the financial workers passing through the lobby, though obviously such a thought was absurd.

For a long moment Will entertained the hope that maybe they weren’t the ones asking for him, that maybe there was another pair of clean-cut city traders waiting for him just out of sight. Then the man in the TfL jacket spotted him and gave a clear nod of recognition. There was no doubt they were indeed his unscheduled appointment. Will tried to steel himself as he walked over, every step feeling like he was wading through mud. There were maybe half a dozen other people in the reception area, and he felt every one of them watching him as he traversed the ten metres from the lift, through the electronic barriers, and over to the odd pair.

‘Friends of yours, Will?’ one of them called. Geoff. Of course. Why couldn’t he have been working from home like everyone else today?

‘William Whittaker?’ the train driver asked.

‘Just Will,’ he replied quietly. ‘How did you get my business card?’

He did his best to not sound accusatory, to keep his voice low enough they couldn’t be overheard, but he saw the young man give his companion a nervous look.

‘It’s a long story,’ said the driver. ‘We—’

‘I’m Aaron,’ the young man interjected. ‘This is Senyo. We need to talk to you. It’s important.’

He was barely more than a kid, and there was such sincerity, such earnestness in his voice, that a jolt of guilt shot through Will. For a moment he hated himself for the revulsion he had felt looking at the man before him. And then he hated the leering spectators that surrounded them. And then he hated the world that made it all so automatic. Still, it was the world that he lived in, and the fewer questions he had to answer about this bizarre meeting, the better.

‘Not here,’ Will said, more sharply than he intended. ‘Come with me.’

The Bond Street Starbucks wasn’t somewhere Will would normally have visited. This close to the main high street around Oxford Circus it was usually rammed with tourists and shoppers, and the queue to get served was way too long to be practical. But it was the nearest place that he was confident all three of them could be seated without any problems, and at this time on a Wednesday afternoon, it was empty enough that they were able to get a small table in the corner. He’d volunteered to get the drinks, even if it was just so he wasn’t awkwardly sat waiting with either of his two new acquaintances. Assuming they were ‘new’, of course; there was something familiar about them that Will just couldn’t quite place.

He handed the steaming latte to Senyo, and placed a black Americano in front of Aaron, who eyed it with a reflexive suspicion. Finally sitting down with his own coffee, Will exhaled, steeling himself for a conversation he was dreading despite having no idea what it could possibly be about.

‘Mr Whittaker,’ Senyo started.

‘You can call me Will, it’s fine’, Will said, shifting a bit in his seat.

‘Will. I’m sorry we had to embarrass you like that, but—’

‘Are you?’ Will shot back. ‘You looked pretty smug about it back there. Looks are everything to these people, and you know how bad this looks. No offence.’

‘Do we know that?’ Aaron said, in a voice that suggested, yes, maybe there was a little offence. ‘How does it look?’

‘I want to know how you got my business card,’ Will demanded.

‘You left it on the pavement,’ Senyo answered. ‘Outside your office this morning, when you were getting out of your taxi. You dropped your wallet and some of them spilled out, remember?’

Will did remember that. The perfect end to an awful journey.

‘So why not talk to me then? Why wait a while and then demand I come down to meet you?’

‘I tried. You ignored me,’ Aaron said, sounding a little bit hurt. ‘We didn’t know your name then, but I did try to get your attention. You just turned around and went into your offices.’

Will didn’t remember that bit. He had absolutely no memory of anyone calling to him. Perhaps he just hadn’t heard him? Or perhaps his mind had just decided it wasn’t worth remembering.

‘That was when I found the business card, and called Senyo,’ Aaron finished. ‘No great mystery.’

‘We had quite the discussion about whether to use it,’ Senyo said. ‘Aaron here was certain it would be mortifying for you.’

‘And you?’

‘I also thought it would be mortifying for you,’ Senyo said with a smile both mischievous and a little bit cruel. ‘I just didn’t see a problem with that.’

‘Well, you’ve got me here now. So what do you want?’

‘We’ve been looking for you for a couple of days now. Not just you, but Aaron was certain you got off the train at Bond Street, so—’

‘The train?’ That dread was deepening now, as though Will’s mind was on the cusp of a thought it really didn’t want to have.

‘Nine days ago you, me, Aaron and three other people were in a Central Line carriage together near Queensway when something happened.’

‘Something bad,’ Aaron interjected, his voice deadly serious.

They paused, as if waiting to see his reaction, and the silence stretched out between them. What was his reaction? Confusion was currently dominant, combined with that gradually building fear, a hint of irritation and a sort of grim amusement at the absurdity of the whole situation. He didn’t remember anything bad happening on the Tube. It was just a normal, uncomfortable, too-hot journey. That he hadn’t repeated in over a week for reasons he couldn’t fully explain.

‘You were the beggar,’ Will said at last, realisation washing over him. The word hit Aaron like a fist and he immediately regretted using it. ‘Sorry, sorry, I—’

‘It’s fine.’

‘How do you even know who was in a carriage nine days ago? That’s – how does that even work?’

It perhaps wasn’t the most pressing question before him, but for some reason it was the one that Will just couldn’t move past. Senyo nodded patiently and pulled out his phone. After a few moments of scrolling and tapping, he held it out to Will. On the screen was a still image from a CCTV camera. It showed the interior of a Central Line carriage. Standing in the middle of the frame was Aaron, McDonald’s cup in hand, and spaced out on the seats around him were Senyo, two women Will didn’t recognise, another man he thought he maybe did, and him. The faces were blurry from the low resolution, but clearly had enough detail for them to have found him.

‘We’re looking for the others as well, but you were the first where we got lucky.’

‘OK …’ Will nodded. ‘Say I believe you, and I – God help me, I think I do. What’s this thing that happened? And why don’t I remember it?’

An awkward silence descended. Aaron sipped his coffee, not making eye contact.

‘We don’t know,’ Senyo said at last.

‘What do you mean, you don’t know?’ Will gestured at the phone, where the picture still glowed accusingly. ‘You’ve got the CCTV footage, haven’t you? It shows you who we all are, so surely it must show what happened?’

Senyo shook his head slowly, his own irritation and confusion starting to show through.

‘The feed freezes at Queensway for two minutes. We know the train stopped, we know who was on it, but we don’t have any idea what went on in that time. Whatever it was … it affected the cameras as well as our memories.’

‘So why does it matter? If we don’t remember it happening, and there’s no evidence of it happening, and we’re all OK, why the hell are we having this conversation? Why not just move on with our lives?’

Another look passed between Senyo and Aaron, as though they were nervous about his reaction to what they were about to say next. The Tube driver picked up the phone, his dark, calloused hands once again scrolling through photos.

‘Because the picture I just showed you, that was from the CCTV feed after the train stopped. This is from just before it.’

Will took the phone a bit more forcefully than he intended. His hands were shaking and his stomach was in knots, but he made himself look at the screen. There they all were, the six of them, sat in the same positions. There Will was, looking at his phone, there was Aaron, just slipping in through the door at the end of the carriage, there was … Wait.

There weren’t six of them. There were seven.

Sat next to the woman in office wear was a man he’d never seen before. The details were hard to pick out from the grainy photo, but he looked to be middle-aged, probably South Asian, wearing a T-shirt and shorts. His head lolled to the side at a slight angle, almost certainly half asleep.

‘Wh – who is that?’ Will asked, but his companions didn’t seem to have an answer. ‘I don’t – I don’t remember seeing him.’

‘Neither do we.’ Aaron’s voice was scared now. ‘But after the train stopped, he was gone. From the carriage. And from our memories.’

‘No, I’m sorry, that’s ridiculous! I don’t remember basically anyone I see on the Tube. And what, are you suggesting that he was somehow, I don’t know, deleted from our minds?’

‘We’re not certain,’ Senyo said, his tone mollifying. ‘It’s one of the reasons we’re looking for anyone else from that carriage. To see if anyone else remembers anything we don’t.’

‘Well, sorry you wasted your time, but I can’t help you.’ Panic was starting to rise in Will now, and he tried to stand up, desperately wanting to be anywhere that wasn’t at that table, thinking about … whatever the hell this was.

‘It’s not the only reason.’ The driver’s voice was deadly serious. ‘We also wanted to warn you. To warn the others.’

‘I don’t want to hear it. I’m leaving.’

‘It’s not over,’ Aaron’s voice was quiet, but cut through Will like a razor, forcing him back down into his seat. ‘Whatever happened down there, it’s still happening. It’s following us. It … It killed my friend.’

No. No, Will didn’t have to listen to this. He was fine. He was safe. This was absurd, it was stupid. Why should he care? Just don’t think about it. That’s all he needed to do. Just ignore—

‘Strange things have been happening to you since then, haven’t they?’ Senyo’s eyes felt like they were drilling holes right into Will’s soul. ‘You’ve been avoiding the Underground.’

Will shook his head. The movement felt unnatural, more like a spasm than a controlled denial.

‘I’m fine,’ he lied. ‘I’m – nothing’s happened. You’re wrong.’

Senyo let out a sigh. Will wasn’t going to open up to them and they clearly knew it. Taking out a pad from his jacket, the driver scribbled down a phone number and held it out.

‘It’s not exactly a business card, but when you feel ready to talk, we’ll be here. Don’t wait too long.’

Will hesitated for a moment, then snatched the scrap of paper and marched out into the street.

Will stayed at the office late into the night. He tried to tell himself he was working late, but he had barely touched his computer since he returned from his unscheduled coffee break. Instead he had just sat there, sweating through his suit, occasionally going for a glass of water, trying desperately not to think about anything that had been said to him in the cafe. Doing his best not to picture the grainy, pixelated face of the man who was there one minute and then gone. Will was hiding, that much was certain. What he didn’t know was what he was hiding from. A Tube driver and a homeless man? Himself? Or something else, something terrible he couldn’t even remember, much less describe?

Finally, the cleaners began to make their nightly rounds, wiping down desks and hoovering carpets. Will had been the only person in the office for many hours by that point, and the combination of the droning howl of the vacuum cleaners and the disinterested looks the cleaners gave him, which filled Will with a strange kind of guilt, all became too much. So he finally entered the lift for the first time in almost eleven hours and hit the button for the ground floor. His stomach growled, reminding him he hadn’t eaten since breakfast, but his mind barely registered the hunger.

Outside, the air was still sticky and warm. He tried to take a deep, steadying breath, but instead was treated to a lungful of exhaust from a BMW roaring past. Its tinted windows briefly reflecting Will’s pale, sweat-sheened face back at him. In the distance he could still hear the faint music and occasional drunken shout from Soho, but apart from that he was alone. Above street level all the windows were dark and empty. Nobody lived in central London. Not anymore. The theoretical homes that surrounded him – they were silent entries on the investment portfolios of his clients, and nobody was there to look down at him, to see the nervous shudders that passed through his body. He felt the gaze of those blank, judgemental windows all the same.

Will turned and hurried towards Bond Street Station. He wasn’t scared of the Underground. Nothing had happened down there except a camera glitch that had been picked up by two unstable and paranoid people whose imagined terrors were now infecting him. He would prove it. He’d go in, swipe his card, descend those long, interminable escalators and ride the train home, just like he normally did. Everything would be fine. He didn’t look down the alleyway next to August House, and he made sure to be careful when crossing the empty road.

Approaching the station, however, his heart fell. Even from this distance, he could see the metal lattice of the gate they slid over the entry after the Tube line had closed for the night. He looked at his watch and groaned. How could he have been so stupid? At least he wasn’t the only one who had made that mistake. Three other people were standing around the entrance, unmoving.

Wait, what? Will looked again, realising after a moment how odd that was. Why were they just standing there? The station wasn’t due to open again for hours. Were they waiting for something? Were they waiting for him? No, none of them had even turned in his direction. As he got closer, more details came into focus. They weren’t facing towards him, nor were they facing towards the station entrance. They seemed to be looking past it, two staring one way down Oxford Street, and the third in the other direction. It was as if they had been walking down the road and then had simply … stopped.

Then Will shifted his focus to the closed entrance to Bond Street station. Beyond the grimy barrier it was dark; the lights that normally illuminated the stairs had been turned off some time ago. But it was not empty. There, in the gloom, stood a figure. It was impossible to make out any clear details through the metal, except that the glow of the streetlights cast criss-cross shadows on blanched white flesh. For a second Will thought that maybe it was frozen like the three passers-by, trapped somehow on the other side of the grating. Then it moved. Not quickly, or aggressively, but with a deliberate slowness, it reached out, pale white fingers stretching through the gaps, clasping at the gate.

Even from this distance, Will knew it was looking at him. And for a long, awful second he looked back.

Then he turned and ran, his heart hammering in his chest and his tasteful leather brogues pounding against the concrete of the pavement. He did not stop running for a very long time.
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Aaron

It had been some time since Aaron had gotten any real rest. Sleeping on the street was never comfortable, no matter how used to it you might be, and it was rare to get a good night outside at the best of times, but now, even when he managed to get into a shelter, sleep didn’t seem to come. He just lay there, staring into space, going over events in his mind, over and over again.

Harris was dead. Of that he had absolutely no doubt. After the nightmare, he had spent days looking for his friend, following up on all his usual haunts, the places he knew Harris went to eat or sleep or try to raise a bit of money. None of their mutual acquaintances had seen him, and none of them particularly seemed to care when he talked about his fears that Harris might be dead. It was clear they didn’t believe the old man had had long left anyway, and while they expressed sadness at the idea he was gone, they seemed neither surprised nor particularly grief-stricken. Just another vagrant gone off somewhere to die.

Aaron still thought of it as a nightmare, even though deep down he knew it hadn’t been. His mind simply refused to shift it into an actual memory. Every time he tried to dwell on it, to push through the dream-like haze that surrounded it and examine the awful thing that had happened his friend in more detail, a wave of dizziness overcame him.

The creature couldn’t have been real. Things like that didn’t exist. Perhaps it had been his groggy, half-sleeping imagination overlaying the dreadful image over the more mundane reality of a murder. The killing of rough sleepers wasn’t exactly commonplace, but it certainly wasn’t unheard of, and it was more plausible than a pale corpse-thing coming for poor Harris in the middle of the night.

But then where was the body? Where was the blood? What was the greasy, foul-smelling ash that had been left behind?

During the day, Aaron was able to avoid dwelling on it too closely, but by night his eyes were restless, scanning every patch of humid darkness, peering into every shadowed corner, looking for signs of a pale, watching face. He would walk along the beds of whichever shelter he ended up in, nervously scanning the faces of his fellow residents and staring out of the windows into the quiet, dimly lit streets beyond.

He hadn’t seen anything since that night. Nothing he was certain of, anyway. Yet the feeling that he was somehow being watched, being hunted, refused to leave him. Occasionally he would catch a whiff of something sweet and rotten on the hot summer breeze and his legs would lock up for a second, frozen in a spasm of sudden terror that refused to fully dissipate, even after he could move again.

Thank God he’d found Senyo. It had been more luck than anything else, running into him like that, but it had made Aaron feel a little less like he was losing touch with reality. It had only been a few days, but already he trusted the Tube driver with his life. There was never any condescension on his new friend’s face when they talked; none of that grotesque pity that left him feeling so unwelcome everywhere he went. It had taken barely twenty minutes of conversation before Senyo had agreed to sneak Aaron into the security room to comb through the CCTV footage – a move that could easily have lost him his job, regardless of how much he claimed to trust his union.

And then came that moment, staring at the monitor, seeing the seventh passenger for the first time, watching the feed freeze, then resume playing with only six of them left … Aaron felt like he might have become fully unstuck if he hadn’t felt Senyo’s hand on his shoulder at that moment.

‘What’s our next move?’ his new friend had asked.

And that was all Aaron had needed to hear. That question, that certainty in the idea that there might somehow be a next move, some sort of action they could take, had been enough to choke the rising panic in his chest. And so they’d looked for the others.

Even so, he still hadn’t told Senyo about the nightmare in any real detail, only alluding vaguely to Harris’s death and its connection to what was happening to them. Aaron told himself that he didn’t want to prejudice his companion; that if it was just a dream, putting the idea of that monster out there might make it more difficult to get a handle on whatever was going on. And beyond that, he knew all too well how tenuous such confidence was when extended to someone like him. But at the end of the day, Aaron simply didn’t want Senyo to look at him like a crazy person. Like Will had.

They still hadn’t heard from the besuited broker, and Aaron suspected that they probably never would. It had only been a day since they spoke, but his utter refusal to engage with what they were saying had been obvious, even if Senyo couldn’t see it. Will would die before he swallowed his pride and called them. And if their darker suspicions were correct, dying was a very possible outcome for him. They both felt it, the pressure of some invisible clock running down, an urgency to finding the others before it was too late – though neither of them knew exactly what ‘too late’ meant, nor what they would do if they found the remaining passengers, given how disastrously their meeting with Will had gone.

Senyo was on edge, though he tried to hide the worst of it from Aaron, and it wasn’t hard to see why. He had a life, a family, a kid, any of which might be put in danger by what they were doing. But he clearly believed that not acting put them at even greater risk, and Aaron was inclined to agree.

The battered old phone in Aaron’s pocket buzzed, and he smiled, seeing the message from Senyo’s number.

All well, it read.

All well, he typed back, as he did every few hours.

Aaron lay back on the thin mattress and tried to force himself into a sleep he knew wouldn’t come.

Aaron jerked awake, his arms flailing wildly in front of him, trying to bat away some unseen foe. He took an unsteady breath, as though his lungs had forgotten how to inhale, and tried to steady himself. He was OK. Nobody was there. Just the thin light of an urban dawn creeping through the windows of the shelter, and the rhythmic breathing of the others sleeping there, apparently unperturbed by his frantic return to consciousness. The air was damp from the exhalation of a dozen people, but had not yet begun to heat up with the inevitable rise of the summer sun. The thought flitted through his mind he was likely to catch Covid, crammed together as they were, breathing each other’s air. The last, and so far only, time he’d caught the disease was after a few days in a shelter, and he was certain that crowding was the cause. Still, even back then it hadn’t seemed like he’d had much other option. Absurd as it seemed, it was safer to risk a potentially deadly disease inside a shelter, and that had only become more true in the recent days.

Grabbing his bottle of now-warm water, Aaron soothed his parched throat as he texted Senyo a morning all-clear, finding reassurance in the response that his new friend had also not been killed in the middle of the night. There were still a couple of hours left before the shelter’s residents were kicked out for the day, but there was a restlessness in him that made the idea of trying to get any more sleep unappealing, even if he desperately needed it. The combination of nerves and fatigue was urging him out, pressing him to do … something. Keep looking for the others, he supposed, however doomed a task that might be. Besides, staying too long in one place felt dangerous.

‘It has your scent now,’ he muttered to himself. He had no evidence for such a conclusion. He had no real idea if the creature from his nightmare even existed in any physical sense, much less how it might operate. Was it a smell-based hunter? Was it any sort of hunter? Did it even have a sense of smell? In any case, he felt a little bit better after making use of the shelter’s small shower room, sloughing off the accumulated sweat and grime of a day in a city still choking on a heatwave. The water gurgled merrily down the drain, and Aaron found himself staring at it, mentally following the water into the small dark opening, through the pipes below the shelter and into the sewers and waterways below. Into the darkness under London. He stayed like that for a while, until his reverie was broken by someone knocking insistently on the door to the shower.

‘Sorry!’ he called, quickly turning off the water and towelling himself down as quickly as he could. There was no response from the gruff man outside, who pushed past him as soon as he opened the door.

So what was the plan for the day? He didn’t have to worry too much about raising money or hitting up the kitchens, Senyo had given him enough to see him through for a few days, but free of the immediate obligations of survival, he found himself somewhat unsure how best to use his time. Senyo’s shift patterns meant any searching was something Aaron would have to do alone, at least for the time being, and he was out of obvious leads. The CCTV had shown where each passenger had alighted, but that wasn’t a huge amount of information to go on. They’d got lucky with Whittaker, who’d turned out to work very close to the Tube stop, but with the other three there was no way to know for sure whether the stops they’d got off at were home, work or something else, or how close those things might have been to the station. So what was he supposed to do? Just keep aimlessly wandering the Central Line?

Aaron grabbed his backpack, made himself a coffee in the small kitchenette, and headed off to aimlessly wander the Central Line.

At the threshold of Marble Arch Station, he found himself hesitating. The stairs leading down would have been well lit even without the oppressive glare of the sun, and travellers filed in and out in a steady stream, but despite this he couldn’t will himself to go inside. He’d found it unsettling to be underground ever since Harris’s death, and the nervousness had only increased in the days since. Now his hands shook at the thought of going back down into the tiled corridors and crowded tunnels. So instead he just stood there, motionless, as people walked past him in both directions: sweat-soaked travellers on their way to work; blank-faced Londoners on some unwanted errand; smiling tourists in shorts whose oily sheen of sunscreen was already starting to pick up the faint tinge of city grime. His reluctance wasn’t surprising, of course, given what he was now certain lurked in the tunnels beneath the urban sprawl, but he also knew staying above ground was no guarantee of safety, no matter how bright the day might be.

‘Having a rest, are we?’

Aaron froze. He didn’t need to look at the speaker behind him to recognise the casual authority in the tone. He took a breath to steady himself and turned to see the pair of police officers standing there, regarding him with unconcealed contempt. The speaker was a tall man with a closely cropped beard, while his partner was a soft-faced young woman with her hair pulled into a tight bun. Both of them kept their hands resting casually on the belt that contained their handcuffs and collapsible baton.

‘You know begging’s illegal here, right?’ The male cop smiled. It wasn’t a particularly vicious smile, not yet, but it had the confidence of someone who knew their words carried power.

It took a moment for Aaron’s mind to reconfigure itself to this new situation. The new and novel anxiety of strange things watching in the dark had to be pushed aside as he scrambled to access the more familiar anxiety of police watching in the full light of day. That was the fear that was useful to him now, but it was harder to reach than usual, and came with a touch of ironic amusement. Did they really think they were what he was scared of? However he felt, though, he desperately needed to keep those feelings off his face. If they smelled insolence, if the faintest hint of a smirk reached his lips, the situation could turn very bad for him very quickly.

‘What’s your name?’ the woman asked.

There it was, there were the fear, spreading from his stomach out through Aaron’s body.

‘Am I being detained?’ Aaron said, trying to sound confident without sounding aggressive.

‘Hey now, mate.’ The bearded cop’s faux-chumminess told him he’d pitched it correctly. ‘We’re just checking everything’s all right. Where you going? You heading down?’

As her partner was speaking, Aaron could see the woman taking in every part of his appearance, from his shabby backpack to his dirty shoes. She was looking for anything that might give reasonable suspicion for a full stop and search. He didn’t move, nor did he let his eyes stray to any of his possessions or give a hint of nervousness that might in itself be regarded as suspect.

‘Am I being detained?’

The bearded cop looked to his partner hopefully, but she gave the smallest shake of her head.

‘No, you’re not being detained. Just wanted to make sure everything was above board. What’re you doing here?’

Aaron didn’t reply, instead slowly turning around, every muscle tight as he made sure his movements were assured without being confrontational. He had to move away from the police, not towards them or even past them if he wanted to have the best chance of ending the situation. That meant down the stairs, into the station. The worry about what was down there tried to bubble up inside him again, but was crowded out by the much more present feeling of four eyes burning into the back of his neck, willing him to do something shifty.

The step at the top of the stairs was the hardest, and it took him almost a full two seconds to move his foot firmly down onto it. The sudden thought struck Aaron that moving too slowly might make it seem like he was hiding being drunk or high, and that washed away the last of his hesitation and he walked down the first flight, around the corner and into Marble Arch Station proper.

Behind him, he heard heavy footfalls coming down after him. There was every chance it was just a pair of commuters, but if it was the cops following him, he couldn’t risk looking around to check. Anything he did was potential grounds for a full stop and search, and while he didn’t have anything illegal on him, there’d been more than one occasion in his life when that hadn’t been enough to prevent a visit to the police station.

His throat was burning with thirst, and he’d intended to grab a bottle of water from the small shop at the bottom of the stairs, but he couldn’t risk the delay in putting the barriers between him and the officers who might or might not be watching him. Aaron kept his steps calm and measured as he approached the electronic gates, pulling out his Oyster travel card in such a way as to make it completely clear to anyone observing him that he was going down towards the platform in a fully legitimate and legal way. As he waved it over the scanner he was struck with the sudden, irrational terror that it wasn’t going to work, but the green arrow popped up with a beep as the gate opened and he walked through.

At the top of the escalator, he risked a glance behind him. The two cops were there, but they had already turned back, their uniforms rapidly disappearing up the stairs and out of sight. Aaron allowed himself a sigh of relief, but that relief vanished almost as quickly as it came as the escalator pulled him along and down, deeper and deeper below London.

The platform was quiet. Aaron stood there silently, trying to decide which direction to travel. It was just past seven o’clock, not too far from the time of what he had started thinking of as ‘the first encounter’. He didn’t like the label, but it had lodged firmly in his mind. He didn’t like the way it implied that there would be, or had been, other encounters. They’d been travelling east, hadn’t they? In which case, was it worth going that same direction? He’d got off the train before most of the others, so there was a chance they’d have travelled even further in that direction. If taking a train at this time in the morning was a common thing, then it might be worth rolling the dice and walking down the next one to arrive.

He thought again of the people he was looking for, trying to fix the images in his mind, despite the brevity of the encounter. The two women would be difficult; he was pretty certain he knew what they looked like, but their appearances were not so very different from many of the others that rode the Underground. He’d already almost approached the wrong person a couple of times, so he would have to be careful.

The man, though … He was different. Aaron would know immediately if he met him again, at least riding the train. Everything about him had been alien to the dirt and grime of the subway carriage; he’d been an interloper from some higher dimension of wealth. Aaron had no idea why, but when he remembered that easy-going, perfect smile, his own teeth clenched. It felt impossible that he might accidentally bump into this rich man down here, but he reminded himself that, whatever his social class, he was almost certainly going through the same thing as the rest of them, and might need help.

The schedule board suspended over the platform told him the next train was in three minutes. That was OK. He could wait three minutes. Probably. Without realising it, Aaron had backed himself up until he was pressed against the rounded wall of the station. He moved to sit down on one of the benches so it seemed less like he was lurking. He wasn’t the thing that lurked down here. None of the other waiting passengers paid him any attention, with the exception of a middle-aged Chinese couple (tourists, judging by the way they were looking over a small paper map) who kept nodding at him and talking quietly to each other. No reason to think there was anything sinister in that.

It was the tunnel mouth that kept Aaron’s attention, though. The pitch blackness that enveloped it after only a few feet, hiding anything that might be waiting inside. He found himself straining to make out any shapes or movement within, unable to shake a growing certainty that, as he stared into the tunnel, something inside it was staring back out.

For a second he considered trying to warn the other people on the platform. There were almost thirty of them now, spread out all along the length of it. But he knew what he looked like, what he was, and there was nothing he could say or do to alert the other travellers without seeming like he was the danger. And it was unlikely the cops were too far away. So instead he simply sat there, waiting to see if the hammer would fall before the train finally arrived.

Aaron tried to distract himself by reading the adverts that curved their way up the wall on the other side of the tracks. An investment fund boasted about their cybersecurity. A new smartphone showed off the power of its camera. A craft cider company told a long and rambling story about their fictional founder. Nothing he hadn’t seen before. Next to them was an official notice from TfL to PLEASE CARRY A BOTTLE OF WATER WHEN TRAVELLING. Sponsored by Evian Natural Mineral Water. Aaron wiped his forehead as irritation rose in him; he’d certainly been planning to before the police showed up.

There was a small, darting motion, he just caught out of the corner of his eye. Aaron spun towards it, his whole body suddenly tensed to run, hands raising defensively to confront … the small brown mouse that had stopped a couple of feet from his bag. Tiny black eyes regarded him with curiosity as the creature’s whiskers twitched, and Aaron felt a smile crease his face. He liked the Tube mice. They were less brazen, perhaps, than the pigeons that dominated the streets above, but every bit as cheeky when they felt like it. The animal’s fur was thick, though it lacked the glossiness of a well-cared-for pet, and Aaron wondered for a moment how it dealt with the heat down there. Were the mice adapting, becoming more and more acclimated to the temperature? Or were they suffering as much as he was? Would the people who cleaned the Tube soon start finding tiny corpses, baked to death in their little holes? The idea saddened him, and he felt an urge to reach out to the small, delicate animal that watched him. The first motion of his body weight was enough to disturb it, though, and before he’d even raised his arm it was away, disappearing over the platform edge and down into the nooks and crevices below the tracks.

There wasn’t much time to feel rejected, however, before a blast of warm, oily air rushed out of the tunnel mouth, heralding the arrival of the train. He got up, trying to stretch the fatigue out of his complaining limbs. He could feel the grogginess of a poor night’s sleep wrapping his head like cotton wool.

Wait. No. It wasn’t just exhaustion. The slowing of his limbs, the dulling of his mind, these were familiar in an entirely different way. The displaced air blowing from the tunnel now had a sickly sweet odour, and looking around, he noticed the other passengers at the platform had stopped moving and now stood motionless in place.

Far away, in the darkness, he could see two spots of glowing yellow, headlights getting closer and closer, throwing the track before them into sharp relief. The track … and something on the ceiling.

It was only for a second, less than a second, really, before the train passed under it and fully obscured it from Aaron’s view. But that was more than enough time for him to see the pale limbs, the spindly fingers digging deep into the roof of the tunnel, and the tattered black clothes that shrouded the torso that hung below a soft, misshapen head. A head that had two eyes, as black and beady as those of the inquisitive mouse, but instead of curiosity, filled with a gnawing, hateful hunger.

How the train passed beneath it wasn’t immediately clear to him. In fact, it seemed impossible. The gap between the top of the train and the ceiling of the tunnel couldn’t have been more than a few inches, far too shallow for a human body to avoid the impact, and by rights the creature should have been hit, knocked from its perch or smeared across the concrete lining, but it had vanished.

Possibilities rattled through Aaron’s suddenly panicked brain. A ghost, maybe, or something immaterial? Having talked with Senyo and Will, he’d discounted the idea he was losing touch with reality, but perhaps it was some sort of shared hallucination, caused by something real? Or maybe it was exactly what it appeared to be, but possessed some horrible quality of softness, able to compress itself thin enough to be undisturbed by the train’s passage. None of these solutions appealed to him, each presenting its own very different way in which he might be truly, utterly fucked.

The arriving train rolled to a stop, blowing away the last of the smell, and the other travellers started moving again, seemingly unaware of their brief paralysis. Then the doors opened to reveal carriages crammed solid with commuters: a sweating, jostling, grim-faced mass of humanity. At this stage of the pandemic, it was often a toss-up as to whether any given rush-hour train would be all but empty (as it had been on that strange, half-remembered journey), or densely packed with people. This one was clearly the latter. A few individuals peeled themselves away from the press and pushed their way out and away towards the stairs, but the majority remained, unhappy with the new passengers already forcing their way in. He felt the hostility radiating from the people in front of him. They did not want him to join them. On another day, such looks of disgust might well have dissuaded him from boarding, and even beyond their antipathy of him the idea of being stuck in that train, unable to move, to run, to escape, horrified him.

But the idea of being left on the platform, so close to whatever it was that was clearly hunting him, horrified him even more. Aaron steeled himself and pressed his way into the crowd that hated him.
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Tash

hi tash

She sighed, glancing around to see if there was anyone about who might take issue with her checking her phone while at the front desk. The lobby was empty and Katie was still doing admin in the back office. She opened up the WhatsApp message and let out a quiet groan as she saw it was from Jeff, their landlord.

just had kind of a weird email from siobhan. She says you attacked her with a knife? Not sure what to make of it tbh, were the police involved?

Of course she had gone to Jeff. Recently, in her increasing hostility, Siobhan seemed to have decided their landlord was some sort of quasi-parental authority figure, and ‘I’ll email Jeff’ had often been said in the exact same tone as ‘I’ll tell Dad’. It didn’t matter that the man had no actual power over internal housemate disputes, nor that Jeff really wanted nothing to do with his tenants except collecting rent and occasionally sending someone to fix the temperamental toilet flush.

No, no police. It was a misunderstanding, she typed her reply, desperately trying to think of a way to explain the situation quickly. I was making a sandwich and she surprised me and i must have spun round too quickly and she panicked. No-one was hurt.

Technically a lie, there had been no sandwich, but if Siobhan was going to present the incident as a ‘knife attack’, Tash felt justified in spinning the truth a little on her side too.

thought so. Her message was kind of instance

A pause.

*intense.

Tash wasn’t in the business of feeling sorry for landlords, but she couldn’t help but chuckle in sympathy with whatever screed Jeff must have found in his inbox. As far as she was concerned they’d really lucked into someone who might just be the best landlord in London. He hadn’t raised the rent in six years and didn’t bother them unless they got in touch about a problem. He was a solid seven out of ten, so at least four points above any other landlord she’d ever had. Her phone pinged with a new message.

I’ve been meaning to speak to you and Derek anyway …

Uh-oh. Three dots. That wasn’t a good sign. Maybe she’d spoken too soon.

oh? what’s up?

That’s it. No capital letters. Keep it casual. Tash waited as the app insisted that Jeff was typing. And typing. And typing. God, how long could one message take?

The sound of the sliding doors opening broke Tash out of her nervous waiting, and she hurriedly put her phone away. A short, balding man in a suit and tie was standing there, dragging a wheeled suitcase behind him. By the state of his clothes and colour of his face she guessed he’d had a hot, difficult journey, and Tash took a moment to steel herself.

She sat up a little bit straighter, angling her head a little to the side to indicate her readiness to engage with a customer, but the man in the doorway didn’t move. He simply stood there.

‘Hello, sir!’ Tash said brightly. It was only half nine and, despite her recent difficulty sleeping, she had enough energy to sound enthusiastic for now. But there was no response. The man simply waited. The automatic doors started to close again, before detecting there was still someone there and sliding back again.

‘C-can I help you?’ She couldn’t help letting a tiny hint of nervousness slip into her voice now. ‘Sir?’

No answer. He just stood there, motionless. Was he looking at her? No, his eyes were unfocused, looking past her. She instinctively turned to follow his gaze into the corner of the lobby, but there was nothing there either. Again, the doors started to close, before opening again. A bead of sweat conspicuously dripped off the man’s nose, but he gave no reaction.

Was he having some kind of episode? Was it a heat thing? Perhaps she should call an ambulance? No, she should first go and get Katie, then go check the man herself and see if he needed first aid. She was trained in first aid.

But Tash didn’t move either. Instead she just sat there, watching the unmoving stranger, gripped by a vague terror of what he might suddenly do if she got up. If she looked away. Her phone buzzed, letting her know there was a new message. She left it untouched on the desk.

Ten seconds passed. Twenty. Thirty. The doors slid half-closed, open. Half-closed, open. The only sound was the hum of the air conditioning.

Tash jumped when the man moved forward, a spasm of adrenaline surging through her nervous system before her brain caught up and registered that he was just … walking. Walking completely normally. There was no indication he was in any distress, or that he thought anything was happening other than his checking into a hotel. He didn’t appear to be in a good mood, but he also didn’t show any indication that he knew he’d been stood motionless for almost a full minute.

The man pulled the suitcase up to the front desk with some effort, as one of the wheels kept sticking on the carpet, before taking a deep breath and turning to face Tash. Her nerves were pulled tight and she tried to keep the tension off her face. Normally she had to be alert to customers clocking her, watching for either the half-hidden sneer of disgust that meant it was going to be a difficult check-in, or the slight leer that meant it was going to be a really difficult check-in. But right now she was watching him for more sinister signs. Of what, she wasn’t sure, but she suspected it might be far worse than a chaser’s clumsy pick-up attempt.

‘Uh, Portland. Harold Portland. I have a booking for three nights.’

Tap, tap, tap. Tash hit the keys just a little bit harder as she did the name search, filling the air with a reassuringly mundane noise. Harold Portland, there he was. As expected. Normal.

‘Here we are.’ She smiled her best customer-service smile, hiding her tension as best she could. ‘That’ll be five hundred and seventy-three forty.’

She held out the card reader to collect an amount that was almost her entire month’s rent in exchange for three nights in a mediocre hotel. He popped in his card, typed in his PIN, and handed it back as the transaction cleared. Normal.

‘Thank you,’ she said, once the transaction had cleared, swiping a keycard over a small electronic box and holding it out to him. ‘Your room is two seventeen. It’s on the second floor. Breakfast is six till nine thirty. Will you be wanting a wake-up call?’

‘No, thank you,’ he mumbled, tugging his suitcase as he walked off towards the lifts.

It wasn’t until she heard the lift doors close behind him that Tash let herself exhale. It was fine. She was fine. The guy had taken a funny turn, had a weird episode, and it was bizarre, yes, but ultimately none of her business. There were any number of mental health conditions (or physical health conditions, for that matter) that could have caused him to space out like that. She’d been having a few dissociative episodes herself recently, and she probably didn’t look that different during those moments. Everything was fine.

Well, not everything. She finally dragged her eyes back down to her phone and Jeff’s message that had come through at last.

I’ve been getting a lot of offers on the house recently, and some of them are pretty hard to say no to. nothing official yet, but wanted to chat it through with you and derek. can we have a call soon?

And there it was. The hammer that had been hovering over them for years now. When they’d moved in, that area of Walthamstow had been, well, not exactly rough, but certainly on the cheaper end of North London housing. It had been full of immigrant families, betting shops, and dingy old-man pubs Tash had never dared to get a drink in. Over the last few years, though, the bookies had become independent cafes, the pubs had turned to craft brewery taprooms, and the families had turned into moneyed white couples who worked in the city and were putting in loft conversions. Indeed, over the last three years about half the houses on their road had had building work done by new owners: extensions, conversions, redoing of the brick facades. Tash was acutely aware that her little household, such as it was, had significantly outstayed the phase of gentrification where their presence was allowed because it made the area whiter and more middle-class. Now they were simply too poor to live there, and should really have been priced out years ago. It had only ever been a matter of time.

Sure. Drop us an email and we’ll arrange something.

She hit send and that was that. The ‘chat’ wouldn’t really be a conversation, of course. There wasn’t much to discuss when one person had the ability and desire to sell a house and the other people could only say ‘please don’t, we live here’. Tash knew Jeff had only ended up owning the house through a quirk of inheritance and had never really wanted to be a landlord in the first place. He’d want to assuage his conscience in this ‘chat’, no doubt, and would probably be as generous and flexible as he could in how he kicked them out. But in the end they would be kicked out. That was simply the way of the world.

Shit. Shit. There was nothing Tash hated more than trying to find a place to live, and rents had skyrocketed over the last decade while her income had, if anything, gone down. Maybe she could move in with Tara? No, it was way too early for that; they’d only been on a few dates, and while those dates had been good, they hadn’t been ‘can I move in with you’ good. Besides, Tara was in a complicated polyamory situation that honestly made Tash exhausted to think about. So what was she going to do?

The answer was obvious: she needed more money. But that meant job hunting, which was maybe the one thing she hated more than looking for a flat. Could she really face the relentless grind of CVs, unanswered applications and interviewers worried that she wouldn’t ‘fit the culture’? Maybe she could start up her comics work again? She’d been making almost a hundred quid a month from her Patreon when she suspended it. That wasn’t nothing. And all it had cost her was burnout, hand problems and a strip she’d done about a grizzly bear with anxiety somehow becoming a racist meme. She stared into space. She needed to scream. But screaming would bring out Katie, who was doing admin in the office, and Katie would be grumpy because ‘doing admin’ usually meant having a nap. So there was nothing to be done at all.

Tash put on her best customer-service smile and looked out at nobody.

The sliding doors opened again. This time there was nobody there at all. That struck Tash as kind of odd. The sensor on the outside was sensitive and often triggered when pedestrians walked by, but you could usually see them. Even at night the pavement outside the hotel was well lit and passers-by were visible. The doors closed again and she returned to her phone. It was almost half eleven by now. Was that too late to text Derek, ask if he’d heard anything? Derek was an early riser, and usually in bed around ten. He was probably already asleep. But could Tash really make it through to morning without texting him WHAT THE FUCK or JEFF WANTS TO KICK US OUT or SIOBHAN SAID I TRIED TO STAB HER followed by four knife emojis?

The doors slid open. There was nothing there. It was fine. Obviously it was fine. Maybe the guest, Harold Whatsisface, standing there for ages earlier had messed with the sensors?

‘Or maybe it’s a ghost.’

Tash said it out loud to herself to try and dispel the tension. If someone had actually said it, even if it was just her, she could hear how ridiculous it sounded. She could laugh at it.

But she didn’t laugh. For these last couple of weeks, ever since that day with the open back door, she’d been on edge. A shade of paranoia had been threatening to creep into her everyday thinking and she’d been having to actively fight to suppress it. She was used to navigating the world as someone who got stared at. It had given her a keen awareness of when she was being looked at or followed, and that small internal alarm had been going off constantly for almost ten days straight now, despite there being no apparent reason for it. Right now it was blaring like a siren.

Slowly, deliberately, Tash got to her feet. She walked as quietly as her stiff work shoes would allow over to the door to the back office, where she listened for a second. There was no sound inside, no keyboard tapping or – wait, there it was; a quiet, rhythmic breathing. OK, the chances of Katie catching her leaving the desk unattended were slim. On the other side of the lobby, the sliding doors closed with a soft thud.

Her limbs felt heavy as she crossed the distance towards them, and she wrinkled her nose at what must have been the scent of the summer flowers that lined either side of the entrance. The doors opened once again, this time in recognition of her own approach, and she was hit with a blast of warm, humid air from the night outside, cutting through the cool air-conditioned atmosphere inside the hotel. The smell was stronger now, and she had to shake her head to fight off a wave of fatigue.

‘Hello?’

She regretted saying it almost immediately, not only due to the worry of waking her dozing boss, but because she realised with a jolt that the only way the door would be triggered without anyone being seen was if they were intentionally lurking just off to the side in one of the flowerbeds. Which wasn’t the sort of thing you did if your motives were normal or your intentions were good. She ran through a few scenarios in her head. Even if she was attacked, she should be able to give a good scream, at least, and while, let’s be real, Katie wasn’t going to rescue her, she could probably call the police, and if that happened there was a good fifty-fifty chance they’d arrest the right person. And hey, if she was axe-murdered then at least she wouldn’t need to worry about finding another house.

The flowerbeds were empty. No lurking killers, no hiding creeps, not even any marks or depressions in the plants that might have suggested there had ever been anyone there. It was just a malfunction of the door. Tash sighed, mostly relieved and only a tiny bit disappointed, and turned back.

It was then, out of the corner of her eye, she saw the rosebush. It wasn’t big, and spent most of the year barren, but it loomed over the flowerbed right next to the wall of the hotel. Summer was the one time it ever had any blooms at all, and even now they were suffering in the heat. But right near the top, one of the branches that had previously contained a good two or three roses was now dead. And not just dead, it looked somehow diseased. A grey pallor had spread over it, and it was riddled with small, sick-looking holes. The rose blooms themselves were similar, dead and covered in rotten little hollows.

Then her eyes moved to the wall next to the bush. There, on a small portion of the faux-marble facade, exactly the same thing had happened. A patch of polished stone that had been eaten away, made sick, as if it were covered with pustules that had burst, dried and calcified. Bile rose in Tash’s throat at the thought, but it was her next realisation that made her take a step back. The sickness in the wall had a single, almost circular centre to it, and five lines branching off at the bottom. A handprint.

Not only a handprint, but a handprint facing down at such an angle that the only explanation was if the hand was somehow coming from above the door. Tash shook slightly as she saw the other rotten handprints on the wall. They weren’t numerous, with long distances between them as though the arm had stretched out a long way between each one, but there were enough to follow. She walked slowly, hoping that at the end she wouldn’t have to meet whatever was making them. They stopped after only a few more metres, however, as she spotted the last (or first?) handprint. It was on top of the half-subterranean window leading into the hotel’s basement.

Tash turned and went to wake Katie. She had no intention of sharing any of this with her irritable, jobsworth boss, but she’d be damned if she was going to spend the rest of the night sitting at that desk alone.

The train home was absolutely packed. Tash usually tried to wait out the rush hour a bit, uncomfortable as she was being trapped in a metal box with so many heavy-breathing strangers in the middle of an ongoing pandemic. And that wasn’t even mentioning the sweltering temperature that was very much not helped by being trapped with the heat of two dozen other bodies. But nothing could have convinced her to stay at The Sulgrave Lodge a second past the end of her shift. Despite her insistence that Katie stay with her at the front desk all night (much to her boss’s irritation), she’d not been able to avoid jumping at every noise, checking every shadow, counting every minute she had to stay in a building she was convinced had something in it. Something unseen and unnatural that smelled sweet and rotten, and which infected everything it touched.

She did not regret her swift exit, even as another elbow jostled into her, almost dislodging her facemask. At least she’d managed to get a seat, though it did put her at exactly the right height to have an array of limbs slammed into her whenever the train rocked, which it did often. At least if there was something after her, it would have to carve its way through a wall of sweating commuters first. And as the young man directly in front of her started to watch TikToks out loud in front of her (videos that seemed to mainly consist of people shouting) she wondered if maybe it would be worth it.

Aside from the tinny phone speakers, the carriage was almost silent. People travelling the Central Line at seven in the morning were rarely in a mood for conversation. But as she sat there, willing the journey to be over, she began to pick up on a voice speaking softly and urgently. It was a masculine voice, slightly ragged, though not from age, and it sounded so close to being familiar. It was not a voice she’d heard often, but it was tied to something important. She’d heard it just before and just after … The thought ended at a dead end in her memory. She couldn’t say where she’d heard it.

Her interest was piqued, however, and she turned her head to try and locate the source of the voice. There! Just near the end of the car, near the door between the carriages, a dishevelled looking man: clean-shaven, threadbare shoes, battered backpack. Maybe a rough sleeper? Yes. She’d definitely seen him before, standing in front of the door just like this. He was deep in conversation with a short woman with straight, dark hair. She was dressed like an office worker and seemed to be unsure whether she wanted to flee the conversation or listen closer. Either way her full attention was on the man. Hang on. She was also familiar. Tash had seen both of them before, and in the same place. In a carriage just like this.

Tash forced herself to her feet, gently but firmly shouldering her way through the dense crowd. The guy with the phone slid into her seat the moment it was vacated, which gave her just enough space to make her way over to the end of the train car.

‘– know it sounds crazy, but it’s true.’ The young man’s words were urgent and sincere. He was desperate. He was scared. ‘There’s something following u—’

‘Everything OK over here?’ Tash said, using her best and firmest ‘intervening in a situation’ voice. It didn’t come out quite as smoothly as she’d hoped.

They both turned to look at her. The woman seemed as conflicted by Tash’s appearance as she’d been by the young man’s words, unable to decide whether or not to take the opportunity to try and escape. For his part, the rough sleeper turned towards Tash, clearly preparing to reassure her that he wasn’t dangerous. The moment he saw her, however, he did something that took her completely by surprise. He laughed. And it was laugh of pure relief and happiness.

‘You! It’s you! You were there too! You’re both – thank God. Thank God!’ He was tripping over his words, too overjoyed, apparently, to explain what was going on.

The train slowed down for Oxford Circus, the stop Tash usually changed at. She looked behind her as the darkness of the tunnel gave way to the lights of the station platform.

‘Listen, I know this is a lot –’ He was speaking quickly, obviously picking up on the imminence of Tash’s departure. ‘But we were all there that morning, when it happened. And now we’re being chased. Something is hunting us.’

The blood froze in her veins. Behind her mask, the woman in office wear had gone deathly pale. The door to Oxford Circus opened, and people filed out around them. Tash didn’t move.

‘What the fuck do you know about this?’ she hissed, more aggressively than she’d intended. ‘Who are you?’

The young man recoiled like he’d been struck. He spoke quickly, as if worried she was going to cut him off at any moment.

‘M – my name is Aaron. Aaron Hirsch. And I don’t know much more than you, honestly, but it’s been following me as well. It’s been following all of us. I found the driver, Senyo, – and Will, but he doesn’t want anything to do with us. There’s the fancy guy as well but we don’t really have any leads on him and I’ve been looking for you and now you’re both here and I know this is a lot, but …’ He trailed off, his face reddening. ‘Sorry, I’m babbling. We’ve just been looking for you, is all.’

The train started moving again, leaving the light of Oxford Circus behind. The car was still busy, but less so after disgorging many of its passengers. No-one paid them any attention.

There was silence for several seconds.

‘I’m Elise,’ the woman in office wear said at last, holding out her hand. Aaron shook it hesitantly.

‘Tash.’ She hoped she wasn’t making an enormous mistake.

‘What’s been happening to us?’ Elise asked, after another few seconds of silence.

‘I’m not sure exactly.’ Aaron shook his head. ‘Me and Senyo have been trying to figure it out. We think there’s something living in the tunnels, some sort of creature. It has … It can do things. Freeze you in place, mess with your memory, weird stuff. I think we were all in that train together when it attacked someone. We saw it, but it messed with our mind and now we can’t remember. Now it’s tracking us. Hunting us.’

Tash felt faint as Aaron blinked away tears.

‘It killed my friend,’ he said, the words hanging painfully in the air.

‘I don’t understand.’ Elise’s voice was unsteady. ‘Who did it attack? Everyone in that carriage, we’re all OK. Aren’t we?’

Aaron reached into his old backpack and pulled out a phone.

‘There was someone else there.’

As he handed the phone to them, the grainy CCTV image already loaded, the train juddered to a halt. There, in the sudden stillness, staring at the tiny faces she didn’t quite recall, Tash felt a dam burst in her head. She remembered. She finally remembered it.
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George

There were seven of them in the car when it came, though he hadn’t known their names at the time. It had been him, Aaron, Elise, Natasha, Senyo, William and Rahim, though of course he hadn’t known their names. The train had stopped, waiting in the tunnel quietly as it always did. The smell came first, sweet and rotten and everywhere, filling their lungs with every breath. The intercom crackled, but no announcement came. No-one announced a red signal or a delay on the line, it simply crackled on and off, a grating electronic noise that buzzed in their ears. Then the lights flickered, dropping them into an irregular stuttering darkness. Finally, the doors on both sides of the carriage began to open and close with an unsteady, juddering motion, never staying fully sealed or fully apart, always leaving a sliver of darkness that led out into the tunnel beyond. None of them commented. None of them made a sound. None of them gave any indication they might have noticed any of this. They simply sat there, still and motionless, staring blankly in the direction they’d been looking before the train had come to a halt, neither their eyes nor ears allowed to fully register what was going on, their brains locking it away in some deep dark place they could not find. They still breathed reflexively, the only indication they were alive, but each inhalation only served to take in more of that awful stench.

The creature did not come through the malfunctioning automatic doors. Instead, it squeezed its way through the tiny, half-open window set in the entrance at the end. The one that led to the gap between cars, then into the next carriage. First an arm: long and pale, with spongy flesh that seemed to extend into hard points at the end of each finger. Then a second arm, bending at a painful-looking angle to hook inside the window as it pulled the rest of itself through. The head was next, a bone-white parody of a human, bald but for a few stringy black hairs that clung to its soft scalp. Its eyes were black, without sclera, and protruded slightly from its sunken face, their shiny surface reflecting the frozen travellers. It barely had anything that could be recognised as a nose, but its mouth was long and cracked. After its head came the torso, clad in the tattered, filthy remains of a military dress uniform, a single tarnished medal hanging onto the chest by a few threads. The body was too big for the small hole, but it stretched and squeezed, thinner than the presence of bones would allow, extruding itself into the space like toothpaste from a tube, dropping down with a sound like a wet sack falling to the floor. It did not stand up. Instead, with juddering, twisting motions, it stretched its limbs out, pulling itself along the floor, up the handrails, across the ceiling. Its progress was slow. It was in no hurry.

Aaron was the first to be considered, stood in the middle of the aisle, paper cup still held limply in front of him. It put its face close to his, considering. It inhaled, smelling the young man in front of it, and when it breathed out it let out a cloud of that sickening aroma. Its mouth stretched open, and a long, tuberous tongue crept out slowly, tasting the air around Aaron’s face uncertainly. But it did not touch him. Then it turned away, its beady eyes turning instead to Natasha, considering her at length.

One by one it looked over all of them, working its way down. Smelling, tasting, leering, but never touching. Elise, then Senyo, then Will. George was the penultimate to be looked over, and he recoiled only slightly in recognition. Finally, it reached Rahim.

Unlike the others, Rahim had been sleeping when the train stopped, and his head was still slumped on his shoulders. His greying hair glistened with the sweat of the summer, as did the skin of his arms and legs, only half-covered by his dark-blue T-shirt and cargo shorts. He did not stir when it smelled him, or when it gingerly tasted the air around his face. Only when its hands shot out, breaking through the cotton of his T-shirt like it was nothing and plunging into his chest, only then did he scream.

Whatever stupor had trapped the others was broken for Rahim the instant it touched him, but by then it was far, far too late. From where its hands entered his body, a greying, oozing rot began to spread, His flesh rippled, splitting and pitting and sinking into itself. Blood gushed and oozed from the wounds, but the crimson fluid congealed and petrified before it hit the fabric of the seat he occupied, turning to greasy ash that floated gently down. Rahim thrashed and spasmed, trying to escape, but whatever strength he might once have had was already leaving him. His face was contorted in agony as the corruption spread, decomposing him alive. He managed to wrap his hand around the metal handrail next to Elise’s head, but his hand wrinkled and collapsed as it tried to grip it, leaving only a grey, ashen smear. It took almost fifteen seconds for the process to reach his throat and silence his screams, then three more seconds to get to his eyes, which shrivelled into themselves before popping with a small, wet sound. Only then did his assailant finally open its mouth all the way and begin to suck in the awful residue that was once Rahim.

Compared to the perverse slowness of its killing, its eating took almost no time at all. Its jaw distended down to its chest and its tongue shot out into the mass of still pulsating grey ash. Its stomach inflated, drawing in the entirety of its meal in a single motion, leaving only a remarkable patch of grime where some remnant of the unfortunate man had already soaked into his chair. Then it turned and left the way it came in, taking only a few extra seconds to force its now-bulging belly out through the narrow window.

The intercom stopped crackling. The lights stabilised. The doors closed fully and stayed shut. As the smell dissipated, the other travellers stirred groggily, none the wiser of what they had just been forced to witness, or the terrible thing that had been done to their fellow passenger.
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III

Manor House
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Will

Will lay there, staring at the ceiling of his bedroom, trying to remember his life two weeks ago. Already it felt distant, tinted with the rosy hue of remembered stability. He knew he hadn’t been happy, God no, but it had been a familiar misery. A misery he had simply lived with. He had always known exactly what grinding exhaustion the next day was going to bring and which asinine coworkers he’d have to endure, and in that knowledge there had been an odd kernel of comfort. Now even that was gone.

He’d got the email yesterday, and it had been even more abrupt than he’d expected. One month’s ‘gardening leave’ and then he was out on his ass. Turns out it wasn’t even the whole Malkin situation that had got him fired. If anything, he’d been so focused on the idiotic crypto-junkie that he’d forgotten about the rest of his client list. A few of them had lost quite a bit of money since he took his eye off the ball and, when the complaints had started rolling in, there was no-one at Bentar Nelson even remotely interested in having his back. Hell, Will was pretty certain a few of the clients in question hadn’t even been his, and he was just being thrown under the bus to cover for some other traders’ mistakes as well. That’s just being a team player.

But he wasn’t on their team anymore. Maybe he never had been. Certainly, he’d not come from the web of old boys networks or family connections that had spawned most of the other traders. Nobody knew his parents and nobody had been at uni with him; there was nobody to raise any sort of stink over his departure. The fact that he’d worked his way up to his former position largely on his own merit, something he’d always treated as a point of pride, had turned out to be a massive vulnerability. Maybe that had always been the point. Maybe they liked to keep a few people like him on staff, just in case they needed someone a little bit ‘disposable’ at any point. But none of that changed the fact that his dismissal had been of his own making, the result of years spent working himself to the bone, grinding down every part of his soul that wasn’t offices and algorithms, destroying whatever parts of him were a real person.

He’d read somewhere once that it could take between six months and a year to recover from severe burnout. Months and months of rest and relaxation and no stress. Right now he had one month to figure out how he was going to stay alive. Despite the generous salary and commissions situation at Bentar Nelson, the financial demands of maintaining a flat in central London had left him largely devoid of savings. Well, the flat and his mother’s care costs, but he wasn’t quite ready to think about that whole situation just yet.

So he was trying to save money. Turning off the AC was the first step, despite the crushing heat, as was staying home. Even with the small barrage of ‘u OK?’ and ‘drink? (sad emoji)’ messages that had been steadily pinging his phone over the last twenty-four hours (a couple from genuine friends, but most from gossips who wanted the dirt), he hadn’t left his flat in all that time. Because he was saving money. That was the only reason.

‘Money’s just tight right now,’ he repeated the lie out loud, trying to convince himself.

Actually, he hadn’t left the flat in closer to three days, which is why he’d got the notice of termination here, rather than at work. And he’d turned the AC off two days ago. He refused to think too deeply about the reasons why, though. Dwelling on it brought up images of pale figures waiting for him at Tube stations, or strange, sickly sweet aromas; of the earnest and concerned face of the homeless man and his friend who had so desperately tried to drag Will into their madness.

He was safe here in his flat on the eleventh floor, far above the London tarmac and the tunnels beneath it (not that there was anything in the tunnels), and the heat, uncomfortable as it was, helped keep those occasional spells of grogginess in check (not that he was having occasional spells of grogginess). Up here, the only things he needed to worry about were the nightmares that came for him when he slept.

At last, Will struggled to his feet, grabbed his now-empty water glass and slumped his way over to the kitchen. Outside, the long twilight continued, a summer evening that dragged on forever, refusing to fully darken. It put him in mind of beer gardens and laughter, and he lingered for a moment in memories of pretending he was having a good time drinking overpriced fruit cider with the most vapid people on earth.

The fridge was devoid of bottled water (and just about everything else), so he filled his glass from the tap, trying to convince himself the water was getting colder as he ran it, before finally giving up and simply accepting the lukewarm liquid. It was refreshing enough, though after a few moments he realised that quenching his thirst had released a different sort of need. He hadn’t eaten in nearly eighteen hours, and his newly watered stomach was starting to remind him of that fact.

Will opened the fridge again, less to check what was in there and more to use the sight of its emptiness to spur his exhausted mind into action. With a sigh he grabbed his smart-casual trousers from the floor and slipped on one of the few T-shirts he owned (the one that bore the logo of a powerlifting gym he had once ambitiously joined). It was time, at last, to leave the flat.

The lift pinged softly as it reached the ground floor and Will slumped out into the lobby. Lisa at the front desk gave him a weak smile that couldn’t quite hide her surprise at how slovenly he looked. People left this apartment building well put together.

‘Everything OK, Mr Whittaker?’

The question was posed genuinely. Lisa was just one of many staff who manned the front desk of his apartment building, and she had no reason to know anything about his professional or financial troubles, but still it felt like a knife slipped between his ribs. The earnest query on her round, middle-aged face was almost enough to make him turn and go back upstairs, especially as he imagined the same interaction when he returned later carrying his own shopping in Sainsbury’s carrier bags.

‘Yeah, Lisa. Just got to grab a few things,’ he said. God, even he could hear how tired he sounded. He could feel the slightly slurred words on his tongue, despite his best efforts to sound upbeat.

If any of this registered with Lisa, she didn’t show it. She was too well trained for that, and after that initial moment of surprise, her customer-service poker face descended again, and she turned her eyes to the computer monitor on her desk. Will did his best not to look at her as he left, concentrating instead on trying to keep his steps confident and carefree, and not showing just how much of a relief the air conditioning in the lobby was. It suddenly struck him how much of his life he spent in lobbies, though he didn’t quite know what to do with that thought as he slowly made his way through the revolving door and out into the sticky heat of the evening.

In fact, the thought didn’t resolve itself until Will was standing in front of the freezer section of the nearby Sainsbury’s Local, basking in the cold air and trying to decide which brand of frozen pizza made him feel the least depressed. His mind dredged up the coolness of the lobby, of how it welcomed him into a world designed for his comfort and ease. Then the image came of the young homeless man he had met (Adam, was that his name?) and what such a lobby must be to him. A taste of respite, of relief from the scorching tarmac of the city – but one that was specifically and explicitly designed to keep him and those like him out. As hostile and unwelcoming as concrete spikes under a bridge, but coated with a tantalising taste of refuge denied. Well, it probably wasn’t going to be too long until Will was on the other side of the equation. Perhaps he’d ask Aaron for some tips?

With a sigh, Will tried to focus. Thinking like that wasn’t helpful. He still had a decent education, a CV that at least looked good on paper, and there was no reason for Bentar Nelson to be actively malicious about not giving him at least a reasonable referral. He probably wasn’t getting another job in high finance, sure, but things weren’t completely hopeless. He was just going to be a bit poorer now, and that was fine.

Wasn’t it?

He became aware of a presence next to him and turned. Stood there was a young woman in a pink T-shirt and jogging bottoms. She was holding a basket containing toilet roll, milk and two tiny bottles of rosé wine, and seemed absolutely motionless, staring at him. All at once, a spiral of panic and terror climbed up his throat. She was frozen, like the others had been when he’d seen—

‘You gonna leave that open, or what?’ she spat, instantly breaking the illusion. She gestured to the freezer door, which Will was still holding ajar. ‘You’ll defrost them.’

‘Oh, yeah, sorry,’ he stammered. ‘Of course’.

The woman’s gaze was fierce as he blindly grabbed a pair of pepperoni pizzas and did his best not to retreat from her.

What the hell was wrong with him?

The sky had almost fully darkened when he got back to the apartment building – only a sliver of deep pink persisting around what little horizon could be glimpsed between the buildings. The heat of the day had slackened into the sticky warmth of a summer night as Will approached, still scanning nearby recesses for a face he refused to believe in.

The darkened glass of the revolving door came into view as he turned the corner, but the sight wasn’t accompanied by the relief he’d expected to feel when he saw it. Nor did he feel reassured when it turned, ushering him out of the grim humidity of the street. Something didn’t feel right, though it wasn’t until the doorway had pushed him into the lobby that he realised what it was. The seat behind the desk was empty.

As much as he had been dreading Lisa’s reaction to his return, there was something about her absence that was infinitely worse. He searched his memories: had he ever come through those doors and not found somebody behind the desk? He must have. The idea that in the four years he’d lived there he’d never come in when the receptionist was taking a loo break or responding to a resident’s call was absurd. It must have happened, but if it had, then he couldn’t remember it.

Will stood there, unwilling to take another step inside until he’d convinced himself it was safe. He scanned the lobby nervously. It wasn’t particularly big; more of a wide corridor than a true reception area, with the desk standing just off to the side, so it wasn’t as though Lisa had anywhere to hide. The faux-marble flooring and tastefully dark walls were fully illuminated by concealed light fixtures above and below, and the pair of potted cacti didn’t even reach up to his waist, so they couldn’t conceal anything. The tiles on the high ceiling were nondescript white, save for a couple that had been removed for maintenance some weeks ago and not yet been replaced. The image of Lisa’s mangled body lying pale, twisted and deformed behind the desk flashed across Will’s mind for an instant. No. That one piece of furniture simply wasn’t large enough to conceal a body, let alone that of Lisa, who was significantly taller than he was.

That left only three possibilities, and his eyes darted to the trio of doorways in the short hallway past the desk: the lifts that led up to the flats; the door to the building manager’s office; and the one that Will had always assumed led to some sort of maintenance area. It was only when he stopped to properly consider them that he noticed the last of these doors was ever so slightly ajar.

OK. That was it, then. It must have been. Lisa had had to go over into the … maintenance room? Boiler room? Basement? Whatever it was, she’d needed to go in there to get something or fix something or … something. So she wasn’t behind the front desk. That was fine. That was normal.

He made his way over to the lift. His steps felt excruciatingly slow, like it was taking a full second for the commands of his brain to make their way down to the muscles in his legs. All the while he kept scanning every surface for greasy marks or that strange residue of grey ash. Could he smell it? That horrible sickly odour? Was it truly there, waiting under the soft floral notes of the air freshener, or was it simply a sense echo conjured by his own paranoia?

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, he stood in front of the lift, willing his finger to push the button to call it down. Once he was in the lift he’d be safe. He just had to push the button.

Behind him, the maintenance door creaked open and he spun with a surge of adrenaline that cut through the lethargy, preparing himself to hurl his pizzas at whatever might be there. Nothing. Just the waiting emptiness of the lobby.

‘Lisa?’ Will found himself calling out in a choked whisper.

He hadn’t been expecting an answer, but that didn’t make the silence that followed any less unnerving.

Why wasn’t he pressing the button? Why wasn’t he leaving? Will’s breath caught in his throat as he approached the now-open door and called out again.

‘Lisa? Are you OK?’

Rather than the piles of mops and cleaning chemicals he had expected, beyond the threshold was a rough concrete staircase leading down. Wires and thin pipes crept along the ceiling and wall, descending to a dimly lit basement. As Will approached it a wave of heat hit his face. It was drier than the sticky heat of the summer outside, and in a second he understood that there must be some sort of boiler or furnace down there. He wasn’t sure why they’d have it on at this time of the year, but maybe it was crucial to the building’s hot water system, or maybe some elderly CFO demanded the heating be on in their flat all year round. Regardless, he hesitated at that border; his face hot from the boiler and his back cold from the AC.

Then, all at once, a familiar rotten smell washed over him, choking him, freezing him in place. Every muscle in his body locked up as he felt the air displace behind him and the soft whumpf of something falling from the ceiling. His mind returned abruptly to the missing ceiling tiles, and he felt his paralysed vocal cords do their best to try and scream.

He knew immediately that it was behind him. The pale thing that had been stalking him since that day on the subway. He could hear it moving, rising from the floor; ancient bones cracking with each movement, skin making a sound like stretching leather. It was at full height now, and Will could only be grateful that he couldn’t see its face. Out of the corner of his vision he could see long, slender fingers reaching forward, ready to grip either side of his head. This was it. It was over.

No. Not yet. Not. Yet.

With every ounce of force he could muster, every tiny bit of willpower he could push into his seizing muscles, Will tried to lunge forward. If he had been standing normally it would have been a lost cause, but poised there, with one foot teetering at the top of the stairs, it was enough. He could only create the tiniest bit of motion, but that was all it took to upset his balance and he felt himself falling forward, face-first down the stairs. With his limbs fixed in place, he could do nothing to break his fall. This was going to hurt.

It was strange, tumbling down those stairs. It seemed to happen in a sort of slow motion, piece by piece. He found himself spinning as his body toppled from the threshold, an almost balletic turn that felt strangely serene. Then his hip cracked down on the third step with a crunch and an electric wave of searing pain shot up through his body.

There was a part of Will that had secretly hoped that whatever it was that had locked up his muscles and muddled his mind might also dull the agony of the impacts. It did not. His body didn’t bounce after that first impact, rather it tumbled, over and over, one or two stairs at a time. His shoulder was next, and he felt something shift inside his skin. Then an elbow, jarring his whole arm and sending pins and needles up and down it. That was when his eyes finally took in the creature in all its awful detail, standing at the top and simply watching Will’s painful descent. He couldn’t discern any expression from its warped face, but he couldn’t help feeling faintly elated by what he hoped was its confused frustration. Then momentum turned him over again and slammed his knee into the next step down.

The deeper he went, the fiercer the heat became and, surprisingly, the more control he felt over himself. As though the scorching air was washing the numbing stench from him and freeing his limbs from their torpor. By the time he reached the bottom he was almost fully able to move, flailing his arms to try and break his fall.

But it was too late. He saw the final step rushing towards his face, and as it smashed into his forehead, the world went dark.

‘… ttaker? What are you doing dow …’ Lisa’s voice faded in and out of his hearing. He opened his eyes to see her concerned face staring down at him. He was hot. Why was he so hot?

He tried to ask a question, but fell back into an unconsciousness tinged with black and painful red.

He was aware of the ambulance ride, of the paramedics checking him over, of the gurney being wheeled through fluorescent hospital corridors, but it wasn’t until he was lying in the hospital bed, saline drip already in his arm and weak hospital air conditioning not quite keeping him cool, that he felt fully awake again.

He’d been very lucky, he was told. Bruises and a dislocated shoulder were all he had to show for his ‘unfortunate fall’. He should be fine to leave the next day, once they were certain there were no complications from his blow to the head. The doctors didn’t ask him what had happened. That was none of their concern. In fact, they asked him basically no questions at all, save for a few assessing his recovery.

He wanted them to ask. He wanted them to show the slightest hint of curiosity, anything that would have given him an opening to tell them, to scream at them about the thing that had attacked him, the attack that he had barely survived. Because he remembered. This time – this time – he remembered everything. But they didn’t ask, and there was just enough reason left in him not to bring it up. He couldn’t afford to be kept here for a psychiatric assessment. He’d be a sitting duck here, a defenceless meal in a disinfectant-scented buffet.

The moment he was able he asked a nurse for his phone. There was a long crack across the length of the screen, but it turned on without problem. He felt a pang of guilt as he called up the number he’d saved as PARANOID TUBE GUY. Then he took a deep breath and hit ‘Call’.
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Aaron

Sleep sat thinly, hovering on the edge of consciousness and leaving only a delicate patina of rest between Aaron and the harsh world beyond. He was asleep, that much was certain, but each time his semi-dreaming mind brushed lightly against waking, he found himself thrust back into consciousness and the darkened living room where he lay on Senyo’s sofa. It rarely took long to fall back asleep, but the two states were so alike these days it was hard to be certain.

The sofa was not the problem, though it was slightly too short for Aaron’s lanky frame. The cushions were old and threadbare, but the thing as a whole was well-constructed and had reached a comfortable stage of worn softness. Besides, over the years he had done more than his share of couch-surfing with friends, and his body was used to sleeping far better in far worse places. The sheets, as well, were far softer than the those in any of the shelters, which were stiffened by daily washing. In fact, after Senyo’s wife Amy had washed and dried his clothes, given him access to the shower and forced on him a second helping of her macaroni cheese, Aaron had felt more like a wanted part of society than he had for months, if not years.

Why, then, was his sleep so fitful? What was it that kept him cutting in and out of what could almost, but not quite, be called rest? He was hunted, yes, followed by something that he was now absolutely certain was not of this world, but that had been the case for a couple of weeks now, and while his slumber had been difficult back then, it had been real. Now … not so much.

He tried to get up. If he wasn’t going to get any proper sleep, perhaps he could find other things to occupy him. But before the thought had finished he had dropped back out of wakefulness again, and the intention was lost.

Part of it was the scene that played itself in his mind whenever he closed his eyes. Tash had been the first to remember, to break whatever mental block the creature had somehow put on their recollections, but when she had described it to them … It was like a like a dam had burst, and the images and memories had hit them all like a flood. They could all remember it now, what happened to the other unfortunate passenger, and Aaron had also found his ‘dream’ of Harris’s death had taken on a more solid quality, settling into the status of actual memory. It was a lot to sleep through.

But that wasn’t the main reason for his difficulty dropping off, though it made him feel like an asshole to admit what was. It was the same reason Senyo, when told of Aaron’s recent experiences, had proposed they both camp out at a hotel – until they’d realised how prohibitive the costs would be and he’d invited Aaron to stay with him instead.

‘I can’t,’ he had told Senyo. ‘You have a family. I’d be putting them in danger.’

‘They’re already in danger with me there,’ had come the reply. ‘And we don’t know they’d be left alone if I was gone. I’d rather be nearby to help if … ’

The driver had trailed off, trying not to finish the thought.

‘But with both of us there … Isn’t it just making your house more of a target?’

Senyo hadn’t replied to this, his silence a grim acknowledgement of the statement’s truth. But despite their best efforts, they hadn’t been able to come up with a better plan. Neither of them were under any illusions about how much longer Aaron would last if he stayed on the street with that thing following him.

Amy, for her part, has been remarkably understanding. It was clear, even to Aaron, that she hadn’t believed Senyo’s story about him being ‘a former colleague fallen on hard times’. Whatever the markers were of a veteran Tube worker, he apparently didn’t have them. Still, she’d nodded along, clearly trusting that whatever true reasons her husband had for bringing a rough sleeper home were good enough to allow it (or at least to have any follow-up conversations in private). It helped that Aaron did a good performance of ‘nice young man down on his luck’ when he had to, and knew the slightly pantomimed gratitude a host needed to see in order to feel truly virtuous for taking him in. And it wasn’t as if it was entirely an act – he was genuinely grateful, but it was shot through with a dash of fear and an awareness of how tenuous such situations were.

A guilt that became far more acute when he met Lea. When the driver had talked about his kid, he’d painted a picture of a bright and bubbly child who liked drawing and Super Mario. But the person Aaron had met was a sharp-eyed teen who seemed equal parts suspicious of and fascinated by his presence, cross-examining him about how he knew their father with far more precision than their mother had. The lies he and Senyo had ended up building had worked, just about, but every one stuck in Aaron’s stomach like a shard of glass. This wasn’t some little kid they were protecting with ignorance – this was a smart youth they were denying knowledge. Knowledge they might need. Or would it have only complicated matters? Certainly Senyo thought trying to explain the whole truth would have made things more difficult, and he knew his family best.

Still, it weighed heavily as Aaron lay there, now alert for threats on behalf of three people for whom he felt responsible, rather than just one. He’d be tired, yes, but fatigue was an old friend.

‘Coffee?’

Amy’s voice jerked him awake with a start. How long had he been asleep? How deeply? Had anything happened? Sunlight streamed through the now-open living room curtains, and the gentle (though still guarded) smile on the woman’s face certainly seemed to indicate nobody had been murdered in the night. It seemed the comfort of a cosy family home had won out over his paranoia in the end. Another small sliver of guilt added itself to his growing collection.

‘Yes, please,’ Aaron said, his words still heavy and slow, ‘that would be absolutely lovely, thank you.’

With a nod, his host turned and made her way back to the kitchen. Aaron pulled himself up to a sitting position and wiped his eyes, trying to push off the lingering grogginess.

‘Senyo’s already headed off to work,’ Amy called from the kitchen, where the kettle was rumbling. ‘He said he’d catch up with you when he gets home this afternoon.’

‘Of course,’ Aaron replied, checking his phone. Ten thirty-two. He had slept late.

‘I’m off to work myself in a few minutes. Help yourself to some breakfast. There’s cereal in the cupboard next to the fridge, or wholemeal in the bread bin if you want toast. I think the jam’s still good.’

She deposited a steaming mug of black liquid on the wooden coffee table in front of him. The sides of the cup bore the faded logo of the London Transport Museum. It made Aaron smile. As difficult as it clearly was for him sometimes, Senyo took a pride in his job that the young man had rarely seen.

‘I was told you’ll probably want to use the computer,’ Amy continued, gesturing at a battered old laptop on the nearby armchair. ‘Job hunting and that. I think Senyo left it unlocked for you.’

There was a hesitation in her voice, a nervousness at the idea of leaving this stranger alone in her home. Aaron tried not to take it to heart, reminding himself that it was an understandable reservation and that, while he’d heard many stories from Senyo about his family, they had only met the day before.

‘I’ll try not to sell it for drugs,’ Aaron said with his most disarming smile.

It was a bit of a risk, speaking her fear out loud like that, but it seemed to pay off. He could see the woman’s shoulders relax slightly as at least some of her tension dissipated and she let out a laugh that was only slightly forced.

‘I’d appreciate it.’ She smiled as she picked up her bag and headed to the door. ‘You don’t mind being locked in for a few hours?’

There was a sudden lurch of fear in Aaron’s gut. Of course he minded. He was certain that this thing that followed him would have no problem squeezing into the house should it choose to, but he would have a hell of a time escaping if the doors were all locked. Still, what could he do? Ask for a house key? Demand she leave it unlocked? His situation was tenuous enough already.

‘No problem at all. I’ve got plenty to be getting on with.’

If it came for him before Senyo got home, so be it. At least no-one else would be there to attract its attention. Besides, so far no-one, not him, not Senyo, not Tash or Elise, none of them had seen the creature in direct sunlight. Perhaps it disliked it? That would certainly seem believable for a monster that they were now sure lived in the tunnels below London. And it was a very sunny day.

The front door closed with a heavy click, followed by the rattle-scratch of a turning key. Well, it was too late now, time to put the ‘doesn’t hunt in daylight’ theory to the test. Aaron let out a steadying breath and reached for the laptop.

It took him two hours of beating his head against internet search engines to find absolutely nothing, and another two to convince himself there was nothing there to find. The London Underground, it seemed, was bursting at the seams with ghosts. There were Tube-riding corpses, missing stations and even the occasional phantom train, but nothing that even remotely seemed to match what he and the others had seen. He checked the above-ground urban legends of London as well, from the Highgate vampire to the beast of Hackney Marshes, but there was no reason to think they were connected and, even if they were, nothing useful that could be gleaned from the vague and unhelpful stories that went with these evocative names. Aaron closed the laptop and stretched. Unsurprisingly, it didn’t look like there’d be any help coming from the internet.

Well, then the only thing to do was try and get the four of them together properly and compare notes. It seemed like nobody else had ever encountered this thing. At least (the thought made him shudder) nobody who was still around. He’d had a brief chat with Elise and Tash when they’d first met, but they’d all been reeling from the awful memory that had suddenly been unlocked, and none of them had been in much state for thoughtful discussion of next steps. It had been all they could do to exchange numbers, stagger to the surface and go their separate ways home (or in Aaron’s case, towards the address Senyo had given him). It was time for a proper meeting.

He picked up his phone and paused for a second. Was he the right person to try and organise this? He knew Senyo respected him enough to listen, but to Tash and Elise he was probably just some weird homeless guy who’d unloaded a traumatic flashback on them. The thought made him pause, his finger hovering over the part of the screen labelled ‘Create Group Message’.

Then the phone buzzed in his hand, causing him to jump back slightly in surprise. It wasn’t a number he recognised, but the messages cleared up any confusion immediately, coming in a quick cascade.

Is this Adam? Its Will.

From the coffee shop.

The broker.

It came after me.

The monster.

I need your help.

For a moment, something slightly cruel and deeply petty inside Aaron twitched, and he found himself typing with a sneer:

I’m terribly sorry, sir, but I think you have the wrong number.

He didn’t hit ‘Send’. Looking back, he wasn’t sure if he was ever going to, or if simply typing it out had been enough. Either way, another message from the smug financier buzzed onto his screen before he could make a decision.

please help

Aaron felt a gush of pity in his chest and let it quench his anger. Then he deleted his message and typed another.

It’s Aaron. Tell me what happened.

The worst part about trying to organise the five-person meet-up via text was the sporadic absence of Senyo’s replies. They knew he’d only be able to receive or answer the messages when he was at either end of the Central Line; when the dark, narrow tunnels opened up into what was mostly an overground suburban railway. Even so, whenever he dropped that message into the chat – Heading underground – Aaron’s stomach lurched slightly.

How was it that his new friend was so comfortable still going to work? Aaron hadn’t been below street level since that last encounter. Now that he’d managed to find Tash and Elise, it felt like an unnecessary risk. Or that’s the rationale he gave for not fighting harder against the panic attacks that threatened to creep up on him every time he saw the stairs down into a Tube station. He knew he was making assumptions; there was absolutely no reason to think Senyo wasn’t having his own anxieties about his job, but his host was clearly a man accustomed to hiding his worries. Aaron had seen him crack a wide, warm smile when something amused him, but Senyo spent most of their discussions of the danger they were in with a stoic, thoughtful face that gave away little of what he was feeling. Aaron had called it a ‘poker face’ once.

‘I don’t play poker,’ Senyo had replied. ‘Union meeting face.’

Aaron checked the time again, it had been almost an hour since his phone had informed him Senyo’s train was once again heading into the tunnels. It only took about forty minutes for the Central Line to pass under the middle of London and emerge into the open-air track on the other side. He should have got another message, letting him know that everything was still OK. Why hadn’t he got a message?

There were so many possible reasons. Perhaps Senyo had changed with another driver at one of the below-ground stations and was simply doing other duties there. Perhaps he had forgotten to charge his phone last night and it had run out of battery. Perhaps there was a delay on the line, and Senyo was currently sitting, sweating and grumpy, in his little driver’s compartment, waiting for the signal to turn green.

Squashing down the rising worry, Aaron loaded up the Transport for London website. If there was a delay on the Central Line, that would give him his answer. Just a delay, a normal part of public transport life. Unless Senyo was the delay. Unless at this very moment there was a train sat motionless in the middle of a tunnel, the control booth empty, with only a greasy patina of grey ash coating the driver’s seat.

The site loaded slowly, but after a few seconds the colourful sidebar appeared, displaying the status of each line. District: Severe Delays. Hammersmith and City: Severe Delays. Jubilee: Minor Delays. Good service on all other lines. That meant things were fine on the Central Line, which meant … Wait, had he figured out whether a delay should make him more or less worried? What if—

Aaron’s spiral was cut off by the sound of a key in the front door, which opened to reveal Senyo’s sweat-sheened face. His movements were slow, clearly tired from the day’s labours, and he still walked with an ever-so-slight limp from his injury.

‘Where the fuck have you been?’ Aaron almost yelled.

‘What do you mean?’ Senyo gave him an odd look. ‘I was at work.’

‘You didn’t let us know you were above ground again. We didn’t know if you were OK.’

‘Oh, yeah, I mean, I thought you knew I was done for the day. Figured I’d see you when I got home. Were people worried?’

People? Not really. No-one had posted any concerns in the group chat. But they didn’t really know Senyo. They weren’t staying at his house.

‘Yeah,’ Aaron said, ‘a bit. Just didn’t know your schedule.’

‘Oh, sorry. Thought Amy would have told you.’

‘She just said “this afternoon”.’

Senyo nodded, either oblivious or unconcerned by his guest’s nervousness. In fact, he didn’t seem to be paying Aaron all that much attention at all, instead walking into the kitchen and looking around. Then he silently made his way into the utility room, then the downstairs toilet, his face impassive, and Aaron realised what he was doing. He was making a slow, methodical sweep of the house, checking every potential hiding spot. The speed and confidence in his actions made it very clear that this was something he had thought about a lot, and Aaron felt a twinge of guilt (another to add to the collection) as he recognised that this was how Senyo coped with the stress. Not by sitting around worrying over hypotheticals, but by going through his own routines of protection. Probably pointless ones, but who was he to judge?

‘Did you arrange the meeting?’ Senyo asked, returning to the living room at last, having checked the upstairs.

‘Yeah, didn’t you see the messages?’

‘I’m not good at group chats,’ his friend said, with what Aaron thought might have been a hint of embarrassment. ‘Too hard to follow. You asked me to message you and say I was safe, but I wasn’t really paying attention.’

‘Oh, right.’ That did explain some things. ‘We’re meeting in Finsbury Park this evening. Seven o’clock.’

‘How long’s it going to take?’

‘No idea.’

‘I’ll tell Amy we’ll get something to eat when we’re out. Is it the actual park?’

‘Right in the middle. The field area next to the little stadium.’

Aaron could see Senyo assessing the location in his mind: open ground, no chance for anything to sneak up on them. Then he nodded, satisfied.

‘We should get ready.’

Nothing did sneak up on them when they arrived at Finsbury Park a few hours later, but Will Whittaker’s arrival still came as something of a shock to Aaron. He’d been so evasive over the phone, not really willing to talk about what had happened to him beyond a brief description of the attack, and he had barely contributed to the group chat, so his presence was certainly not a sure thing. But here he was, face battered and bruised and left arm in a sling.

And he wasn’t the only one who looked the worse for wear. None of the others sported obvious injuries, but the physical toll of sleeplessness and stress was clear on all of their faces. Aaron hesitated, not certain if he should be the first one to speak.

‘Right, so …’ It was Elise who said it at last. ‘I guess we all know why we’re here.’

A long pause.

‘We are the survivors,’ Tash said, weighing the word in her mouth. ‘The survivors of …’

She trailed off, and Aaron wondered if she was searching for a designation for the monster or the train carriage. Could they even give it a name? Perhaps it would rob the creature of some of its power. Or perhaps it would make them complacent.

‘We know what we survived,’ he said at last.

‘So, to be clear, we’ve all seen it since … the attack, correct?’ Elise said, eyes following each of them in turn.

A ripple went round the small circle as each of them in turn took stock of the close encounters they’d had over the last two weeks.

‘I’ve not seen it,’ Senyo answered slowly, ‘but I have smelled it.’

The word lingered in the hot air of the early evening, almost carrying a hint of that sickening aroma with it. Instinctively Aaron found himself looking around, checking for pale figures watching them. There was nothing for at least twenty yards in any direction, save for a jogger taking his evening exercise and a couple of young women enjoying the dregs of a boozy picnic.

‘I got a good look at it,’ Will said finally, his voice grave. He gestured to the sling. ‘A real good look. I … I think it’s dead. Doesn’t look like there’s a drop of blood in it.’

‘It’s quiet,’ Senyo said. ‘And it can squeeze through tiny gaps.’

‘Maybe it doesn’t have bones. Maybe it uses some sort of fluid system for internal structure?’ There was a hint of fascination in Elise’s voice as she pondered the possible mechanics of the creature, but nobody seemed inclined to think further about it.

‘It wears clothes,’ Aaron said, trying to articulate his still-jumbled memories. ‘At least, they used to be clothes. Now they’re all old and torn and … It looked like a dinner jacket, I think. Not like a tuxedo, though. Like from a period drama or something.’

’Like I said,’ Will murmured, ‘it’s dead.’

The word settled over them like a lead weight, and despite the temperature of the summer evening, Aaron felt a cold shiver run through him.

‘Let’s try to stick to what we know for sure.’ Tash sighed. ‘This thing is hunting us down.’

‘Are we sure about that? That it’s hunting us?’ There was an almost pitiable touch of hope in Elise’s voice. ‘Maybe it’s just, I don’t know, watching us?’

Aaron felt sick. He opened his mouth to try and explain about Harris, to describe what he had watched happen to his best friend in the world. But the words wouldn’t come.

‘It was trying to kill me,’ Will said, his voice leaving no room for disagreement. ‘I’m certain of that.’

This was the moment, Aaron thought to himself. This was the point at which someone raised the possibility that they’re wrong, or they’re crazy, or that there must be some rational explanation for what’s been happening to them; something more sensible than a monster stalking them through the London Underground.

Instead they went round, one by one, and shared their stories. Then they sat in silence as distant laughter floated over from the pair of drunk picnickers.

‘Can we kill it?’ Senyo asked at last.

‘I don’t know.’ Will shook his head.

‘There’s no reason to think we can’t,’ Tash said, trying to sound confident. ‘The whole “it’s already dead” thing … Let’s forget that for now. From what you’ve all said it seems more like an animal than a ghost. So, yeah, maybe we can kill it.’

Aaron wished any of them, even Tash herself, believed her.

‘We can’t move when it’s there,’ Aaron reminded them. ‘We can’t even think. Whatever it does to us when it’s nearby, it locks you in place, messes with your memories.’

‘So, what? It’s hopeless? We just wait to die like that poor man?’ Elise’s voice was small.

Maybe, Aaron didn’t say. Maybe we just accept what’s going to happen to us and try to make sure as few other people as possible get hurt. Sometimes you’re in the path of something bigger than you and all you can do is accept it and try to minimise the damage.

‘Fuck that,’ Tash spat, as though reading his mind. ‘Fuck that whole idea. I’m not gonna just lay down and wait to die. We’ve got to figure out some way to not get frozen or paralysed or brainlocked or whatever the fuck it does to everyone.’

‘How?’ Aaron managed to keep the panic out of his voice, but only barely. ‘When I saw it in the tunnel, everyone else was stopped. And afterwards it didn’t look like they even noticed.’

‘But you remembered,’ Elise said, brow furrowing slightly.

‘What?’

‘You said they didn’t notice, but you did. Were you able to move?’

‘Uh …’ Aaron tried to think. ‘No, it locked me, too. Or … A tiny bit. Maybe?’

Another silence as they all turned this piece of information over in their minds. Tash was the next to speak up, still trying her best to keep that earlier determination in her voice.

‘Maybe once you’re aware of it, it starts to lose its power.’

‘I don’t know. I don’t …’ Aaron felt so tired all of a sudden. ‘It killed my friend.’

He turned away so as not to see the pity in their eyes.

‘I know.’ Senyo’s voice was soft.

‘He was cold. Even in all of this he was cold. So I gave him my coat and it killed him. I think it thought he was me.’

‘I’m really sorry, Aaron,’ Tash said quietly. ‘But that might be … Uh … Good news? Kind of? It might mean that it doesn’t have good eyesight. If it uses smell or some other sense to track us, but it’s not good at picking out specific people up close …’

‘That’s not “good news” for those of us with families.’ All trace of softness was gone from Senyo’s voice.

‘OK, sorry, wrong choice of words, but it’s something we should be aware of, right?’

There was a grudging murmur of agreement.

‘So why hasn’t it killed us yet?’ Elise asked.

‘It tried,’ Will said bitterly.

‘Sure, but that and Aaron’s friend, those were the only two actual attacks in nearly two weeks. It must have had other opportunities.’

‘It did,’ Tash said slowly, as though trying to piece something together in her mind. ‘And if it’s so confident in its ability to just freeze and devour us, why not just come right at us?’

Maybe it wasn’t confident. Aaron thought back, trying to examine the thing’s behaviour.

‘For something with that much power, it does seem oddly skittish,’ he said at last. ‘Like it’s reluctant to have a direct confrontation even when we can barely move.’

Will thought for a moment.

‘Sometimes you can move more. When it attacked me, I had more control when I fell towards the boiler. Maybe the adrenaline or the heat gave me more control.’

‘You think the heat might have something to do with it?’ Elise asked.

‘Maybe. Might explain why we noticed it at all the first time. If it’s a chemical that breaks down at high temperatures, then in a heatwave like this… I dunno. Guess it didn’t really help me in the end,’ he finished sullenly, gesturing to his arm.

‘Maybe the fact we can move at all is enough to put it on guard,’ Tash pressed. ‘If it’s used to completely insensible victims, maybe it’s easily alarmed by the fact we’re staying conscious.’

‘It’s not just an animal,’ Senyo cautioned. ‘It knows enough about the Underground to not disrupt operations too much when its hunting. I think that might be why I’ve not been attacked at work.’

‘Yeah, I meant to ask.’ Tash leaned forward slightly. ‘Why do you keep going to work when you know that thing’s down there.’

‘It’s my job,’ came the reply.

Tash paused, apparently waiting for a follow-up to the statement that never came. It was clear to Aaron that the idea of having a job you were proud of and invested in was alien to her. Not that he was one to talk. It seemed neither of them had ever been given the choice, though he, at least, had now spent enough time around Senyo to understand it.

‘OK, so …’ Elise’s voice took on the tone of one summarising a meeting. ‘Top line is we think our best bet is to stay vigilant. We’re not sure if we can physically hurt it, but it’s acting like we can. If we’re alert and can spot it before it strikes, it’ll hopefully slink away rather than attack head-on.’

‘Might be worth sticking together, too, as much as possible,’ Tash suggested.

‘My wife will not be happy with any more guests.’ Senyo shook his head.

‘We can nail down the details later. Aaron … ’

Aaron had drifted, losing himself in thoughts of what had happened to Harris, what was probably going to happen to him, but he snapped back when Elise said his name.

‘Hm?’

‘I meant to ask. Do we have any idea about the last passenger? There was a sixth survivor in those pictures you showed me. We should probably warn him.’

‘The guy in the fancy suit? No. Haven’t been able to figure out who he is.’

Will, who had been quiet for a while, perked up at this.

‘Actually, I wanted to get another look at that picture. I don’t know, but I feel like I remember almost recognising him.’

Aaron shrugged and fished out his phone, but Senyo beat him to it, handing his sturdy black handset over to Will. There was a long moment as Will considered the small, grainy image.

‘You know him?’ Aaron asked.

‘Yeah …’ he said hesitantly. ‘I mean, he’s familiar, but … Shit, sorry.’

‘Well, hopefully he lives long enough for us to figure it out,’ Tash said, though it wasn’t clear if she meant it as a joke or not.
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Elise

‘… think you can have that done in time?’

Gordon’s voice drifted back into focus as Elise became aware that she was being spoken to. A small shock of surprise passed through her that she hoped wasn’t obvious to her looming supervisor. It was immediately followed by a terrified worry. Had she just been spaced out, staring at her screen, or had she been – what was the word they’d started using? – ‘brainlocked’? She took a deep breath, trying to pick up on any lingering odours, but all she smelled was the recycled air of the office. She looked at Gordon, who clearly hadn’t been affected by anything, and seemed as alert and annoyed as ever. Actually, he maybe looked more annoyed than usual. Uh-oh.

‘Elise?’ he said, his tone making it quite clear he knew she hadn’t been paying attention. ‘Do you need me to repeat that?’

‘Uh, yeah, sorry.’ Elise blinked, trying to focus. ‘I think my glucose is off.’

This softened Gordon, but only a little bit.

‘Again?’ The word came out before he could stop it, and he shifted uncomfortably at what he’d just said, before ploughing forward. ‘I don’t mean – look, it’s obviously not my place to tell you how to manage your condition, but this is at least the fifth time since you joined that it’s been affecting your concentration like this.’

The fifth time? That wasn’t great. But it was true that it had been something of her go-to answer when she was justifying a lack of focus, and she had genuinely been struggling with it more recently. After all, stress tended to play havoc with blood glucose levels, so who knows what being tracked by some kind of tunnel monster was doing to her pancreas? Still, it clearly hadn’t made a great impression on Gordon.

‘You’re right,’ she said at last. ‘I’m … On a new insulin dose. Still getting the hang of it, figuring out the balance. It’s been a bit rough. Sorry.’

That was a complete lie, and Elise was not great at those. She tried not to make eye contact with Gordon, both so he didn’t see the untruth beaming out of her face, and so she couldn’t see him visibly disbelieve her.

‘Well, you need to get it under control. Today, at least. I mean, I understand, of course.’ His voice had adopted the self-consciously gentle tone Elise had started to think of as Good Cop Gordon. She hadn’t ever met Bad Cop Gordon, but she was certain he was waiting in there somewhere.

‘I will. Promise.’

‘All right.’ Good Cop Gordon nodded with slightly too much sympathy. ‘I just worry. If there’s a slip like this in front of the minister … I don’t know if he’s going to be quite as understanding.’

The minister! Of course! Shit. How the hell could Elise had forgotten that was happening today? She glanced down at the clock on her computer. Only an hour remained before she’d have to muster up the energy to show all due deference to the Right Honourable David Gayle, as empty-headed a stuffed shirt as had ever overseen a country’s transport infrastructure. At least, that was the impression she’d got.

‘I’ll be careful. Do you want me in the meeting?’

‘Of course!’

‘Will he be wanting an update on the Tube project?’

‘No.’ Gordon couldn’t quite suppress a weary sigh. ‘He wants to talk about his airport. Again.’

Elise sighed right back. Though she hadn’t been around the department long enough to see it first hand, the Right Honourable David Gayle’s passion for aircraft was a well-known fact. His pet project was an absurd plan for yet another London airport. One which would have extensive provisions for private planes. And for which all the locations seemed remarkably close to the Right Honourable David Gayle’s second home in Epsom (technically second, though the one where he spent almost all his time). Of course, even if London had needed another airport, the fact that the area was posh enough for the Secretary of State for Transport to be living there meant it was full of very rich people who absolutely did not want an airport nearby. So it was never getting built. Instead, it just got plan after plan, proposal after proposal, meeting after meeting – each and every one the most important thing that needed to get done absolutely right now.

‘So, why am I coming to the meeting?’ Elise asked, picking up her cup of coffee, only to discover it was stone-cold. ‘I’ve not been involved in the airport stuff at all.’

‘Well, no, it’ll mainly be me talking, but it’s important to represent the office and show how, uh … ’

Don’t say ‘diverse’, Elise silently willed him. Don’t say ‘diverse’, please.

‘… invested we all are in the project. Even a new hire like you.’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘Anyway, you go get your blood sugar sorted out. The minister tends to arrive a little bit early.’

Gordon hurried away, heading over to Victoria’s desk on the bank opposite Elise, no doubt to try and get her to pad out the meeting even more. Breathing a small sigh of relief, Elise turned her attention back to her phone, where a new message awaited her from Tash.

Pleeease (crying emoji)

Elise groaned silently to herself before texting back.

There just isnt space

After their meeting in the park, it seemed obvious that Tash and Elise should pair up to watch each other’s backs like Aaron and Senyo seemed to have. Their commutes were similar and they’d got on pretty well, even going for some ill-advised but much-needed drinks after the meeting at the park. Now sleeping arrangements were being discussed, since Elise currently lived alone and wasn’t keen to continue that in the current circumstances. She couldn’t go to stay with Tash (apparently there was a ‘psycho housemate’ and an imminent eviction) and hunting for a new two-bed place was out of the question in the circumstances, but Elise’s cramped one-bed apartment in Northolt was barely big enough for just her. Still, it didn’t have to be comfortable to be safe. Except that Tash was really keen to bring her own mattress for some reason.

Guarantee it’s better than your mattress, came Tash’s reply. And it’s a double. We can share

Elise stared at the message for a second, trying to decide if she was being propositioned. Or was it just an innocent offer of a legitimately good mattress? Which would she prefer? Somewhere, under the layers of fatigue and stress, was there even any desire left in her? She’d only met Tash in person a handful times, but she was kind of cute. The whole transgender thing was a bit new to Elise, though. Was there some sort of special etiquette involved? The buzzing phone cut off her train of thought.

Sorry, didn’t mean that to sound as creepy as it did

A small wave of relief surged in Elise’s chest, along with maybe a tiny hint of disappointment.

Didnt sound creepy at all. Just worried you dont realise quite how small my place is. Youre sure we cant stay at yours? You said you hadnt agreed a leaving date with your landlrd yet

The reply was almost immediate.

Genuinely think Siobhan would kill us both if we tried it (knife emoji) (skull emoji)

As much as she wanted to think Tash was overreacting, Elise remembered the one encounter she’d had with the fabled housemate when she had briefly gone over the day before. It had lasted all of ten seconds and consisted entirely of the words ‘I was not informed there would be guests’ directed at Tash, but the look in Siobhan’s eyes had been venomous enough to send the two of them out to one of the (surprisingly numerous) nearby brewery taprooms.

Fine. Will take some measurements tonight

Maybe once they had some hard numbers they could figure out what they wanted to do with Elise’s tiny amount of space. She put the phone down, noticing the time as she did so and groaning. On top of everything else, it wouldn’t be long until the minister arrived. How the hell was she supposed to balance this many completely different sorts of stress? Well, on the bright side, maybe an awful monster would come and murder her before she had a chance to go to the meeting.

Elise sat, unmurdered and thoroughly hating it, as the minister finished laying out his latest proposal – the one for which he had had the department pay a consulting company (which just happened to be owned by his brother-in-law) an exorbitant fee. It said exactly what the Right Honourable David Gayle wanted it to say and, even to Elise’s largely untrained ears, it was immediately obvious that it addressed none of the problems that had torpedoed all the previous proposals. She briefly met Gordon’s eyes, which were just as glazed over as hers. Neither of them had any reason to be in that room. None of this had even the smallest overlap with IT or with any of the work they’d been doing. Gordon had to be there because he was a department head, but she was literally just spending hours of her life as a room decoration. A life, she couldn’t help but think, that might not have all that many hours left in it.

In her pocket, another message from Tash sat waiting, no doubt about their housing situation, but at that moment it all felt a bit pointless. These were all strategies for how to survive the next few days or weeks, but beyond that … No-one out of the five survivors had yet been able to propose a long-term solution. Killing it or driving it away seemed out of the question while they were still unable to move in its presence.

Leaving London was a possibility, but it wasn’t an easy one for any of them. She and Tash didn’t have anything specifically tying them to the city, but a lack of savings from years of living pay cheque to pay cheque made a sudden inter-city move an incredibly daunting task. Elise’s parents lived in Morden, so moving back with them didn’t get her out of the city, and Tash said her folks were in Scotland but that moving back with them was ‘not an option’. Senyo had a family and a career that tied him very directly to London, while Will had … Well, Elise wasn’t sure; he’d been really cagey about his current situation, but he hadn’t exactly jumped at the prospect of leaving. Even Aaron, who she had, perhaps ignorantly, assumed had the fewest practical ties to London, seemed hesitant.

Maybe the problem with leaving wasn’t just a practical one. Looking around that circle, sat on the grass in the blazing heat, it had been clear that every single one of them was exhausted. And being pursued by a horrifying monster was part of it, certainly, but it was deeper than that. Two years of pandemic. A decade or more of rising costs, social hostility and a home city being gradually broken down and rebuilt into empty glass and steel. Weeks of grinding heat. All five of them were dead behind the eyes, but no more so than anyone else she passed on the streets of London. Before all of this happened, all they’d been able to do was to try and survive day to day, and the addition of this strange, subterranean creature didn’t meaningfully change that equation.

Elise suddenly became aware that all other conversation in the room had stopped. That was a bad sign. How long had they been silent? A few seconds? Were they looking at her?

Her eyes refocused back into the room and she scanned the faces around her. Oh God. Yes, they were looking at her.

‘Ms Nanda?’ Gordon asked, meaningfully.

Shit. Shit. Shit. How many stress dreams had Elise had exactly like this? She felt the panic rising. She was going to have an actual breakdown in front of the Secretary of State for Transport. She was going to get metaphorically terminated, then she was going to get literally terminated. She had exactly one chance, but surely even this guy wasn’t that much of a stuffed shirt.

‘Of course, Transport Secretary,’ she said, ‘I absolutely agree.’

Immediately the sensation of scrutiny vanished as the others around the table moved on, turning their attention to Gordon, who followed up seamlessly.

‘So you see,’ he continued, clearly continuing an ongoing point he was making, ‘it’s well in hand.’

Elise did her best to suppress the sigh of relief that she desperately wanted to let out. The danger had passed, if only for the moment, and she could take a few moments to let the shuddering panic clear her system, although she’d probably still be feeling the aftereffects of the adrenaline spike for another hour or two. She made a mental note to check her glucose levels as soon as the meeting ended.

That was assuming, of course, that the meeting ever ended.

‘Elise, a moment.’ Gordon’s voice was gentle, but not without a certain nervousness.

He touched her gently on the shoulder as she made her way to the doorway and the freedom from the meeting which had just stopped short of its third hour. The contact was neither aggressive nor hesitant, simply communicating in no uncertain terms that she was not leaving just yet.

‘Sure, what do you need?’ she asked, feigning a smile.

‘Sorry to keep you.’ The voice that answered was not her manager’s, but instead the now-familiar plummy tones of the Right Honourable David Gayle. ‘But Gordie mentioned that they’d just brought on a new hire, so I thought I’d say hello. Always good to meet the troops!’

Elise was locked to the spot, the feigned smile now a rictus grin as she realised she’d all at once become trapped in casual conversation with the Transport Secretary. Well, casual for him, at least. For a moment the only thought in her head was whether Gordon preferred to be called ‘Gordie’, but one glance over the minister’s shoulder at the tall man’s face made it quite clear that he did not.

‘Thank you for taking the time,’ she said.

‘Absolutely no trouble at all. This department’s very important to me. Too all of us. Got to keep the country moving, eh?’

Compared to Elise’s smile, the Transport Secretary’s grin seemed entirely natural. In fact, everything about him seemed natural. He wore a suit that cost three times her monthly salary as though he’d been born in it and talked to her without conceit or condescension, but with the easy confidence that it was a privilege for Elise to meet him. If she hadn’t just spent multiple hours listening to him talk, she would have had no idea that he was a massive idiot.

‘Quite so,’ she said, her own voice instinctively drifting closer to a stiff RP accent. ‘Can’t afford to slow down around here.’

He laughed. It was a polite, practised laugh that gave no hint as to whether he had found it funny or not. Elise couldn’t help but study him. Short, but not so much that you could tell when he was on camera. White, comparatively pale, but obviously recently returned from somewhere sunny, which stopped him seeming too sallow. Clean-shaven, with his dark brown hair styled into a sensible haircut, and wearing a navy-blue tailored suit with a small red poppy pin on the lapel – despite it being another three months until Remembrance Day. The patterns and colours of his tie made her suspect it was an old public-school tie, but she didn’t know enough about them to tell which one. Probably Eton. Didn’t all these people go to Eton?

‘You’re one of the IT folks, aren’t you? I trust you’re getting everything you need?’

‘Of course, Transport Secretary.’ Her mind flashed back to the beaten-up old laptop from the ‘coffee budget’. ‘We’re well taken care of.’

‘Good to hear it, good to hear it.’ He was clearly already running out of things to say, which was a relief.

‘Elise is currently working on the London Underground connectivity project with TfL,’ Gordon offered helpfully.

‘Ah, wonderful! Very important, that. Absolutely vital to keep London running. I mean, the last time I was on the Tube—’

And with that the Right Honourable David Gayle launched into an extensive anecdote about a ride he took on the London Underground that made it very obvious that it was one of the only times he had ever been down there outside of an official tour.

Elise took a deep breath, trying to steel herself for what promised to be a long story … and she froze. No. It was impossible. It was only the faintest whiff of it, but the smell was unmistakeable. But how? It was the middle of the day, and she was surrounded by people, there was absolutely no chance that it was here. The idea that it would be bold enough to attack now was absurd.

Wasn’t it?

Besides, her limbs were still fully under her own control and, more importantly, the Transport Secretary was still speaking – something that would have been impossible if the thing was in the area. She must be mistaken, but if that was the case, then what was it that she was smelling?

Elise leaned forward, trying to seem as though she was simply listening very closely to the extremely dull story about a loud child running about a Tube carriage, and took a subtle sniff. The smell was still there, but it wasn’t quite what she remembered. There was the sweetness she was looking for, but it was under other, more woody notes, maybe cedarwood?

It was his aftershave. Elise couldn’t stop herself letting out a laugh at her own paranoia, which luckily coincided with the climax of the Transport Secretary’s anecdote (the child fell over) and he seemed to believe that was the source of her amusement.

‘Right then, I’ll let you get back to your duties,’ he said, off-handedly gesturing for her to leave.

‘Thank you for your time, Transport Secretary. It was an honour,’ she said, willing to butter the man up as much as it took to get her out of that room.

‘Of course.’ He nodded, before turning away and immediately forgetting her existence. ‘Gordie, a word, if you’ve time.’

And as the two men began to talk very seriously, Elise took her cue to escape.

It was only when Elise was finally packing up to leave for the day, mentally preparing to step out into the sticky swelter of the afternoon city, that Gordon came over to her. Ever since the Transport Secretary had left, he’d had a dour look on his face, and it still hadn’t shifted when he walked up to her desk.

‘So, what did you think of our fearless leader?’ he asked, his rather venomous opinion clear in his voice.

‘I don’t really have much to compare him to,’ Elise said after a moment. ‘But if you want me to be completely honest …’

‘Please do.’

‘He does seem a touch, uh, underqualified to oversee the transport infrastructure of an entire nation.’

‘That’s putting it fucking mildly,’ Gordon sneered.

Elise’s shock was only half-pretend. Her manager was certainly a cynical man, and prone to speaking his mind (to her, at least), but she’d only rarely heard him swear.

‘Is everything all right, Gordon?’

Gordon grimaced, clearly slightly ashamed of having such an outburst in front of a subordinate.

‘I’m just sick of reporting to people who’d think public transport means a taxpayer-subsidised chauffeur. I mean, his sort would rather invest in a racehorse than a train. Am I a stupid idealist for thinking maybe the Transport Secretary should occasionally take a bus? ’

’No, you’re absolutely right,’ Elise muttered, only half paying attention. Gordon’s rant was shaking something loose in her head.

‘And every time I need to shoot down one of his stupid ideas, he just gets angry. Do you know what he said to me? After an hour of me trying to explain basic infrastructure? He said it was all so stressful he had to go fly his plane and calm down.’

He sighed, then shook his head.

‘What a day, eh?’

‘Can’t say I’m sorry it’s over,’ Elise answered, her mind still racing.

‘You and me both.’ Gordon cricked his neck to the side, trying to release whatever stress was built up there. ‘See you tomorrow, Elise.’

‘See you then!’

And with that, Gordon turned around and headed out of the office. Elise, on the other hand, grabbed her phone, where Tash’s last message trying to coordinate dinner sat unanswered, and typed:

Do you know any good photo databases? Just had an idea about the other passenger.
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Senyo

The red light glowed in front of Senyo like a taunt. It leered at him, revelling in his stillness in the quiet silence of the static train. The tunnel around him felt close – closer than it had in all the years he had worked in the darkness below London. He had always felt, in these moments, as though he could reach out of his little driver’s window and touch the rough edges of the wall. Now, with all that he had seen and all that he knew, he felt like the walls were waiting to reach out and touch him instead.

Would he have quit, if it had been an option? It was impossible to say, the sort of hypothetical Senyo had little time for. He considered himself a man whose priority was always the practical; responding to what was, not what might potentially be. Even in his politics, he was hesitant to align himself to any ideology significantly larger than the union. He’d read his share of theory, naturally. Ploughing through every book other left-leaning colleagues suggested to him, but however much he might agree with a given idea or schema of the world, anything beyond the scope of the next union meeting was filed away as interesting but irrelevant. He knew his enemy was capital, but his focus had to be on the specific forces that capital arrayed against him and his profession. The rest were beyond what he could affect, and Senyo tried to keep his energy for those things he could affect.

So it was with the question of his job. The larger concerns of throwing away a decades-long career, of abandoning his union brethren this close to what looked to be a crucial industrial action, of tearing up his life to escape the city he had lived in since he was a child … These were ephemeral. The practical reality in front of him was that his family would not be able to survive on Amy’s income alone and they did not have enough saved to make any sort of major change. So that was that.

And once that was decided, the question of going underground, down into the home of the thing that stalked them, also became a simple one. He had to, and there was little he could do to mitigate the danger. He had one realistic option in front of him, which was to perform his job while scared. Senyo had briefly considered trying to stick close to other workers, but the chronic understaffing of the Tube was one of the many grievances that the union was trying to get addressed, and most of the workers spent the majority of their shifts alone. They did at least have a working radio system, imaginatively named ‘Connect’ (operated by a private company, of course – another grievance) that allowed them to keep in contact, and Senyo had noticed himself calling in a lot more often over the last week or so, if only to hear voices he could trust. But none of this dealt with the central issue: that every day he willingly marched down into what he was starting to view as a slaughterhouse.

A combination slaughterhouse and oven, to be more accurate. He groaned and pulled out the already-grimy handkerchief from his pocket to wipe off some of the sweat already beading on his bald head. In some ways he was glad to no longer have the upkeep of hair in summer, soaking up the sweat as it did, but it did mean it took him more effort to keep the stinging perspiration out of his eyes. In previous years, he had worn a TfL cap to do the job, but this year the heat was so intense that such a hat became a soaking rag within a few hours, which was both uncomfortable and unprofessional to wear.

The red signal light still had not changed, and Senyo tried to think about hair and hats some more. Anything to keep his mind away from the figure that waited in his imagination, ready to lunge into his thoughts as viciously as it might pounce from any real shadow. It was no good, though, the images were there again, searing themselves into his imagination, and along with them a question that he was doing his best not to dwell on: Why hadn’t he been killed yet?

The others, he knew, had been taking precautions. Tash and Elise had got some sort of living/commuting situation going on that seemed to be working for them so far, and his family had accepted Aaron staying with them surprisingly quickly (although that might change if this situation lasted longer than a few weeks). Senyo wasn’t sure exactly what Will was doing, but the broker claimed he wasn’t in any danger in his apartment and he only left in the daylight. Probably some penthouse suite somewhere posh that the creature couldn’t climb up to, although Senyo wasn’t certain how Will was commuting to work. He could afford taxis, no doubt, and anyway, he almost certainly had the sort of job that let you work from home. But Senyo? Senyo was coming down here every day and presenting himself as the easiest target possible. And he was fine.

At first he had tried to dismiss it as luck, maybe even a result of what small precautions he had been able to take, but having heard the stories of four other survivors now, each with their own tales of being pursued, or even attacked, he had become uncomfortably aware that he had none of his own to share. He was convinced now that it was the creature that had made the hole in his roof and menaced Lea, a thought that chilled him to the bone, but since that night he had seen no evidence of it returning to his house, though he remained vigilant. Beyond that, his few encounters underground since then had seemed almost incidental; a crossing of paths more than an active hunt. Admittedly, it couldn’t attack him while he was driving without causing an obvious disruption, but how often had he been alone in some isolated tunnel, or walking among the silent train cars in the depot? He was the easiest prey of the group, and he knew it, so why did it seem as though he was being spared?

He didn’t like it. It wasn’t as though he wanted to be attacked and murdered, of course, but being left alone like this made him feel oddly complicit, like some sort of accidental collaborator. And wasn’t he, from a certain point of view? This monster clearly fed on the passengers of the Underground, picking its victims from rolling buffet cars. Perhaps it was cognisant of Senyo’s place in the ecosystem, considering drivers sacrosanct, untouchable. It didn’t need to feed on him because he was already helping to feed it. But then again, it seemed to be pursuing the others not as food, but as witnesses, loose ends to be tied up – assuming it was capable of such abstract thought. Did Senyo not count as such a witness?

And there was a detail that nagged at him. For both of the attacks that he had been present for, it had struck while the train was stopped, waiting at a red signal. Now, it was clear that its method of killing was not an instant one, which meant that it had to be confident that the light wasn’t going to turn green halfway through the process. Even if the driver wasn’t conscious at the time, it would be noticed if a train stayed motionless when the light turned green. Now, the signals on the Underground were mostly automatic, controlled by the passage of trains and turning from green to red based on the proximity of other trains at certain points to regulate flow. But many of them could also be controlled centrally, and to impose a stop signal when there were no other trains around … That meant somebody was deliberately changing them. Either the creature was somehow able to turn them red, or there was somebody else out there doing it for reasons Senyo couldn’t even begin to guess at.

All of which brought him back to the glowing red light in front of him right now. Perhaps he had let his mind wander specifically so he didn’t have to pay attention to how long they had been stopped for, with no word on the radio as to why. He’d quite deliberately not been watching the time, but it had been three or four minutes now, at least, and he could no longer pretend that everything was fine. He reached over to the window that he had deliberately kept closed despite the heat and slid it open. The dusty air of the tunnels flowed in, carrying the scents of grime and industrial grease that he expected, and … was it there? He leaned over, sticking his head fully out of the cabin window and inhaling deeply. The smell was faint, but he felt his muscles lock up in an unmistakeable response.

Senyo still had just enough control to slowly, painfully pull himself back inside. There was no doubt in his mind about what was happening now. His first instinct was to look to the CCTV feed and try to figure out which car it was in, but he dismissed that. He was sick of waiting, of watching and feeling bad about something he was helping to happen. So instead he stood, turned, and opened the door to the car behind him. He had no weapon and no plan except to confront the thing. He was fully aware of how bad an idea it was, but his mind was roiling with thoughts of those who might know about this and simply let it happen, and he swore he was not going to be one of them.

‘Driver, is everything OK?’

The voice of the woman in the car behind him caught Senyo by surprise. It must be down nearer the end of the train, leaving the passengers up at the front unaffected. He looked at the questioner, an old woman reading a paperback Charles Dickens novel. She was white, with iron-grey hair and half-moon glasses that reminded Senyo of an old English teacher he’d once had. He realised how he must have appeared, throwing open the door to his cabin with a face of determination and fury, and he stumbled, embarrassed, and tried to quickly summon up his customer-service face.

‘Everything’s just fine, ma’am, don’t worry about it,’ he lied.

‘Are you sure? Why are we stopped?’

‘There may be a fault with one of the doors,’ Senyo said, thinking quickly, ‘near the back. I’m just going down to check it myself.’

‘Oh no.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘Will it delay us long?’

‘Hopefully no more than a few minutes.’

‘Ah, OK then.’ She did not sound particularly relieved, but she offered no follow-up comment, and nobody else called for his attention as he made his way through the first car.

It was in the fourth that the smell began to waft faintly towards him and he felt his movements slow. The passengers here were not quite frozen, not in the manner he had seen when the creature was close, but they were silent, distant, and lost in some far-off realm of their own thoughts. Their eyes weren’t glassy, but they certainly weren’t fully present. No doubt each thought they had simply lapsed into that curious stupor that sometimes comes over one on public transport.

Senyo could still move, so he pressed on further down the train. His steps were sluggish and slightly spasmodic, as each one took a surge of will and focused effort to achieve. It was as if the electrical signals from his brain had to push through a buffeting wind to reach his muscles, but he did it. And the more he did it, the more consistent it became. It wasn’t exactly easier, but the effort became more familiar, his system adapting to the increased strain of pushing through the fog.

Even so, by the time he’d made it to the sixth carriage, the smell was so dense that his thoughts felt like treacle, sliding thickly through his brain, and he had to constantly remind himself that he wasn’t dreaming. The whole of his consciousness felt like an extension of the moment when you startle awake from a half-sleeping state, but his body was now used to pushing itself forward and had begun to do it automatically – to the point where it would have been harder for him to stop moving than to continue. But he did stop, at the end of that sixth train car, just in front of the small door that led to the seventh. And there, through the window between cars, he saw it.

The seventh carriage was almost empty, with only two passengers in it (did the thing always go for the car with the fewest people?). One of them, a young woman who wore heavy over-ear headphones and a cloth facemask, sat there completely motionless, her eyes unfocused. Beyond her was the creature, half-hanging from the ceiling rail, awful fingers wrapped around its victim: a middle-aged black man in dark-blue work clothes, his head shaved bald. For a moment, Senyo had the strangest sensation that he was somehow watching himself being consumed.

The monster that had haunted his life since waking up that afternoon three weeks ago seemed unconcerned by Senyo’s approach. The rags it wore seemed different to how he remembered them, with tattered turquoise fabric draped over its awful, spongy flesh. Its mouth was fully open, distended as it drank in the obscene decomposition of the man before it.

Senyo tried to reach for the door but found himself unable to. It was far too late to save the man now; he was already little more than that familiar greasy ash, but he could still confront it, he could still … Only he couldn’t. And deep in his soul, Senyo knew it wasn’t the monster’s power that paralysed him at that moment. It was his own fear.

And so all he could do was watch through the little window and bear witness to the final moments of another man’s life. To say that the creature’s victim didn’t scream wasn’t quite true, but the noise that emerged from his decaying, collapsing throat was unrecognisable, even as it conveyed the deep and agonising pain he was clearly in. However vivid the memory was of the previous killing Senyo had witnessed, it was still only a memory. To see it again, to be able to pick out and comprehend the details of every drop of flaking, ashen blood was something else entirely. Senyo didn’t throw up, but this was probably only due to the paralysis affecting the muscles he would need to do so.

It wasn’t long before the man was completely gone; the creature was nothing if not efficient. And when it was done it did something that none of them had remembered from that first encounter. It let out a long, warbling groan, a sound of satisfaction, satiation and victory from a throat that was utterly inhuman. The noise echoed through Senyo, sending a shock of terror through him that almost blanked his mind. Then it turned to look at him.

Its whole head turned towards him, twisting its neck into an angle that would have been fatal for anyone with a spine, and its bulging, doll-like black eyes bored into him. Its mouth had closed slightly, no longer hanging down in its wide feeding position, but now expanding out to the sides, pushing out the skin on either side of its face. It pushed and strained at the edges in a way that looked like its head was about to burst open. Was it … smiling at him?

The sight curdled whatever remained of the driver’s courage, and almost without thinking, his body began to move again, this time not powering towards the creature, but turning and fleeing back towards the comparative safety of the driver’s cabin. By the time he reached it, the other passengers were regaining their senses, but he neither paid them any attention nor answered their questions. He did nothing except push forward, unable to run in the narrow confines of the train but moving as fast as he was able, until he closed and locked the driver’s door behind him.

A deep sense of shame came over him as he sat back down. Shame for running, shame for being unable to save that poor passenger, but most of all shame for the way the creature had smiled at him. As though to say, Yes, you all serve me.

Senyo reached for his handkerchief, instinctively wiping his cheek, soaking up what might have been sweat or might have been tears.

The light had turned green.

It wasn’t until the train had reached the open skies of Debden and the sun had been shining down on it for a good five minutes that the panic finally subsided. Until then, Senyo had driven the stop-start run of the Central Line almost mindlessly, his years of muscle memory carrying him through his duties automatically. But out in the sun it was different. It was hot, yes, and oppressive on a day like this – even deadly in the context of the heatwave that seemed to come and go, but never break. But it burned away the shadows, rendering the world into a warm reality that dispelled the strange fluorescent nightmare he’d found himself trapped in below ground.

Still, he couldn’t just forget what had happened. What did that smile mean? It had seemed neither threatened nor concerned by his presence. Did that mean it recognised him and had judged that he wasn’t a threat? Or were there those who worked on the Underground who served it, who helped it find meals? He couldn’t, he wouldn’t, believe that it was some sort of widespread conspiracy among TfL staff. That seemed not only repugnant, but impractical. After all, he’d worked with these people for two decades, arranging schedules and trying to organise union meetings. He knew exactly the level of coordination they were capable of, and it was far less than they would need to hide something like that.

But if it was only a few of them, then how were they keeping it hidden from the rest? And more importantly, why? Why would anybody willingly help something like that? Why would they deliberately feed it victims? What could it possibly offer in return?

Senyo shook his head, dismissing the increasingly wild notions filling it. It didn’t matter. None of this made any difference to the practical, immediate reality in front of him: he was safe, it seemed, and by extension his family was probably safe. That should have been a source of some comfort and, perhaps, if it had been him alone affected by this, it would have been. If not for the others, whose experiences with the monster had been decidedly less congenial, maybe he would have found a way to live with it. Could he have accepted it as just another grim reality of life, another way in which surviving in this damned city continued to get harder and worse? He didn’t know, but it was another meaningless hypothetical. The fact was that he was not alone in this, and he would not abandon those who were more directly in the firing line. He had some protection, at least, which might give them an advantage in whatever course of action they ultimately pursued.

The word ‘solidarity’ popped into his head unbidden, and he let out a bitter chuckle. It had always been his guiding principle, but in this new reality he found himself inhabiting, the term seemed small and ridiculous. But he would hold it close until whatever end awaited. And whatever that end was, when it came, it would come for them together.

His phone vibrated. It was not the short buzz of an incoming message, but the longer, sustained vibrations of an actual call. Tube drivers weren’t allowed to use their phones while operating a train, for obvious reasons. It was a very sensible rule and one Senyo wholeheartedly agreed with. It was also a rule for simpler times, and if something was urgent enough to warrant a call, rather than a simple text, it was probably urgent. He picked up the handset and tapped the green icon.

‘Senyo?’ Tash’s voice was excited, but there was no hint of fear. That probably meant good news.

‘Here. Everything OK?’

‘Sorry for calling, but we think we’ve found him.’

‘Who?’ Senyo thought for a moment. ‘The other survivor? The rich man?’

‘Yeah. His name’s George Delacey. Did you see the messages Elise sent?’

‘I’ve been underground.’

‘Well, she figured that since he looked so out of place on the Tube, and from what Will said about him, he might come from, like proper money or a posh family. And given there’s a bunch of very public, heavily photographed events that sort—’

‘Tash, I’m driving a train,’ Senyo said, politely but firmly.

‘Sorry, yeah. Found him in a bunch of Henley Regatta photos and did a bunch of cross-referencing.’

‘What did you find?’

‘His dad’s Wikipedia page, for starters.’

Senyo felt himself scowl instinctively. That didn’t exactly bode well for the sort of person George Delacey might turn out to be. Still, there was no reason to think the man hadn’t been going through exactly the same sort of hell that the rest of them had, and without the support network they’d built up.

‘Can we get in touch with him?’

‘Will’s managed to get a meeting booked in with him this afternoon; apparently his company used to do the Delaceys’ investments. Will wants us all to be there, though. Aaron said you’d be working, but he insisted I try to get hold of you now. Where are you?’

‘Debden. Where’s the meeting?’

‘It’s only at Farrier House. Turns out our guy’s a fucking barrister.’ Tash said the name like it should mean something to him.

‘Farrier House?’

‘Law firm to every posh bastard with land and a drop of blue in their blood.’

‘OK, but where is it?’ Senyo liked Tash, but right now the heat and stress was sapping his patience.

‘Oh, just off Chancery Lane. In two hours.’

‘I’ll be there. Thank you, Tash.’

‘See you soon!’

Putting his phone down again, Senyo grimaced to himself. He wasn’t off shift until the evening, so he’d have to figure out some sort of excuse. He hated doing so; it always felt like a betrayal of his colleagues, but Will was probably right. All of them together might have a better chance at convincing Delacey of their sincerity. No doubt the man would have his own horror stories to recount, but chances were strong he would react like Will had, so the more people there, the better. So he’d have to get off work. Sickness didn’t feel right (he didn’t want to worry people with Covid still hanging around), so perhaps a family emergency? Could he just say that his leg was acting up again and he needed to get it checked out with a doctor?

He’d come up with something. It was Debbie supervising right now, anyway, and she was generally a soft touch about these things. What was important was that they were finally about to reunite with the last survivor of their mutual trauma. He tried to rein in his expectations, but despite himself Senyo had the feeling that this George Delacey had the final pieces of a puzzle that he couldn’t quite see the shape of. Or maybe it was another dead end. Either way, they’d find out in a couple of hours.
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Tash

The ride to Chancery Lane would only take twenty minutes, but preparing for it took Tash and Elise over an hour. Tash wasn’t on shift that night, and her new housemate had somehow got the day off from her civil service job, so they’d been chilling out in Elise’s tiny Northolt flat when Will had called to let them know about the meeting.

Jane Austen adaptations were apparently one of Elise’s comfort watches, and at the time she and Tash had been watching the ITV version of Northanger Abbey as it became less and less clear whether they were two people looking out for each other in a survival situation or an actual couple. They were both constantly on edge, scanning everywhere they went for danger and always alert for that tell-tale sickly odour, but they were also sharing a bed and spending most of their time just hanging out together. Nothing had happened between them, but whatever line separated self-preservation and attraction was becoming blurrier and blurrier. Sometimes Tash almost felt like she was living her own fan fiction. At least the only-one-bed had her good mattress on it, even if Elise’s old one was currently propped up along the living room wall, making the space feel even more cramped.

Tash’s nervousness wasn’t helped by a video call she’d had with Jeff and Derek that morning about house stuff, which Siobhan had insisted on joining halfway through. The good news was they had two months before they were going to have to leave the place in Walthamstow. The bad news was that Siobhan was clearly taking the sale even worse than they were and had spent half the call threatening legal action against a bewildered Jeff. Tash was ninety per cent sure that she wasn’t going to be able to follow up on any of it, but if she did then it was going to make the whole process of leaving a lot more complicated.

In some ways, cramped as it was, moving in with Elise had been something of a godsend for Tash, though acknowledging that fact made her feel kind of scummy. Was that why she was trying to push the couple thing? So that even if the monster situation was resolved she’d have a place to live? No, that wasn’t it. Besides, she wasn’t pushing the couple thing. Neither of them were. Which was why it was a little bit confusing. Maybe she should push it a little bit, if only to get a bit of clarity? But if it went badly that was going to be a real nightmare scenario.

Tash had reached this point in her indecisive thought-loop for about the third time (and missed a good deal of whatever was going on with Catherine Morland and the enigmatic Henry Tilney) when two things happened almost simultaneously: Elise leaned against her shoulder in an action that was almost-definitely an actual snuggle, and Will called to let them know about their appointment to meet George Delacey.

From that moment all other considerations were forgotten. Tash called Senyo to give him the update, feeling a bit bad about springing it on him at such short notice, then it was personal preparation. They were going to a very posh building with some very posh people in it, and while it was going to be difficult and embarrassing however they prepared, they were going to need to be at least a certain level of presentable to even be let through the door. Apparently Will was ‘sorting Aaron out’ (his words), which left Tash and Elise a little while to get ready. There probably wasn’t time for a full hair-wash, so Tash jumped in the bathroom for a neck-down shower and threw on some dry shampoo. Elise followed suit, though not without a lot of reassurance from Tash that her hair already looked fantastic which, to be fair, was always true.

Elise returned the favour when it came to the nightmare of picking clothes. For both of them their fanciest or most professional outfits were also some of their warmest, and wouldn’t survive even a short Tube ride without leaving them both awful, sweaty messes. They ended up picking lightweight summery dresses that they hoped registered as casual without being slovenly. Obviously Elise looked great in hers, but Tash took some convincing after she was hit with the worst wave of dysphoria she’d had in almost a year. Something about the critical importance of how she looked for this meeting hit her in a way that left her reeling, and if she could have avoided the meeting she would have, regardless of how dangerous it might be to be left alone. The less said about trying to figure out the right make-up and perfume levels for the two of them, the better.

It was all guesswork, really. They had both brushed up against the elite a handful of times in their lives, but neither Tash nor Elise knew what to expect from this sort of place. They’d spent weeks worrying about a pale monster hunting them down and trying to kill them, but whatever was waiting for them at Farrier House, while it was a very different sort of beast, might be just as dangerous if the wrong people took off to their presence.

However difficult or embarrassing Tash had imagined getting to the meeting with George Delacey might be, it was far, far worse. Even making it into a room with the man was a mortifying trial. The five of them had turned up, each dressed in as close as they could get to a professional outfit. Will had even taken Aaron out a few hours earlier specifically to buy him a suit (which he had insisted they all chip in for, despite him making more money than the rest of them combined). It didn’t matter, though. Every single one of them looked out of place the moment they stepped into that lobby. Tash had at least expected Will to fit in, but it seemed like he was the only one who was fully aware of exactly where they were, and that knowledge seemed to weigh so heavily on him that he became as awkward as the rest of them.

Farrier House was at least two hundred years old, probably more, and unlike most similar central London townhouses it had never been sold, remodelled or subdivided into luxury flats. It must have somehow survived the Blitz entirely unscathed, and the law firm that it housed had more than enough money to maintain it, so it remained in pristine condition. It looked like a slice of the old world preserved perfectly in amber, right in the heart of the city.

Yet to call it old-fashioned would be incorrect, as stepping through the door you found yourself confronted with modern white walls, tasteful glass and high-end uplighting that perfectly complimented antique marble floors that gleamed as brightly as the day they were installed. A modern, minimalist reception desk sat in front of the original Georgian wall moulding. The chairs had antique sensibilities, but contemporary ergonomic design, and looked like no human being had ever sat on them. It was a place designed to put aristocrats, petrochemical oligarchs and multinational CEOs equally at their ease. Tash and her friends were none of these and so could do nothing other than recoil at the sheer density of wealth on display.

The receptionist had perfect teeth, and she was neither helpful nor kind. She saw immediately that they didn’t belong, and while her perfectly rehearsed interactions were a perfect level of pleasant, there lay beneath them a deep well of disgust that her demeanour was designed to enhance, not to conceal. She had to ‘check’ several times to confirm that Will’s appointment was indeed on Mr Delacey’s calendar, and then insisted on taking everyone’s names (misspelling each at least once), before asking for IDs from everyone ‘for security purposes’. There was no question about exactly whose security she was talking about. Aaron luckily had an old passport that was still in date, but Senyo, who had only just come from work, had to use his TfL staff ID card. The receptionist didn’t say a word at this, but raised an eyebrow in a way that made Will physically cringe.

Finally, they were ushered into a waiting room and told not to leave. Tash had been arrested a couple of times after protests, and she was acutely aware of the difference between ‘wait here until your appointment’ and ‘wait here until the police arrive’. This was hovering far too close to the latter for her liking, regardless of how well-appointed the sofas were in the waiting room. She could see from Aaron’s uncomfortable fidgeting the distinction wasn’t lost on him either.

‘This was a mistake,’ Senyo said quietly.

‘Yeah, Will, look –’ Aaron was even paler than usual. ‘We shouldn’t all be here. This is your world, not ours.’

Will just shook his head. Tash could never decide whether or not she felt sorry for the man or not. He’d apparently been quite rude to Aaron and Senyo when they first met, and he came from a world of money that defaulted him to her ‘asshole’ list. But despite this there seemed such a deep pit of sadness inside him, perhaps enhanced by the sling that still kept his left arm in place, that Tash found herself pitying him. In some ways she felt a bit guilty she hadn’t got to know him better; she’d been so focused on Elise and figuring out their situation she hadn’t really talked to Will at all. Then again, what would they talk about? Hedge funds?

‘I think you’re making a lot of assumptions about “my world”,’ Will said defensively, as though reading her mind. Tash couldn’t help but notice slightly more of an East London twang in his voice than when she’d first met him. ‘Besides, no way he buys it if it’s just me. The only chance we’ve got is unlocking his memory, like we did, and that’s got a better chance with all of us.’

‘Maybe.’ Aaron didn’t sound optimistic.

A few minutes later they were ushered upstairs. There was no sign of the polite, judgemental receptionist with the perfect teeth. Instead, they were collected by a tall, broad man whose fancy suit did nothing to disguise the fact that his role in the building was security, not hospitality. He said nothing, leading them past the lifts and up a long, circular staircase with immaculately maintained wrought-iron railings. At the top, he led them down a corridor lined with glass-walled offices to a door of glossy, varnished oak. On it there was a small brass plaque the read ‘George Delacey. Partner’.

Behind it sat a face they recognised from vague memories and grainy CCTV. Everything about the man seemed to fit him perfectly, from the bespoke suit he wore to the expensive desk at which he sat. Piercing blue eyes regarded the five of them coldly as they entered the office. He did not stand up.

Tash had always had decent grades in school and had ended up doing an art degree at the University of Birmingham, but her best friend Jo had been a low-key genius and, despite a working-class background, had managed to get a spot at Homerton college in Cambridge. Tash had visited Jo there several times, and had always been struck with the age and money of the place – not to mention the absurdly posh people she had met. But Jo had always talked about a level beyond that: certain buildings, certain colleges, where she wasn’t even allowed inside. Places where the truly wealthy and powerful were groomed to rule. Tash had always struggled to imagine those places, those people. Now she didn’t have to, because in the office and person before them was all of it, distilled. She tried to dismiss the instinctive crawling of her skin.

Behind them, Tash could feel the security man take position, clearly waiting for a signal one way or another from his boss. The next ten seconds could go very badly for all of them. She took a couple of small steps towards Elise, making sure that whatever was about to happen Tash could at least try to protect her.

‘Do I know you?’ Delacey’s voice was soft, with hints of confusion, disgust and curiosity all blended.

Tash felt the man behind them move. Elise took a step closer to Tash, and Senyo tensed, ready to respond to what was happening. Only Will seemed not to sense what was about to happen. Despite this, it was Aaron spoke up, his words urgent, but not loud.

‘There’s something in the London Underground. We all saw it. You saw it, too. Please, you’ve got to remember!’

A heavy hand was laid on Tash’s shoulder and her whole body tensed, unsure whether to resist or comply. Then she saw something change in George Delacey’s demeanour, and it seemed that, for the moment at least, curiosity won out. He made a small gesture, and she felt the pressure on her shoulder retreat.

‘Leave us, thank you,’ he said quietly.

The man who had brought them up complied, turning and walking out the door without a word. It closed behind him, latching with a soft click.

There was a long period of silence as the rich young man behind the desk took in each one of them in turn, judgements and evaluations being made behind a face that gave little, if anything, away. There was a cold assessment to it, as though he were making a quick calculation of each of their values. His gaze lingered on Tash a second longer than she was comfortable with, but the moment passed quickly and whatever conclusions he came to about her worth, he gave no outward indication of them.

In return, she tried to figure out if there was any indication that this was a man afraid for his life. There were no bags under his eyes that might indicate paranoia or trouble sleeping; he didn’t appear to have any of the nervous twitches Tash had felt herself developing; and he certainly didn’t keep turning to check corners outside of his sight-line the way Elise did sometimes. There was nothing that might mark George Delacey as a hunted man, although how much was simply hidden by ‘good breeding’ was impossible to say.

‘Yes,’ he said at last, ‘I think I remember you. We were on a train together. A few weeks ago? The Central Line. Why did you want to talk to me?’

Tash saw Will and Elise relax slightly, though her own suspicions did not relent. Why would this man remember strangers he shared a train carriage with? Surely he had other things on his mind?

‘Something happened to us.’ Elise’s voice was quiet, trying her best to convince him of her sincerity. ‘To all of us who were in that carriage.’

Another brief silence, then a nod.

‘I see. What do you think happened?’ his tone was measured, inscrutable.

‘I …’ Tash found herself speaking up. ‘I don’t know if you’ll believe us. It’s pretty wild.’

He smiled at this, as though enjoying some private joke, and Tash immediately regretted using the word.

‘If you’re not willing to explain yourselves, I don’t see how I can help.’

‘Fine.’ Tash shook her head. ‘A man was killed, right in front of us, while we watched.’

‘Killed, you say? Interesting. What killed him?’

Alarm bells rang in Tash’s head. Not ‘who’, but ‘what’. What had killed him. Georgie Delacey was well aware of exactly what had happened. Perhaps he was being pursued after all.

‘It was a … creature of some sort,’ Will spoke up, cutting off her train of thought. ‘Some sort of monster. Pale, humanoid … It paralyses you when it gets too close. Wipes your memory.’

‘Apparently it didn’t wipe yours.’

‘Not completely.’ Will looked around, as though confirming everyone else still remembered. ‘It took a while for us to figure out what happened.’

The others nodded, though Tash hesitated. As hard as it had been to figure out who the sixth survivor was, now that they were here in his presence she felt strangely guarded.

What followed was the longest silence yet, as Delacey seemed to be deciding something. Then he sighed.

‘Good. This is good news.’ He said it as though trying to convince himself. ‘Or, at the very least, it’s an opportunity. I’ve not had any allies in this fight for a very long time.’

‘Allies?’ Elise asked. She sounded incredulous, but hopeful.

‘Yes … Yes. Let me explain.’

Delacey stood up then, walked over to the door to his office and locked it. Tash was not excited about this development and instinctively scanned the room for heavy objects, even though between the five of them they could easily have overpowered the man.

‘What I am about to say can never leave this room. Are we absolutely clear?’

A general murmur of agreement, but George pushed on with more emphasis.

‘I’m quite serious. If this ever reaches the press, and I don’t care if it’s some deep web blog or the front page of The Times, if it reaches anyone outside of this room, I have the resources to destroy all of you. Am I understood?’

For the first time since entering that room, Tash fully believed what the man was saying. The others seemed to take it just as seriously.

‘We get it,’ Aaron said. There was a trace of hostility in his words.

‘Very well,’ George continued, ‘then let me say firstly that I am sorry for whatever disruption has been caused in your lives by this encounter. Usually the powers of this “monster”, as you call it, keep outsiders from getting involved in what is, for me, a deeply personal affair. You see, the thing that you are seeking, or perhaps fleeing? Regardless, it is two things. It is a vampire, and it is my father.’

There was a second of shocked silence.

‘Fuck off,’ Tash said.
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Will

Will stifled a gasp at Tash’s outburst. Didn’t she know who she was talking to? This was not the sort of man you swore at. Not if you had any sense, at least.

His concern at her reaction had been sufficiently acute that it was only then that he truly registered what George Delacey had said. No. No. That couldn’t be right. His father, William Delacey, brother to the Viscount Rochford and former Lord Steward of the Household, had died of a brain tumour three years ago. That’s what it said on Wikipedia, that’s what it said in Debrett’s, that’s what it said everywhere. The idea that he had become a vampire stalking the London’s public transport infrastructure was laughable.

But why would a man like George Delacey lie about something like that?

‘A vampire?’ Tash continued, her tone sceptical.

‘Your father?’ Senyo asked, his tone equally disbelieving.

A surge of panic flowed through Will at the disrespect they were showing the man in front of them. They didn’t understand, couldn’t understand, how much he had put on the line to arrange this meeting. As much as he’d been moping about how hard it was going to be for him to get another job, the people who worked at Farrier House could destroy his life in a very real way. Especially since he’d rather stretched the truth about his current relationship to Bentar Nelson when getting the appointment – while he still technically worked there, being on gardening leave specifically meant you didn’t do things like take meetings with clients. If they reported back to his former employers then that was it. He was done. And this wasn’t just losing some job as a train driver or a receptionist, this was important.

‘I believe him,’ Will said, slightly disgusted at the toadying edge he could hear in his own words, but desperate to salvage the situation.

With remarkable self-control, Delacey waited for these initial reactions to pass before speaking again.

‘I remind you again: you came to me. And I have accepted the, let us be clear, preposterous story you told me. But when I make a claim that stretches credibility, I’m disbelieved?’

He had a point, and Will could feel the others see it, no matter how much they might bristle at it. The man in front of them had acted very fairly to them, despite how ludicrous their experiences must sound to anyone who had not also lived them. They had no reason to think that George wasn’t telling the truth. No reason except their own prejudices against the rich. Prejudices, in fact, that Will had been on the receiving end of several times, despite the fact that he wasn’t even very wealthy. None of them understood what it was like to have money, so how could they understand what it was like for it to be so precarious?

‘It is, perhaps, not exactly the classic image of a vampire that pop culture would paint for you,’ George continued, taking the group’s silence as acknowledgement. ‘It cares little for blood, does not speak and has no need of coffins or grave dirt. But all my research leads me to believe that it is has some connection to the original vampire myths that Stoker and his ilk were interpreting.’

Will found himself nodding, the man’s smooth eloquence a refreshing change from the awkward, difficult conversations he’d had with the rest of the group. A group, he couldn’t help but notice, that had neatly split into pairs that watched each other’s backs and hadn’t bothered to include him. His mind jumped back to suit-shopping with Aaron, how much he’d had to push the young man to get any sort of feedback about his preferences or what he thought about the various materials. And that had just been off the rack; God knows how bad it might have been if they’d gone bespoke. Granted, there probably wasn’t much call for thoughts about menswear on the street, but even so there were points where he’d felt like Aaron was being downright rude. Perhaps in George the group would get someone more Will’s level; someone he could really relate to.

‘And how did your father transform into a … vampire?’ Tash said.

The question was less confrontational than before, but still carried in it more disrespect than Will was comfortable with. He looked around the group and saw only Elise seemed to have the correct level of nervousness about the way they were speaking to George Delacey. That made sense, given her civil service job; he could end her career as easily as he could Will’s.

George’s face became sombre.

‘Years ago, during a business trip to Armenia, my father … changed. He would never tell me exactly what happened, but I believe something infected him. The transformation was so gradual I barely noticed it at first, and by the time I had come to accept what had happened, he had already killed and consumed one of the cleaners at our Holborn townhouse. I tried to put an end to him there and then, but I did not know then what I know now, and instead he overpowered me and escaped into the London Underground, where he has been hunting ever since.’

There was a long silence, as the five of them digested this information. It was a lot to unpack, but Will felt a deep pang of sympathy for the man before them.

‘So, when you were on the Tube that morning, you were waiting for him?’ Elise asked. There was a bit more respect and belief in her words, which Will was glad to hear, even if the other three still seemed slightly unconvinced. Tash especially seemed poised to actively call him out on his bullshit, which would be a disaster.

‘But how did you know he was there?’ Senyo pressed. ‘And would you not be frozen like everyone else when he was near?’

‘In my search for my father, I’ve had two advantages.’ The explanation George offered was smooth and practised. ‘Which I believe to be due to my status as a blood-relation, though that is largely speculation. Specifically, I have something of an instinctive sense of where he is, and I am immune to that hypnotic power that keeps his victims still and erases the memory of the witnesses. I also believe that it is why he has never tried to kill me.’

‘So why haven’t you dealt with him yet?’ Tash asked, and Will winced inwardly.

‘A few reasons.’ George sighed. ‘But I suppose sentimentality is one of them. He is, after all, still my father, and to kill one’s father is no small thing to undertake. Beyond that, in his new form he is far stronger than I am, so a direct confrontation is unlikely to be effective. Ultimately, it has turned out that this is not something I am able to do alone. But you are all involved now, and I can’t say I’m entirely sad about that, because it means I might at last have some help.’

‘Of course we’ll help,’ Will said immediately, before any of the others could refuse or insult the man. ‘It’s the least we can do.’

He looked around and could see that the others weren’t especially happy with how quickly he had committed them to the cause, but none of them immediately spoke up to contradict him.

Senyo nodded after a few seconds.

‘I suppose it’s not surprising that we need to help clean up a rich man’s mess.’

‘That’s not exactly how I would have framed it.’ George’s embarrassment was obvious, and Will glared at the Tube driver. ‘But I can’t deny its accuracy. Now, if you’ll permit, I believe it’s my turn to ask a few questions, so I can get a sense of how much use you’ll be. First of all, how committed are you to my father’s destruction?’

‘Completely,’ Aaron said without hesitation.

There was a streak of venom in the word that took Will by surprise, and it took him a moment to remember that the vampire (he wasn’t yet ready to think of it as the senior Delacey) had murdered one of the young man’s homeless friends.

‘G – good,’ George said, clearly also taken aback by the anger. ‘Secondly, you all have your memories of the attack, it seems, which indicates you have developed a certain degree of resistance to his vampiric powers. How much control over your actions do you have in his presence? Are you still aware of your surroundings? Are you able to move?’

It looks like Senyo was about to say something, but thought better of it.

‘We’re still aware of what’s going on,’ Will said, eager to be helpful, ‘but can’t really move. It’s not complete paralysis, I don’t think; there’s a little bit of motion. We’re not going to be much help in a fight. I think heat might have some effect on it, though. It attacked me near a furnace at one point, and the effect seemed to lessen the closer I got to the heat. And I remember it a lot more clearly than other encounters.’

‘Interesting.’ George seemed slightly surprised by the insight. ‘I had not considered the heat before … Is that how you injured your arm?’

Will nodded, oddly gratified by the interest George had clearly taken in his condition.

‘It might be coincidence,’ George continued, ‘but we should certainly give it some thought. Any advantage we can get would be useful. As for the paralytic effects, there are a few things that I’ve found can help fight it off, I’m confident they should give you enough mobility to assist in destroying him.’

‘What things are those?’ Tash asked, a shadow of distrust still clear in her voice.

‘Garlic and holy water, if you can believe it,’ George said, smiling.

Looking around, Will wasn’t sure the others did believe it.

’Good to know there’s some truth to the old legends,’ he offered.

‘More than a little.’ George nodded. ‘Look, I know it’s a lot to take in, and I’ve only just met the five of you, but you wouldn’t have come here if you weren’t being pursued by my father, and I imagine that if any of you had any other ideas, you would have suggested them yourselves. Unappealing as the prospect is all round, I rather suspect that I’m … well, if not your only hope, then at least your best bet.’

It was true. It was so obviously true that Will was finding it hard to believe that everyone else wasn’t enthusiastically jumping on the plan. Here they were, being offered a way out by someone who absolutely had the resources to deliver it, and everyone else looked like they were having to choke down something disgusting.

‘Hard to argue with that,’ Tash said at last, though with astoundingly little enthusiasm. ‘So, what’s the plan?’

‘I have a few things to get in order, and I’ll need to get my hands on some extra equipment for all of you, so I would say give me a few days. If you’ve survived this long you should be able to manage that. I should be able to get everything prepared by Friday, so let us say we’ll meet at Old Street Station on Friday the ninth, after the last train. Say 1 a.m.? I suppose that makes it technically Saturday, but best not confuse things.’

‘Wait, wait, wait,’ Senyo said, his hesitation blossoming into distrust. ‘You want us to go after this “vampire” of yours at night?’

‘One of the reasons he’s in the tunnels, Mr Amoah, is because the presence or absence of the sun has no effect down there. And as an employee of Transport for London, I would have thought you of all people would understand why it’s important to make sure the trains aren’t running when we’re down there.’

‘Trains aren’t the only danger if you’re going along the tracks.’

‘I’m hoping we can avoid the tracks altogether,’ George said. ‘But if that’s where the trail leads us, I’d rather not be sharing them with a train filled with commuters. Agreed?’

Senyo still didn’t look satisfied, but at least he didn’t raise any more objections.

‘Anyone else have any concerns?’

Will could see a lot of concerns on the faces of Tash and Aaron, and even a few on Elise’s, but voicing them wasn’t going to change the situation.

‘No,’ Will said. ‘I think we’re good.’

‘Very well, then we meet on Friday, 1 a.m., at Old Street Station. I’ll see you there.’

‘This fucking stinks,’ Tash said, snapping her poppadom in two as if to emphasise her point.

‘I agree it doesn’t seem like the most sensible plan.’ Elise sounded conflicted. ‘But I’m not really sure what sensible plans we have available to us.’

The five of them were sat around a table at the Star of India, a local restaurant Tash had recommended. Will didn’t really think the food was as good as she’d claimed, but after the afternoon they’d just had, he kept that to himself. They were on their second round of poppadoms, their third round of drinks and their fourth round of this exact conversation.

‘I’ve said my piece,’ he said, getting ready to say his piece again. ‘I think you all have a distrust of the rich—’

‘A well-earned distrust,’ Tash interjected.

‘A well-earned distrust, but one that in this case I think is clouding your judgement. He dealt with us fairly, and if nothing else we can trust him to act in his own best interests. Killing the vampire is in his best interests.’

‘If what he’s told us is true,’ Senyo observed. ‘He might be lying to us about the creature.’

‘To what end?’ Will was getting exasperated. Only Elise had even accepted the framing of it as a vampire. ‘He didn’t need to talk to us at all; he would have been perfectly within his rights to throw us out of his office. Hell, he could have thrown us out of the entire building.’

‘He could have thrown us out of the window if he wanted. Not like anyone’s arresting a guy like that,’ Aaron said sullenly.

Will’s head was throbbing. It had been a long, difficult day where he’d felt like he’d been dragging four dead weights through a swamp. He’d gone into that meeting expecting to be met by a rich creep who was going to destroy his life. Instead he’d met a reasonable young man who’d recently suffered a tragedy. But for some reason he was the only one who could see that.

‘Aaron, come on. Weren’t you the one who said we were completely dedicated to killing this thing?’

‘I am. I think we should do it. Because this thing needs to die and I’ve not heard any other plans. But it’s not ’cause I trust this Delacey guy.’

‘I mean, garlic and holy water?’ Tash scoffed. ‘Are you for real? How can you buy that crap for even a second?’

‘It’s not impossible,’ Elise conceded, working something through in her mind. Tash glanced over at her, looking a little betrayed in a way that made Will once again wonder what the exact nature of their relationship was.

‘I know Delacey said it was some sort of mesmerising power,’ Elise continued, ‘but the paralysis seems like it’s somehow connected to the smell. If it was somehow chemical in nature, then maybe there’s something in the garlic or the holy water that inhibits its ability? Chemically speaking, what do they add to holy water?’

‘Mostly just salt.’ Senyo dipped his poppadom thoughtfully into a small pot of lime pickle. ‘Besides, the smell doesn’t fully stop you moving, not if you push through hard enough.’

‘I know, you made it most of the way down a train.’ Will couldn’t keep the exhaustion out of his voice. ‘But you still ended up locked up when you finally got close, didn’t you?’

‘That was different. That was fear.’

‘Great,’ Will snapped. ‘So all we have to do is not be afraid! Easy! Why didn’t I think of that?’

He got to his feet, though bailed out of fully storming out of the restaurant, instead striding purposefully over to the bathrooms. His indignant fury lasted until he got inside and caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror. He looked so tired. He was wearing his favourite suit, the one he’d bought with his first commission from Bentar Nelson and still the most expensive one he owned. It had been a no-brainer that it was the one he’d wear to meet Georgie Delacey, but it was only here, in the mirror of a mid-range curry house bathroom, that he could see the way it hung off him now. Had he really lost that much weight since all this started?

When he returned, the others were quiet in a way that made him wonder if they’d been talking about him.

‘We might be thinking of this the wrong way,’ Elise said after a moment. ‘Maybe it’s not about how, it’s about how often. The first time we saw this thing, we couldn’t move or remember anything. Then we couldn’t move but could mostly remember it. Then we could move a bit … Maybe it’s exposure?’

Will had to concede that made a certain amount of sense.

‘OK! OK.’ Tash beamed. ‘A new idea. I like it! Let’s run with this. Is there any way to speed up the process? Give us more resistance?’

‘I don’t know, Tash. I’m a civil servant, not a biochemist. Will mentioned the heat?’

‘Right, is there anything we can get to increase the heat? Like flares or… uh… fire?’ Tash finished weakly.

‘Safely? Probably not. I mean, I don’t know where to get flares and it’s dangerously hot down there already.’ Elise exhaled thoughtfully. ‘Based on what Senyo said, adrenaline also seems to help …’

The Tube driver nodded as he chewed contemplatively.

‘… so maybe some sort of stimulant might help push through. Something to speed up the nervous system. Assuming that’s what’s being affected.’

‘Brilliant!’ Tash was standing up now, as though she were making a toast. ‘All right, then, Will, you wanted an alternative plan, well here it is: we take a bunch of speed and kill it with a hammer.’

Will sighed. He liked Tash, but even as the most recent addition to the group, he was already a bit sick of her sense of humour.

‘This isn’t the time for jokes,’ he said.

‘Who’s joking?’

‘Why a hammer?’ Aaron asked. ‘Why not, like, an axe or a knife or something?’

‘OK, I’ll admit, I might have said hammer because it’s funnier. But hey, I’ve never taken speed before, so not sure I’d trust myself with an axe. Knife’s a good shout, though, assuming we can get our hands on some big ones that aren’t just from the kitchen.’

‘Are you seriously telling me that sounds like a better idea than assuming George Delacey might be trustworthy? We were the ones who went looking for him, remember?’

‘I dunno.’ Aaron couldn’t suppress a smirk. ‘Maybe we should have spent that time shopping for speed and knives.’

‘Fuck off.’ Will couldn’t bring himself to remain civil. This whole situation felt absurd, like he was talking to four brick walls that he’d somehow offended with the mere fact of his existence.

He sighed and looked at Aaron, immediately regretting his aggressive tone. Since that meeting in the park, he’d not spent as much time with the others as he might have wished to, but he’d become quite fond of the young man. There was a perceptiveness to Aaron that Will respected, and he was the only one of the four whose jokes Will found funny. But harsh words had a tendency to shut him down, and Will watched as he shrank back from the table.

‘Let’s put it to a vote,’ Elise suggested gently.

Will shrugged, unwilling to be gracious about it.

‘Fine.’

‘Fine,’ Tash agreed.

Elise took a breath.

‘All those in favour of …’

‘Taking speed and attacking it with a knife,’ Tash said, her tone deadly serious.

Tash’s hand. Aaron’s hand. Will kicked himself. He shouldn’t have sworn at the lad.

‘All those in favour of joining George on his hunt this Friday?’

Will’s hand. Elise’s hand, though hesitantly. Aaron’s hand again, raised with a slightly sardonic smile that took Will completely by surprise.

‘Aaron, what the hell?’ Tash sputtered indignantly.

‘I’m kind of in favour of doing both.’ He shrugged, picking at the remains of his rogan josh.

‘That’s OK,’ Will said. ‘I’m happy to count it twice. What about you, Senyo? You didn’t vote.’

‘They’re both terrible ideas.’ His face gave nothing away.

‘So you’re just sitting it out? You’re not coming along?’

Something in the idea of doing anything without Senyo there made Will’s stomach drop. For all their political disagreements, it felt like he was the bedrock of the quintet, and without him they’d just be four idiots arguing until they got eaten. He looked to see if there was anything in the older man’s face that might indicate he was joking or attempting to provoke a reaction, but his expression was solemn.

‘I’ll be there,’ Senyo said slowly. ‘What we do, we do together, and I’ll do what the group decides. You choose to follow Mr Delacey; I’ll follow him. You choose to take powerful amphetamines; I’ll hand you the knives. But my vote is my vote, and I’m not using it to endorse either of these foolish ideas.’

‘Does that mean you have a better idea?’ Elise asked, hopefully.

‘No.’

They waited for further elaboration, but it didn’t come.

‘OK then.’ Will had lost what little momentum the vote had given him, but he pushed on. ‘It looks like we go with George on Friday.’

‘Fine,’ Tash said, though even Will could see that it wasn’t.

‘Right.’ Will returned his attention to his plate. ‘So I suppose we just … make sure nobody dies until Friday.’

How hard could that be?
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IV

Old Street
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Aaron

On Thursday the Queen died.

Aaron couldn’t have pointed to one single person he met who seemed particularly devastated by it; even those who seemed genuinely saddened by it muttered about how she’d been ‘sick for a while now’ and ‘ninety-six years old, it’s a decent run’. No actual person seemed in any way unbalanced by the news, and yet walking down the street on Friday night, heading towards Old Street Station, it felt like the entire country had completely lost its mind.

It was all the news had talked about for the twenty-four hours since it happened, which wasn’t particularly unusual, in and of itself. What was unusual was the bank he passed that had its window completely covered in black and white memorial photos of her, or the bookshop that had wrapped black sashes around every book in their window, regardless of their contents.

The worst were the bus stops. Seemingly at the moment of her death, in a move that must have taken months of planning, the digital advertising screens on the wall of every single bus stop, each and every one of them, switched to that same black and white memorial photo. In one fell swoop, the whole of London’s bus transport infrastructure had been transformed into a series of urban mourning stations. Surreal was the only word for it, and Aaron couldn’t help but see the relentless insistence that the country was definitely, positively, distraught over the loss of their beloved monarch as an effort to assure the ruling class that they were valued and appreciated. That they really were as important to the people living in their country as they believed themselves to be.

Was Aaron glad the Queen was dead? No. He would probably have preferred it to happen next week, given how intense and bizarre a task they were all about to undertake. It felt like a distraction – the sort of thing you didn’t need rattling around in your brain when you were descending into the underworld to do battle with a monster. That said, there was perhaps some small, weird comfort in the thought that, however badly things went for them down there, at least he’d outlived the Queen.

Actually, that did bring a smile to his face. The idea of the royal family had always bugged Aaron. It wasn’t just the fact that they owned, what was it? One point four per cent of all the land in the United Kingdom? It wasn’t even the billions they got in tax-payer subsidies for doing absolutely nothing. It was that they were all so shit. He’d never seen or read anything about them that made them seem like anything other than useless idiots, once you peeled away the cocoon of a fawning press.

People said the Queen was the best of them, but she had just been the quietest. Content to wave to her ‘inferiors’ at state events and once a year read out a speech on television written by someone with at least half a thought in their head. But aside from that she just seemed like a normal old lady; maybe slightly more miserly, maybe slightly more racist, definitely a whole lot richer, but not in any way good. And this was whose melancholy monochrome face was plastered over every bus stop in London? Maybe they’d get around to giving the lot of them the boot now, but Aaron wasn’t optimistic.

‘Fuck off,’ he muttered to the dead monarch’s face as he passed it.

‘Did you say something?’ Elise asked.

‘No,’ he said. ‘Just trying to get my head right.’

‘Well, come on, then,’ Will chimed in. ‘The sooner we’re out of this rain the better.’

That was the other thing, of course. The heatwave had finally and fully broken, and the heavens had opened in relief. It was pouring down, and the umbrellas the others had brought didn’t seem to be really doing the trick.

Sleeping rough had given Aaron a strange relationship with the rain. As a child he had always loved it. Something about the way it deadened everything soothed him. The relentless patter of the raindrops blanketed the world in a hazy, hushed filter of falling water. It knitted everything together, taking all the harsh, disparate parts of reality and binding them together into a single, gentle whole.

Of course, when he was a child, he hadn’t had to worry about being wet. Getting soaked to the skin can’t kill you when you have a warm house full of dry towels waiting for you. It won’t give you a painful rash because you’re unable to change out of wet clothes. It won’t leave you wandering for hours, desperately searching for anywhere dry you can lay your head.

And yet, even then, in those moments when he was able to find somewhere sheltered to set up, sometimes even with a hot coffee or a cup of tea, he still loved to watch the rain. Nothing made him feel closer to the city. Nothing made him feel more connected to the world. It was a strange feeling; one that, if pressed, he could only really describe as ‘love’, but if you’d asked him what exactly it made him love – the rain, the city, the whole world – he couldn’t have told you.

Perhaps it was appropriate, then, that tonight, a night that had every possibility of being his last one alive, it was raining on the streets of London. And raining hard. Gutters overflowed, puddles splashed with every step, and small crowds of soggy pedestrians crowded under the roof of every Her Majesty the Queen Memorial Bus Stop™. And Aaron felt more like a part of the world than he had in months.

Of course, any or all of them might be departing that world in the next few hours – and doing so a truly horrendous way. He had so far managed to push down his fear, but the closer they got to the station, the harder it was to ignore, and he found himself dwelling on death.

A nearby billboard beamed out that same picture of the dead monarch, having received its own silent electric signal to participate in the compulsory national grief. For a moment, Aaron pictured his own face up there, smiling beatifically down on the city where he had spent his life. There would be no mourning for him, though. People like him were not wept for. Not individually, at least. Rather, they were mourned in aggregate, as a faceless, amorphous concept that people of good conscience could feel bad for in the abstract. The corpse of a rough sleeper is found on the street, dead from exposure or hunger or drink or murder or drugs or any of the myriad deaths that chased them. Such a body is not a human being lost, an experience ended, a personality removed from the world; it is a symptom of a societal problem, the inevitable conclusion of a tragedy writ large. People like him were seen as deaths waiting to happen, so what grief could they expect when they finally reached that destiny?

And here he wouldn’t even be a corpse. There would be no still and silent flesh to rebuke the society that forgot him. He would not exist even in his scripted role of cold witness to the indifference and cruelty of the world. Just grey ash, a greasy smear, and the hunger of the wealthy slaked for a time.

Perhaps this was why he couldn’t let it go – what it had done to Harris – because there was no-one else to remember his friend, to mourn him or to avenge him.

Yet that would always have been the case. Harris had mentioned having a son once, but he had not seen him in years and did not know where he lived or how he might be contacted. Aaron would still have been the lone bearer of his friend’s memory whether he died on the street, waiting in an overcrowded Accident & Emergency ward, gripped in a vampire’s slavering jaws or beneath the dispassionate blow of a policeman’s baton. But here, now, Harris could at least be avenged. Was that why he was so set on this? Because for the first time in a life of dead and disappeared friends, he could strike back at the killer in a way he could not strike back at the country that had abandoned them in the first place?

The rattle of a lock brought Aaron back out of his reverie. Tash was holding the concertina-like iron gate at the bottom of the stairs into Old Street and examining the sturdy latching mechanism.

‘Do you have a key to this, Senyo, or are we going to have to wait for his lordship?’

‘I can open it,’ Senyo replied, pulling out a small ring of keys that Aaron had no idea if he was supposed to have or not, ‘but are you sure we should be going down early?’

‘Come on, it’s pissing it down,’ Tash insisted. ‘We can wait inside. If I’m gonna get vamped, I’d rather dry off a bit before it happens.’

‘What if it comes for us before George gets here?’ Will asked.

‘Then I suppose I’ll feel pretty stupid.’

Senyo turned the key with a click. He grabbed the bottom of the metal gate and undid the latch, gesturing for Aaron to do the same at the top, which he did. The street was silent; the usual sporadic night crowds gone elsewhere to seek shelter from the relentless rain.

There should have been no change in the air quality when they slid the gate to the side. The lattice structure of it let air in and out freely, so the difference shouldn’t have been so stark. Even so, when the gate was opened Aaron could feel a gust of hot, dusty wind billowing up from the depths, like the stagnant air of some forgotten mausoleum. Whatever the temperature might be doing up here, beneath the miserable sky, down below the street the heat remained, gradually baking the arteries of London and burning it out from the inside.

The others gingerly made their way down the top few steps, trying not to make their entrance too obvious. They needn’t have worried. Aaron took a few moments to take in the sights of Old Street and smiled at the bitter joke its name had become. The intersection next to the stairs that led down to the station was dominated by a curved metal armature that someone must have thought looked futuristic. It might have served as a passable, if uninspired, piece of public sculpture, if the centre of it wasn’t now dominated by a cube of LED screens that were used for advertising. And at this exact moment, of course, they were advertising Being Sad About the Queen (new improved formula!). Around the edges of the junction there were no traces of the old brick tenements Aaron remembered from his childhood. There were three sleek modern apartment buildings: gleaming glass, brushed steel, and as empty as all the others. There was an office block built by an architect whose style had just missed being the zeitgeist. There were two building sites about to start construction on more of the same. And that was it. Soon, Old Street would be clean and sleek and modern; an address that looked great in a real estate portfolio. Lifeless.

‘Aaron, come on!’ Will’s voice hissed from the entrance below.

They all took a few steps beyond the gate and pulled it closed. Not so much that it re-latched, but enough that it would not be obvious to any casual observer that it was open. It was warm inside, but it came as no relief as the rain outside made the place feel uncomfortably humid. Aaron and Tash slumped to the floor and Will paced around nervously, while Elise and Senyo stood watching the entrance.

‘Twelve forty-five,’ Elise said, checking her phone. ‘He should be a quarter of an hour.’

‘Assuming he’s coming,’ Tash pointed out.

‘He’ll be here.’ Will’s voice was less certain than his words.

They waited for a few minutes, each lost in their own thoughts and considerations. Then all at once Will spun around, his hands up ready to try and defend himself. Immediately Tash was on her feet next to him.

‘What is it?’

‘Thought I saw something.’ Will’s voice was tight. His whole frame coiled tightly, though it wasn’t obvious whether he was getting ready to attack or to run.

Nobody moved, each scanning the many shadows and hidden nooks of the station for movement or the staring of black, beady eyes. Then Senyo took a deep breath.

‘I don’t smell anything,’ he said at last.

Each of them, quietly, tried to assess the smell of Old Street Station for themselves. It wasn’t pleasant, but there was no hint of that awful sweetness in the air. Gradually, they each settled back down into vigilant waiting. After a few silent minutes, Aaron spoke.

‘We should talk about what happens if we die.’

The dusty air grew tense at the words. It was clear that they’d all thought about it, but saying it out loud felt like it changed something. They could no longer hold it as an individual fear, but would have to discuss it as a possibility, or even a likelihood.

‘I don’t plan on dying,’ Senyo said.

‘None of us plan on it,’ Elise replied. ‘But Aaron’s right. It might well happen.’

Will shook his head.

‘I don’t see the point in dwelling on it. I mean, if it gets us, we’re gone. No evidence, no funeral, just five missing persons.’

‘But we might not all die,’ Elise insisted. ‘What if it gets a couple of us, but the rest manage to stop it? We’re the only ones who’ll know. We should be aware of each other’s wishes.’

‘I’ve already discussed it with Amy.’ Senyo’s voice cracked slightly. It had clearly not been an easy conversation. ‘If it happens, just let her know and she’ll take care of my side of things.’

‘You discussed it?’ Aaron had got to know Senyo’s family over the last week or two and knew Amy to be practical like her husband, but he struggled to imagine such a discussion. ‘Did you tell her about the vampire and everything?’

‘I did not use the word, and I’m not sure what exactly she believes, but she knows that I am undertaking a dangerous task for people who need my help. She knows I wouldn’t do such a thing unless there were no other options, and she trusts that I am doing what I think is right.’

There was a fatigue in Senyo’s voice, but also a fierce pride in his partner. An odd murmur of respect passed around the group, as they each tried to decide if they’d ever had a relationship that strong. Aaron certainly hadn’t, and he looked at the faces of the others in the gloom, and wondered if they were thinking about who, if anyone, they would be able to give a similar trust.

‘If I die …’ Elise said slowly, ‘tell my parents I drowned. Details should be on the laptop in my flat. Password: Darcy, with a four instead of an a.’

‘Drowned, OK.’ Tash nodded solemnly, clearly doing her best not to make fun of the password.

‘Somewhere off the coast would be best. Ramsgate, maybe. We were friends, we took a boat out together … and I fell overboard. The coastguard weren’t able to find my body. I think my mum will like that.’

‘Sorry, she’ll like it?’ Will’s face contorted in confusion.

‘Not like that. I just mean she always loved the sea. She sometimes talked about how romantic it would be to be buried there. There’s an old saying: “Only the tide is certain to return to shore”. It’s meant to be a warning about how dangerous the ocean is, but my mother always used it when talking about the future. About the inevitable. About death. I don’t know, maybe I’m wrong, but thinking I died at sea might give her a bit of comfort.’

‘And your father?’ Senyo asked, clearly thinking about his own child.

‘I don’t think there’s anything that will be able to console him,’ Elise said quietly.

‘I like the boat accident idea.’ Tash nodded. ‘Helps smooth over a lot of loose ends. That’s the story for me too. Hey, maybe we went down together? If anyone who makes it gets in touch with my old housemate, Derek, he’ll know who needs telling.’

‘What about your parents?’ Senyo asked.

‘Me and my mum are, uh, not close, and Derek knows my dad. Tell him I’m sorry he has to sort it out. Wait, no, don’t. That’ll make it sound like I planned it, and I don’t want him to think that.’

Tash lapsed into thought. Aaron watched as she moved through a hundred possible futures in her mind. From the look on her face, none of them were happy places.

‘Elise, obviously if you make it, the mattress is yours,’ she continued, and Elise smiled in recognition of what was clearly a private joke. ‘If neither of us make it … Can someone make sure the mattress gets to my old housemate Siobhan? She’ll hate it.’

There was a slightly confused silence from everyone else, but after a moment or two Will nodded.

‘Uh, sure. Look, I feel bad asking, but … someone will need to look after my mother.’ His voice was small. ‘She’s in the Acorn Lodge care home, out past Barking. Her name is Mary Elizabeth Whittaker. She’ll be all alone. Has been, alone, I suppose. My job has …’

He trailed off, trying to muster up the strength to say something else, but it disappeared into the humid air of the station and the gentle pounding of the rain outside.

‘What are her care considerations?’ Senyo asked.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Why is she in a care home? That affects how we will need to look after her, should the worst happen.’

‘Oh, uh, crippling arthritis in the legs. Can’t really walk, so struggled to look after herself once my dad passed away. She’s still sharp as anything, though. Last time we talked I …’

Will trailed off. Aaron wasn’t sure whether it was sadness over the thought of that being their last conversation or guilt over how long it had been since it had happened. Maybe both.

‘How about you, Aaron?’ Tash asked.

Despite him being the one to bring up the topic, he found himself almost laughing.

‘I appreciate your asking, but it’s about as you’d expect. Nobody you need to let know.’

‘Your parents?’ There was deep sadness in Senyo’s voice, and Aaron felt a slightly absurd pang of guilt for upsetting his friend.

‘Both dead, years ago. A few friends around and about, but I doubt any of them will really notice I’m gone. Besides, it’s not like I could give you their addresses.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Will said, clearly unsure what else to say.

‘It is what it is. It all levels out in the end. A hundred years from now none of us will be remembered. Might as well do something useful while we’re here.’

‘Damn right,’ Tash said, nodding.

After this they typed the various necessary details into their, perhaps ironically named, ‘Tube Survivors’ group chat and lapsed into silence. No-one spoke for a long time, with each thinking about a possibility that had, with that conversation, become suddenly very real. Aaron wondered to himself how each of them had lived their lives so far, what proximity they had had to death thus far. Was it a distant inevitability? A periodic threat? A constant companion? It wasn’t something he liked to make assumptions about for other people, but he didn’t think discussing it further would help the grim mood that had settled over the group.

‘It’s one o’clock,’ Elise announced eventually, checking her phone. ‘Any sign of him?’

‘I’ll go up and check,’ Aaron volunteered, getting stiffly to his feet.

The rain had softened slightly as he pulled the gate open and slipped back into the world. He walked up the stairs as quietly as he could, though there was no-one around to justify such stealth. At street level the world was still, with only the dead LED Queen gazing patiently down at him. In the nearby apartment buildings two windows were lit, but he could not see movement in either of them. He was a ghost in an empty city, and he breathed in what might be his last moment of peace.

From the south a car approached. It moved slowly, the low rumble of its engine lost amid the patter of the rain. It was black, glossy and, despite Aaron’s near-total ignorance of car brands, very clearly worth more than him and his friends put together. Its motion was smooth and certain, with tinted windows that reflected the lights of the billboards and made it seem like some sort of stalking predator.

The vehicle pulled up in front of him and the driver’s-side door opened. The man who stepped out was a stranger, well-dressed, with pale skin and cheekbones so high that they gave his face an almost skeletal appearance. He held an umbrella in his left hand, but made no move to cover himself with it. If he saw Aaron, he did not acknowledge his presence, instead walking around to the rear door of the car and opening it with a stiff, almost mechanical motion.

As George Delacey stepped out, the man who was clearly his chauffeur opened the umbrella and extended it over his employer’s head. George was smiling, and waved a greeting.

‘Ah! Marvellous. Aaron, wasn’t it?’ he said, and Aaron nodded. ‘Where are the others?’

‘Inside.’

‘Perfect, perfect. Wasn’t sure you’d be able to get in without me, but I imagine we’ve the ever-resourceful Mr Amoah to thank for that, eh?’

Aaron nodded, and Delacey walked around to the back of the car, reflectively taking the umbrella from his chauffeur. He opened the boot and took out a heavy-looking duffel bag.

‘Well, no need for the old crowbar, then. That’s a relief. Thank you, Kerridge,’ he said, turning his attention briefly to his driver. ‘I’ll call when I’m ready for pick-up. Probably not until morning.’

‘Of course, sir.’ Kerridge inclined his head slightly in acquiescence before walking back to the driver’s seat.

As the car glided away, George Delacey grinned at Aaron, then at the duffel bag at his feet.

‘Do you mind giving me a hand with this?’

‘Are you serious right now?’ Tash’s said, her face oscillating between baffled, suspicious and amused.

‘Deadly serious,’ Delacey assured her. There was an edge in his voice that Aaron recognised as someone not used to being questioned by people lower in the social order.

‘I know you said, like, “vampire”, but Christ, this is some Halloween shit …’

Before them the duffel bag lay open, spilling out sharpened wooden stakes, strings of garlic bulbs tied into loose necklaces, and water-filled glass bottles inscribed with a Coptic cross. Aaron had decided that if they were going with George Delacey’s plan then he was going to commit to it, but looking at the tools in front of him it was hard not to feel silly.

‘Isn’t it supposed to be garlic flowers?’ Aaron said hesitantly. ‘If we’re going fully Dracula.’

‘Both work,’ their benefactor assured him, waving his hand as if to dismiss the quibble. ‘But bulbs are generally easier to find. It’s to do with the smell, you see.’

‘Right …’ Even Will sounded dubious. ‘And how do we use the water? Do we splash it on the – on your father?’

‘No, if you douse yourselves in it beforehand it should give you a certain degree of protection from its paralysing powers. I’ve been testing it for some time.’

‘I thought you said this was the first time you’d taken other people on your hunts?’ Elise was trying her best not to sound suspicious, but it wasn’t working. Aaron exchanged a look with Tash, as if to confirm that they’d both just had the same thought. If what Delacey had told them was true, he enjoyed some protection as a blood-relative, and the five of them being the latest crew of disposable allies to be led to their deaths on some ill-thought-out revenge quest was horribly plausible.

None of them spoke, but they’d all stopped what they were doing, waiting for him to elaborate.

‘Fine.’ Delacey sighed. ‘I have taken others down with me before but, crucially, they hadn’t actually encountered the vampire before. Most of them didn’t even believe me and simply humoured me because I was paying them.’

‘And did they all die?’ Senyo’s voice was hard.

‘Only a few, and only the ones who didn’t listen and trust me.’

Aaron grimaced, wishing to himself that Delacey was slightly more convincing. Even Will, who was their rich ally’s most consistent defender, kept quiet, choosing instead to count wooden stakes.

‘How many do we have each?’ he asked.

‘Four, and a garland each.’ Delacey handed them out, along with heavy flashlights. ‘Though hopefully it’ll only take one.’

Senyo popped the stakes into the hard-wearing backpack he’d brought, while Will stood there in the awkward realisation that he hadn’t brought anything to carry them. Tash took the stakes two at a time and each time, after looking at both, handed the sharper one to Elise. It was a simple gesture, but it made Aaron smile.

As Delacey finished emptying out the large bag, however, Aaron spotted something else at the bottom of it. Something long and dark, with two metal tubes and a polished wooden handle.

‘Is that what I think it is?’

‘It is indeed.’ Delacey beamed, pulling out the double-barrelled shotgun. ‘Only got the one, I’m afraid, so it stays with me.’

‘Well, that changes things.’ Will sounded immediately more confident, a sentiment Aaron did not share. ‘Will that work to kill it?’

‘Kill? Probably not,’ Delacey said with a smile, breaking it open and popping a pair of shells into the breach. ‘My father’s a bit tougher than a grouse. But it should certainly pack a punch, hopefully stun it while one of you lands the final blow.’

The atmosphere in the empty station had changed with the appearance of a gun. The ‘Halloween vibes’ had vanished and been replaced by something more serious. Aaron didn’t trust George Delacey, and he really didn’t like the fact that he was holding a loaded firearm, but it was hard to deny he felt more confident with the idea of having it pointed at the creature.

Just as long as that was the only place it ended up pointing.
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Senyo

Walking through Old Street Station after closing was a strange sensation. It shouldn’t have been; Senyo had spent time in Underground stations before or after their opening many, many times over the last two decades, but tonight was different. Tonight, he walked those empty corridors not as a worker, but as an intruder, and that sense of trespassing in a place that should have been open to him set his teeth on edge. The sensation wasn’t helped by the fact that it was a station he’d never worked at, on a line he rarely used and had never driven. It was not the familiar corridors of Bank or Shephard’s Bush that he knew so well, though it resembled them greatly.

The others followed along, naturally falling in behind him, and seemed to feel a similar sort of unease – though perhaps they were simply experiencing the normal disquiet of visiting a crowded public place when it was deserted. And, of course, there was the fact that the moment they had finished loading up and started moving, the atmosphere had immediately shifted. It was as if the danger had suddenly become real and they had entered the twilight world where they were at once the hunters and the hunted, both predator and prey.

Senyo glanced back at George Delacey, who followed along near the back, his shotgun cracked open and slung over one arm as though it was the most natural thing in the world. He had been watching Delacey closely, considering the way he’d reacted to the others questioning him. What he had observed had been … inconsistent. Ever since they’d explained themselves in his office, he’d been by turns genial, haughty or foppish, with occasional glimpses of something cold and remote. Senyo was certain that Delacey was neither as smart nor as in control of the situation as he believed himself to be, but what exactly he thought that situation was remained unclear.

For Senyo’s part, there was nothing about this situation he liked, and he touched the garland of fragrant bulbs hanging about his neck as though they might give him some confidence, but instead they just made him feel self-conscious. The holy water their supposed expert had poured over his head had already dried, leaving only the faint stiffness of crusting salt on his skin. This, in turn, was already dissolving again in the sheen of sweat that emerged as they progressed deeper into a station that hadn’t lost any of the heat it had collected during the height of summer.

‘Should we be careful of cleaners or CCTV or anything?’ Elise asked him as they descended the motionless metal steps of the escalator.

‘Cameras shouldn’t be a problem,’ he said, glancing at the ceiling, from which dark lenses followed their progress. ‘They’re not monitored after closing, so as long as we don’t give them a reason to watch back over the footage, no-one need ever know.’

‘And cleaners?’

‘That’d be my doing,’ Delacey piped up from the back, before Senyo had a chance to remark on the oddity of their absence. ‘I pulled a few strings, got them the night off.’

Senyo didn’t reply to this, though it struck him as odd. George Delacey didn’t seem like the sort who’d have connections among the custodial staff of a Tube station, and even if he’d been talking to people further up the hierarchy it would have been a difficult thing to achieve given the structure of TfL. But he couldn’t be certain the man was lying, so he let it slide.

‘Maybe they were big fans of the late her maj.’ Tash smirked. ‘Had to take a couple of nights to grieve.’

‘Let’s not joke about that, please,’ Delacey said quietly. He sounded genuinely upset.

‘Sorry,’ Tash said. ‘She was probably your godmother or something, wasn’t she?’

There was no reply, but the air seemed to grow ever so slightly frosty.

‘She … wasn’t, was she?’

‘No.’ Delacey’s voice was flat. ‘But she was a great woman and I’d ask we not be flippant about her passing.’

Tash was about to say something more, but Elise gave her a look and she stopped herself, instead thrusting her hands deep into the pockets of the lumpy grey hoodie she had worn for the expedition. Senyo was glad. He had his own thoughts on the royal family, none of which were positive, but this was not the time to have it out.

Senyo had never quite mastered the art of going down an escalator when it wasn’t moving. It should have been simple. After all, escalators were just moving stairs, so when they’re stopped they should surely just be normal stairs. But the design and proportions of them were intended to be used in conjunction with motion: they were slightly taller than normal steps, and slightly deeper. They had a little bit more give to them, due to the conveyor belt underneath, and when looking down them the slotted metal created an odd perspective effect that always triggered a mild sense of vertigo in him. So he went carefully, one step at a time, deeper and deeper underground. Along the walls, small posters called out for his attention: a stage musical of Pretty Woman; a new dietary supplement for pregnant women; and an ominous poster that just read SOMETHING’S COMING in white impact text on a black background. He gripped the rubber handrail to try and stop his hand shaking.

At the bottom of the escalator, he stopped, waiting for the others to catch up. The air was still; the distant sounds of trains and machinery that filled the space of an Underground station when it was operating were absent, leaving nothing but a thick silence, occasionally punctured by the clumsy steps of his friends or the rattle of the wooden stakes they had stuffed into their pockets.

Before them lay several different corridors, each leading to a different platform: two for the Northern Line and two for National Rail. He turned to Delacey, who was idly inspecting the tiling, as if seeing it for the first time.

‘Where now?’

‘What do you mean?’ There was a moment of genuine confusion in the man’s face.

‘You said you could feel where your father was,’ Will urged him. ‘We need you to point the way.’

‘Oh, right, of course.’ Delacey thought for a moment. ‘This way – though at this distance it’s all rather vague.’

He was gesturing at the west wall, which didn’t lead to any of the platforms, but had a couple of metal service doors in it. Senyo searched through the ring of keys he had ‘borrowed’ for the night, but he wasn’t hopeful about their chances of finding one that fit. Before he had a chance to try any of them, however, George reached into his pocket and produced a small silver keychain with a flourish. There were only four or five keys on it, and he quickly selected the right one.

‘It pays to come prepared,’ he said as he pressed it into the lock and turned it.

Tash and Aaron exchanged a look, but neither of them said anything as the door opened into another passageway. It was a standard service tunnel of the sort you’d see a dozen times in any station you worked at. It lacked the tiling of the main thoroughfares – the walls and ceiling instead being covered in thick cables that snaked along its length, interspersed with smaller strands of electrical wire, usually grouped together by colour and neatly bound with cable ties. If you didn’t know what you were looking at, it might have seemed messy or disorganised, but it was one of the most efficient pieces of transport infrastructure in the world, and to Senyo it was a thing of beauty that, as scared as he was, he still couldn’t help but appreciate.

‘Sorry about the dust,’ Delacey purred. ‘Maid’s day off.’

Senyo said nothing, but made his way along the corridor. Delacey stayed behind, ostentatiously ushering the others through the metal service doors like he was playing maître d’ at a fancy restaurant, then closing the entryway behind them.

‘Anything out of the ordinary?’ Aaron asked, moving up next to Senyo.

‘With the tunnel? No.’

‘And with our friend?’ This was said quieter, only for his ears.

‘I don’t know,’ Senyo replied curtly. He wasn’t irritated with Aaron; he was irritated with himself that he couldn’t get any sort of handle on Delacey, and that he was already so scared so early into the expedition. ‘If there is, it’s too late to back out now. Why don’t you ask Will? He’s used to talking with people like that.’

‘Will is way too bought-in to all of this. I don’t know if we can trust his instincts here.’

Senyo didn’t reply, although he silently agreed with Aaron’s assessment.

Up ahead, the corridor split to form a slightly off-centre T-junction, and Senyo poked his head around, looking in both directions. He took a sniff of the air, trying to determine if there was any lingering scent of rotten sweetness, but all he got was dust, oil and the ghost of engine fumes. To his left it looked like the tunnel went towards a staff area of some sort, possibly a ticket office or a break room, while the right suggested it might be heading towards a maintenance area. Neither of these seemed like they’d get them any closer to their prey.

‘Right up here, I think,’ came Delacey’s voice from behind. Senyo hesitated for a moment but followed the direction.

‘I don’t suppose you remember much about the layout down here?’ he heard Tash ask Elise quietly from behind him.

‘Why would I?’

‘Didn’t you say you were mapping down here?’

‘Different part of the city. Besides, do you know how many miles of tunnels there are down here?’

‘Hundreds?’

‘At least.’

‘Well, can you at least tell me which ones of them have signal?’

Elise laughed at that, breaking the tension for a moment, but earning a glare from Delacey.

‘Why not just check your phone, Tash?’

‘Touché. I see why they put you in charge of the project.’

The smile on Elise’s face was small, but a welcome change from the nervousness that had settled over the group.

‘Ladies, if you’re quite finished?’

The way Delacey said ladies put even Senyo’s teeth on edge. There was an odd sour taste to the word when he said it, and Tash and Elise obviously felt it too, discomfort passing starkly across their faces as they turned to see what he wanted.

He was standing off to one side of the corridor, examining a pair of plywood boards, about two metres across, that had been crudely nailed over a section of the wall. It wasn’t an uncommon sight in these sorts of sections, where the practicality and speed of a solution was far more important than any sort of aesthetic consideration. As Senyo focused on it, however, he saw what had apparently caught Delacey’s attention. In the thin gap between the two boards, where one would expect to see a sliver of wall or cable, there was only darkness. What the plywood was covering was not a hasty repair or a loose cable, but another passage entirely.

‘Look.’

It was Elise who spotted it. In the lower left-hand corner, where the board met the unpainted plaster of the wall, was a section that had a wholly different texture to the rest. The wood was discoloured and slightly warped, pitted with tiny holes that at first made Senyo think of woodworm, but they were neither deep enough nor plentiful enough for that to be the case. The plaster it touched was similarly changed, with a sickly green tinge to it and a pockmarked section that appeared almost as though it had been ravaged by some sort of disease.

It made Senyo feel sick, and he planted his feet to stop his leg from shaking.

‘Is that—?’

‘Yeah.’ Elise nodded. ‘I’ve seen it a few times now. I think the creature does this when it stays in place too long.’

‘Part of my father’s curse,’ Delacey said sadly. ‘The condition that keeps him alive rots everything around him, eating away at whatever he comes in contact with.’

‘Is that normal for “vampires”?’ Tash probed.

‘Is there such a thing as “normal” for such things?’ came the reply and then, before she could respond, he continued. ‘Come on. He’s this way. I can feel it.’

Delacey watched as Will gripped the lower board at the top and bottom and pulled on it gently. It came away from the wall with surprising ease, the nails slipping from their holes with so little resistance that Senyo couldn’t help but wonder if they’d been removed and reattached before.

The tunnel on the other side was rougher than the service passages they’d been using thus far, though still the clear result of human excavation. There were no cables to be seen, save for a single electrical wire along the ceiling that strung together a series of empty lightbulb sockets. The light from the corridor where they stood illuminated the first ten feet or so, but beyond that it disappeared into complete darkness. The air was less dusty beyond the boards, but no less hot, and it contained a slightly foetid dampness that made Senyo wrinkle his nose.

‘Can we turn on the lights?’ Will asked plaintively.

Delacey shook his head.

‘Most of the tunnels under London don’t have lights, or at least not ones that work. That’s why we brought these.’

At this he took out his heavy black torch and flicked the switch. Immediately a beam of light shot out and into the darkness. For a moment Senyo’s heart froze, as though he expected it to immediately shine on a pale, hungry face waiting for them in the gloom, but instead it vanished after a few dozen feet, showing just how far the crude passageway extended, and how many other paths it split off into.

For the first time, Senyo noticed their guide’s outfit: a thin tweed hunting-suit. He’d been seeing it the entire time, of course, but it seemed so of a piece with his image of George Delacey it hadn’t even registered. Now, in the pale glow of the torchlight, it seemed almost otherworldly, especially when set against the cheap, thin and rugged outfits the rest of them had improvised. Tweed was wool, wasn’t it? Wasn’t he too hot? Maybe it was fine. It wasn’t like Senyo had ever had a chance to find out.

‘Last chance to turn back,’ Delacey said to the assembled crew, as they took out their own torches in turn.

It was an empty offer and they all knew it. It was far too late for any of them to turn back now.

They wandered those passageways for hours. Senyo had always known how many tunnels there were beneath the streets, but he had rarely gone much beyond those of the train system and had always believed them to be more separated than this. Unless you were walking along the actual tracks, he had assumed that most of the various systems Underground were mostly self-contained. Now, however, their path seemed to take them periodically through TfL service areas, industrial maintenance pipes, half-finished excavations and even, once or twice, into sections of what looked like a decommissioned sewer. Not all of them had been built connected, often linking up through broken or knocked-through walls, and more than once they had ended up scrabbling through holes that appeared to have been melted clean through the walls – the edges lined with the now-familiar corruption that indicated their quarry. Despite it being where Senyo had spent much of his life, seeing the sheer scale of this subterranean world terrified him.

Senyo took a deep breath before touching the rotted material, reminding himself that they had all touched things destroyed by the creatures already and (so far) there was no evidence it was directly harmful. His nerves were raw, and every sense was on alert for the familiar scent, for a hint of pale motion, for anything that might lunge at them out of the darkness. The knowledge of what they were pursuing put them all on edge.

The other thing that was putting him on edge, however, were the navigation skills of their guide. George Delacey, who carried his open shotgun over one arm and held his torch in the other, seemed by turns calm and irritated, but showed neither the nervousness nor the urgency that Senyo wanted him to. Most of the time he seemed to have almost no idea where he was going, wandering aimlessly except for those moments when he stopped, closed his eyes and seemed to pantomime ‘sensing’ the location of his father. And yet, he definitely wasn’t entirely bullshitting. More than once the rest of them would overlook a small opening or a semi-hidden passageway, or they would assume a door was locked that turned out to be open, and inevitably it was Delacey who pointed it out.

By this point their journey was almost entirely silent, both because they were listening intently for any sound of movement elsewhere, and also because Delacey had a habit of shushing people whenever conversation threatened to break out. It was probably for the best; this far below the ground speech seemed to take on an odd quality, both muffled and echoey, that made keeping quiet preferable.

The downside was that it left them trapped in their own heads and at the mercy of their imaginations. Roughly every five minutes one of the group would think they’d heard something, or smelled something, or glimpsed a pale face grinning at them from the dark. Then they would cry out, or spin round, or point wildly, leading to a few moments of general panic until it was determined a false alarm and things would settle back into the background tension of the hunt. More than the miles and miles they must have walked over those first few hours, this constant spike and fall of adrenaline left Senyo (and, he assumed, the others) more and more exhausted.

As fatigue began to set in, tempers grew shorter. It was still a silent hunt, but despite the absence of words, Senyo could feel a growing strain between them as each stewed in their own discomfort and paranoia. He didn’t know how many hours they’d been down there, jumping at nothing, eyes straining against the dark, and he didn’t want to check his watch to find out in case that was the moment it came for him. Was there a point at which they gave up and left to try another day? They’d not discussed such a contingency, assuming (perhaps naively) that the night only ended with their deaths or the death of the creature. But surely there was only so long they could keep up this level of—

‘Ah-ha!’

The look of triumph in Delacey’s face was unmistakeable as he gestured towards the rusty remains of a cement mixer. Behind it was a hole; clearly not a man-made tunnel or constructed passageway, or even an opening broken between the two. It had the aspect of a burrow, but the sides of it were warped and pitted by that horrid rot, as if the entire span of it had been somehow suppurated through the earth itself.

‘Is that …?’ Elise’s voice was quiet.

‘There.’ Delacey’s voice had a frantic tone. ‘He’s in there somewhere! Come on!’

And without waiting for a response he charged over and crawled inside.

The initial opening was about four feet in diameter, and Senyo found himself hesitating. He was the biggest of the group; an inch or so shorter than Will, but significantly broader, and though there was no risk of him getting stuck in the passageway, it was a lot tighter than he was comfortable with. He stood there, watching as first Aaron, then Elise, then Will followed Delacey inside, disappearing from view. At last it was just him and Tash, giving each other a nervous look in the torchlight. He took a breath and crawled inside.

It wasn’t as bad as he’d feared, and after a couple of metres of scrambling it opened up enough that they were all able to stand up without too much trouble. Senyo felt his flesh crawl slightly as his hand brushed against the calcified rot that lined the walls, but it didn’t seem to be harmful on its own. There was a faint trace of that sickly sweet aroma on it, but his muscles didn’t seem to react and he was able to move freely.

Shining their flashlights around them, they saw they were in some sort of central junction, where dozens of these tunnels all seemed to connect, with a ramp leading to a second layer of tunnel exits in the upper part of the chamber.

‘Fucking hell.’ Will exhaled. ‘How long did you say he’d been down here?’

They were the first proper words spoken in hours, and it was like a spell had been broken.

‘About five years,’ Delacey said, and for some reason Senyo was certain that it was a lie. ‘He’s clearly been busy.’

‘I’ll say.’ Tash still sounded sceptical, but it looked like even she wasn’t able to fully avoid a certain feeling of awe when looking at this place. ‘So, where next?’

‘Let’s take a moment,’ Delacey said slowly. ‘I need to have a think, let me …’

‘Hang on!’ Aaron’s tone was urgent. ‘Everyone! Everyone, turn off your lights!’

Almost before they’d had time to consider what they were doing, they did as they were told, flipping the switches and plunging themselves into pitch darkness.

Or so Senyo had expected. But the darkness was not complete. Not too far in front of them, just off to the side in one of the tunnels, there was a glow of light, just enough to see each other in silhouette.

‘Are we close to a station, maybe?’ Elise asked.

Tash was moving before she could get her answer, and the others followed, not wishing to be left behind, scrabbling up the roughly made ramp that led to the burrows on the upper level, where the light could be seen. Senyo found the incline difficult, especially while keeping one hand on his torch, and by the time he caught up he was almost out of breath.

The light was not coming from anything of human construction. At least, it was not in a place built by humans. The tunnel they found themselves in was wider than the ones before and had space enough for them to crowd around without splitting into single file as they’d had to before. The walls had obviously been carved out by that same process of decay as all the others and yet, attached to the side and wired up neatly, there was a metal wall lamp.

It was not of the industrial kind you might find on a work site, nor the stripped-down practical sort that littered the service areas of the Underground. The lamp was tasteful, mounted in a brushed steel frame and containing the soft warm glow of an expensive LED lightbulb. About fifteen feet further down that same tunnel was another of the same sort, with more continuing on as it went towards … what?

Senyo stared, his mind racing. It didn’t seem to make sense.

‘What is this?’ Will asked, though it was perfectly clear what it was. It was the why that baffled Senyo.

That was when the smell hit them. Subtle at first, with only a slight increase from the general background aroma of these hollowed-out burrows, but more noticeable when Senyo felt his muscles begin to seize. It was coming.

Next to him, Senyo could see a flurry of movement from Tash as she rooted around in her pocket. Elise turned her flashlight back on and shone it all around her. Will self-consciously touched his hand to the string of garlic bulbs still hanging from his neck, while Senyo reached for the only weapons he had available – the stakes – and saw Aaron do the same. Even as his fingers closed around the coarsely sharpened wood he knew it was hopeless. They were all stiffening and slowing. Not fully paralysed, perhaps, but not in control enough to be any use in a fight. The garlic and the holy water were doing absolutely nothing and he cursed himself for ever even briefly entertaining the thought that they might.

Turning his head he saw the others were in a similar position, either completely motionless or struggling to eke out millimetres of movement. Tash had her hand over her mouth, as though trying to stifle a scream. Aaron was doing better than Senyo and had his stake fully out, but he was barely able to hold it. Following his eyes, however, it was clear that it was not the approaching creature he was eager to stab, but the leering, smirking form of George Delacey, who seemed utterly unaffected by the rank odour.

‘I really thought I’d overdone it, to be honest.’ He smiled viciously. With a snap he closed the chamber of the shotgun and pointed it in their direction, though he kept it at hip level. ‘Now, I know you all still have some mobility, so I’m going to ask you not to exert yourselves, or I’m going to have to take matters into my own hands.’

Behind him, from a smaller burrow just over his shoulder, the pale, rubbery face emerged. Its beady black eyes scanned them, and its tongue slipped in and out in anticipation as it squeezed itself out of the hole, slumping down next to George before rising to its full height.

And then, from another tunnel not too far behind, there came a second one.

Then a third dropped down from some unseen corner of the ceiling above them, and a fourth pushed itself through the same entrance as the first. Senyo didn’t see where the fifth came from.

‘May I present my father the, uh “vampire”.’ Delacey gestured to one of the creatures that wore a surprisingly intact tuxedo, though any resemblance to a human was lost in the monster’s soft, distorted face. ‘And aunts, uncles, second cousins … In many ways I suppose we are all one big family. Not really done to marry outside of the circle, you know. God, I can’t believe you bought all that shit. I didn’t think I could actually get you to wear the garlic. You people never cease to amaze me.’

Will was trying to say something, but his jaw wouldn’t form the words. Senyo felt like an idiot. He hadn’t fully trusted Delacey, none of them had (except maybe Will), and they’d assumed he was lying about something. But they had assumed the deception was about his relationship to the creature, or his expertise in hunting it, or something else that made him a dubious ally. When they’d dissected the ways in which he could be full of shit, the idea that the young aristocrat might be on the side of the monster simply hadn’t occurred to any of them.

‘I will admit they took their sweet time to get here. I don’t know how much longer I could have kept it up. They’re powerful, of course, and terrifying, but they can be a little bit on the cowardly side sometimes. I suppose immortality makes you cautious. When you have the potential for eternity, you’re hesitant to risk it, especially when it’s just a matter of tying up loose ends.’

‘B-aasstarrrd.’ Senyo did his best to spit the word out, but it came out as a slurring jumble.

‘Oh, very much not. I’m quite able to trace my lineage right back to the Normans.’ His lip curled into a sneer. ‘Where can you trace yours to?’

Anger burned in Senyo at the words, but he held it in, even though he felt the hot core of rage pushing back on whatever force kept him locked in place. In fact, he stayed very, very still, far more so than he needed to. Because he’d seen that expression on the faces of shitty managers his whole life. George Delacey was desperate explain to them how they’d screwed up.

‘You know, I think you’re probably right about it being the heat weakening the stupor they cause. Hundreds of years and barely a single problem with witnesses, while in recent years, well, let’s just say you’re not the first. Or so I’m told, I’m still rather new to all this myself. I can’t even understand their speech yet. But hopefully I have plenty of time before I need to.’

He paused, his face darkening.

‘I hope you understand how close you came to ruining everything for me. It was meant to be my first glimpse, my chance to witness my future, how I would hunt, how I would feed. To make sure I understood and was ready when the time came. And you almost fucked it up. I don’t know – maybe they were overenthusiastic when watching you, judging if you’d make good meals yourselves. Maybe you adapted to their paralytic quicker than most. Either way, you’re a lesson that we all need to exercise a little bit more care.’

He sighed, looking down at the barrel of his shotgun. Senyo tried to think, to figure a way out of this. Each encounter he’d had with these things so far had allowed him more movement than the last, more consciousness than the one before, so there must be some sort of resistance that you could develop. And here was George, who’d clearly been around them many times before and was moving and talking without problem. But there were so many of them here, and the air was thicker with that sweet chemical stench than ever.

‘And I hope you take some comfort in the fact that you are saving lives here. Each one only needs to feed every five, ten years at most. The rest of the time they exist quite peaceably. Your sacrifice, unwilling though it may be, will save five other lives. Admittedly there are many more down here than there once were, but even so, statistically speaking, the amount they eat is, well, it’s nothing, really. ’

Senyo took a deep breath, inhaling as much of the rancid stench as he was able. His mind swam, and for a second he lost consciousness. Then it passed, he was back and, yes, he was slightly more in control of his body. It had worked. But not as fast as he needed it to. The nearest creature, which wore a torn crimson ballgown and a battered cameo around her neck, crawled closer to him, hunger in its distended face. Out of the corner of his eye, Senyo could see Tash’s body shaking.

Delacey came closer, leaning forward, watching as the creature approached Senyo.

‘Ideally we wouldn’t have to kill anyone. I mean, it’s not like it’s our choice. You do understand that, don’t you? Any more than it’s your choice to eat a pig. The body needs what the body needs, and an immortal body needs a whole lot more. We are doing studies to see if there’s another way to sustain them, but I’m sure you understand that these things take time. I’m hopeful that by the time of my own transformation, God-willing not for many decades yet, the need to devour life will be a thing of the past. Even if not, though … Well, as I’m sure you’ll agree, it’s better than dying.’

Senyo inhaled again, but he knew it was too late. The mouth of the thing in front of him began to open wide. Wider. Wider.

Then the blade of a knife plunged into the side of its neck. George Delacey cried out, pulled the trigger and the world exploded.
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Tash

The cigarette paper tasted bitter on her tongue. It had been difficult enough to get it all the way from her pocket to her mouth before the muscles in her arm completely locked up, but Senyo had been right: adrenaline really did help you push through. Now there was one challenge left, which was swallowing the damn thing. Most people don’t really think of the throat as a muscle group, since swallowing and talking were such reflexive actions, but whatever the strange chemical was that exuded from the body of the creatures that that posh piece of shit had tried to play off as vampires, it shut them down just the same. Most people wouldn’t know how to force those muscles to obey in the face such paralysis. Then again, most people hadn’t had cause to do much in the way of voice training.

Tash focused, concentrating all that energy, all that adrenaline, into her pharynx, trying to trigger it. If she could just do that, if she could start the cascade of reflexive spasms … There! She swallowed, and the paper disappeared down her oesophagus. It was scratchy, barely softened at all by its time in her mouth, but it was better than what these things had in store for her.

More of them were pouring out of the holes now. She could count three just in front of her, but without being able to turn her head she could only guess at how many she could hear moving behind her. There were more than the single one they’d thought they’d been chasing, though, and that meant they could probably reproduce themselves somehow. This realisation sent a new wave of panic through her and Tash tried to move her arm again.

Still frozen. Shit. How long did she have to wait? She’d been hoping for an immediate effect, some sort of explosion of energy that shook off the paralytic effects, but it had been … Well, to be fair, it had only been a few seconds, but she didn’t know how many seconds she had left.

Her eyes flicked over to Delacey as he continued a monologue she’d largely tuned out from. What the hell was he talking about? Did he think that he was going to become one of these things?

Then it clicked into place. Of course. Death. The one thing the ruling class truly feared; the one thing that they couldn’t use their money or power to avoid or evade. Silicon Valley tech billionaires might trick themselves into believing they could someday upload their brain to the cloud or take a pill to stop ageing, but it looked like back across the Atlantic they’d taken a different route. They found something monstrous that didn’t die and then they found a way to become it.

Tash took stock of the bright-red uniform that hung in rags around the pale flesh of the one that was crawling towards her. She didn’t know her military history desperately well, but she thought she recognised it as kind of Victorian, which meant they’d been doing this for at least 120 years, probably more. How many terrified aristocrats had made this choice instead of facing their own end? How deep did these tunnels go? And how many innocent victims had died to keep these awful ghouls alive?

It was sickening, but was it surprising? Was there any part of this story that she was finding unbelievable once she had accepted the existence of the monsters that lurk in the tunnels and feed on the life of the working class and rot and decay everything they lay their awful bloodstained hands upon with avarice in their eyes and cowardice in their hearts and oh fuck yes the amphetamines were definitely kicking in.

Her stomach felt weird, and she was certain she was going to suffer for this later, but that could wait until they got out of this situation alive. What was important was that her theory was right, she could move. She could move, and she really wanted to move, but she had to pick her moment because she was only going to get one shot at this and if she screwed it up they would all die in the most painful and horrific way imaginable.

Tash could feel her whole body start to shake gently as she tried keep it under control and prevent herself lunging forward or turning to run. Slowly, trying to time her movements to the moments when Delacey was distracted with gloating over Senyo and Will, she moved her hand down to the other pocket of her hoodie, and closed her fingers around the handle of the knife she’d been carrying – a big one she’d found in the army surplus store and that was solid enough to fight with. Fuck wooden stakes. It looked like the two plans had not, in fact, been equally bad.

Now all she needed was her moment. She turned her head as subtly as possible to get a full count. Five. There was one for each of them, which made sense, but meant this was going to have to be a hell of an ambush. On the bright side, though, she’d get to kill an aristocrat.

Which one first? Will’s creature was doing that tongue thing to taste the air around him; Aaron’s was watching him from the floor; Elise’s was still extruding from its tunnel, and Tash would have to deal with her own eventually, but it wasn’t too close yet. Senyo. The creature in front of Senyo was already opening its mouth, preparing to eat. That was it, no more time for thoughts.

Energy surged through Tash as she lunged forward with even more force than she had anticipated, thrusting her open left palm into the ghoul in front of her. Its flesh was as soft and spongy as it looked, and for a fraction of a second she thought her hand was going to go inside its torso, but instead it flew backwards, the surprisingly light body slamming into the creature menacing Will.

Tash spun around, pulling out the knife and channelling all that momentum into a single, vicious blow to the side of the creature’s neck. The broad tip of the knife slid easily through it, almost beheading the thing in a single blow. Its twisted, pale head rocked backwards, now only attached to its shoulders by a thin strand of almost-translucent skin. It shuddered, awful spasms wracking its whole body as thick, congealed blood and violet ichor oozed from its open throat, and it collapsed to the floor.

There was such a visceral thrill rushing through Tash, such an electric surge of victory, that she didn’t even notice the gunshot. The sound slammed into her ears with such force that she staggered backwards. There was movement and shouting all around her, but it sounded as if it were coming from another room through a thick wall. Everything was drowned under a shrill, piercing whine that seemed to come from deep within her ears.

She tried to take stock of what was happening. The ghoul she’d hit with the knife lay on the ground, lumpy blood and dark purple fluid still leaking from its neck. It was dead. She had killed it. They could be killed. They could be killed.

As she looked down, she also noticed a flash of red standing starkly out from the grey of her hoodie. She was bleeding from some sort of wound in the side of her torso. She touched her free hand to the spot. There was no pain, which was either very good or very bad, or maybe one then the other. She followed the trajectory back to where George Delacey was doubled over, the top barrel of his shotgun still smoking. He was shouting, but the words couldn’t penetrate the shrill tone that was bouncing around Tash’s skull.

Why hadn’t he fired again? He had another barrel and, as far as she could tell, she wasn’t dead yet. Then she saw him cradling his hip and noticed the positioning of the shotgun. Tash had only fired a gun once in her life, during a family vacation when they’d all gone clay-pigeon shooting at a holiday park. She remembered the bruise she’d got because she hadn’t braced the stock of the gun properly and it had slammed into her shoulder. It looked like, in his panic, Delacey had simply pointed it at her and pulled the trigger, too fast to properly brace it. The stock had slammed back into his stomach, knocking the wind out of him and possibly breaking a rib or two. The result wasn’t going to be fatal, by any means, but it certainly looked like it hurt.

That wasn’t going to be fatal for him, but Tash fully intended to be. She walked towards him, blood dripping from her clothes, nerves surging with righteous fury and chemical stimulants, and raised the knife. She tried to scream a few obscenities at him, but it was impossible to tell what came out over the ringing in her ears.

She lunged forward with the knife, but misjudged his position and missed him by inches. He was saying something now, too, and though the words themselves were lost, the expression on his face made it clear he was pleading for his life. Even if he was, it didn’t count if she couldn’t hear it.

She tried a horizontal slash, but Delacey staggered backwards, getting only a superficial cut to his chest. It was becoming clear that knife-fighting was maybe slightly less intuitive than Tash had hoped and, despite the fantastic success of her initial strike, being dosed up on speed was not doing much to help the coordination of muscles that were still quite sluggish.

He was trying to lift the shotgun towards her again, hoping to unload the second barrel into her before she could do any real damage, but he was struggling to raise it properly. She brought the knife down, this time arcing right at his eye, and he threw up his arms to defend himself, letting the gun clatter harmlessly to the floor. The blade plunged into his right hand, severing his ring finger and slicing down the middle of his palm in an eruption of crimson. He opened his mouth in a scream of agony, but it was enough to push the weapon off course and give him an opening. Delacey charged Tash, slamming his shoulder into her and knocking her to the ground. She landed hard, the uneven floor of the warped tunnel tearing through her jeans and badly scratching her leg, but she kept hold of the knife.

Georgie Delacey didn’t stop moving, didn’t turn to check on her or to retrieve his weapon. He kept running, cradling his mangled hand, and disappeared down into one of the labyrinthine tunnels.

‘Fucker,’ Tash said, and actually heard the word this time as the gunshot-induced tinnitus receded. She looked over, trying to take stock of what was happening to the others. It seemed two of the ghouls had fled when she nearly beheaded their compatriot, while a third (the one that had been coming for her, in fact) looked like it had taken the brunt of the poorly aimed shotgun blast. It lay on the ground, writhing and twisting itself into grotesque, agonised shapes, and letting out a horrible mewling cry that set her teeth on edge. Senyo and Aaron were moving now, slowly but surely, and Elise was …

Tash’s eyes widened as she saw Elise, still almost completely frozen, gripped by the last of the creatures. Its mouth was open, jaw fully distended, and she could see the very start of the bubbling rot forming on Elise’s cheek.

It was too late. Even with all the adrenaline and drugs flowing through Tash’s body, she would be too slow, too injured. All she could do was watch as—

Another deafening shotgun blast rang out through the tunnels and the thing’s head disintegrated. Elise dropped to the floor, and Tash turned to see Will stood there, shotgun cradled against his shoulder in a perfect shooting stance. He caught her eye and smiled sheepishly.

‘Corporate retreats,’ he mouthed, as though that was some sort of explanation. Tash smiled, nodded, then fell unconscious to the floor.

She gasped awake, arms clumsily flailing around, to find she was still in the tunnels, where she had apparently collapsed against the rough, irregular wall. Her blood was still surging with the wild energy of the amphetamines in her system, and Aaron was leaning over her, concern on his face.

‘How long was I out?’ Tash asked. The sound of her voice was muted, but the ringing from the second gunshot had lessened enough to at least hear what was being said.

‘Only a moment,’ Aaron reassured her. ‘Are you OK? You’re bleeding.’

‘Is Elise OK?’ she asked, ignoring his words and pushing herself up a little bit to get a better view of things.

‘I’m fine,’ Elise called over. ‘More or less.’

Tash could see that she was holding a tissue to a spot on her cheek, which was bloody and slightly discoloured but didn’t stop her trying to smile.

Tash began to push herself to her feet, but Aaron placed an arm on her shoulder to stop her.

‘Let me see,’ he said, gently but firmly, and Tash lifted the red-stained section of her hoodie. For the first time she saw the ragged hole in her side. There was no pain, but the sight made her feel a little bit unwell. Aaron inspected it gingerly, pressing against the skin near it but being careful not to touch the wound itself. After a moment, the concern on his face changed into grim relief.

‘I think you’re going to be OK.’ He nodded. ‘Looks like you caught a bit of the shot when our posh friend fired. Appears to have gone clean through, though. Bit worried about how close it got to your the kidney and intestinal area, but I think we would have smelled it by now if there had been any real damage. I think you’ll be OK until we can get to a hospital.’

‘Thank you, doctor,’ Tash said, only half-jokingly.

‘When I was a kid, my parents loved medical shows, hospital documentaries, all that stuff.’ Aaron shrugged, trying not to look proud. ‘The gunshot wound episodes were always a highlight.’

‘Shame we didn’t pack a first aid kit instead of four hundred wooden stakes.’

‘Don’t worry.’ Aaron nodded at Senyo. ‘Dad thought ahead.’

‘Please don’t call me that,’ Senyo said, pulling from his bag a small green pouch with a white cross on it and throwing it to Aaron. With a surprising amount of surety, Aaron opened it and pulled out two large squares of adhesive gauze, before depositing a dollop of antiseptic cream on each of them. A sharp medicinal smell cut through the lingering aroma of saccharine decay.

‘Can you stay still, please?’

‘Not really,’ Tash replied, and it was true; her whole body coursed with energy, desperately urging her to move, to push forward, to do something. She felt a heat in her veins that almost matched the heat in the tunnel, as though the only thing keeping her separate from the outside world was a thin barrier of sweat.

‘Well, then, sorry about this,’ Aaron said, and pressed the dressings onto either side of the wound hard enough to hold her in place while sticking them down. Until that moment, whatever shock her body was in had kept the pain subdued. The disinfecting cream, however, that hurt.

‘Ah! Fuckyoufuckyoufuckyou!’ she gasped, and Aaron couldn’t help but laugh.

‘I should say thank you, by the way,’ he said.

‘We all should.’ Will didn’t meet her eyes. He’d opened the gun and removed the spent shells before propping it against the wall. There was something in his face that Tash recognised: a deep shame, most likely for pushing them to trust Delacey. And, to be fair, it was kind of his fault, but even she could understand why he’d made such a mistake.

‘You saved me.’ Senyo’s voice was sincere. ‘I … Thank you.’

‘I told you it was a good plan.’ Tash grinned, trying to sidestep the suddenly serious tone of the conversation.

‘What do you—?’ Aaron sounded confused for a moment, then something clicked. ‘Hang on, let me see your eyes.’

Tash stared at him, a goofy grin still plastered on her face.

‘You can’t prove anything, narc.’

‘Oh my god, Tash, seriously?’

‘It worked, didn’t it?’

‘What’s going on,’ Elise asked. Her beautiful face had taken on a look of concern. ‘Is she OK?’

‘She’s high as a kite.’ Aaron shook his head, half-disappointed and half-impressed.

‘And fast as a tiger!’ Tash called over.

‘If it works, it works.’ Senyo nodded.

‘Got any more?’ Will was shaking slightly, still riding his own wave of adrenaline.

‘’Sorry. I don’t exactly know a huge number of dealers and we didn’t have much time. Pretty much had to make do with whatever my weed guy had on him.’

It had been a little bit more involved than that, but they didn’t need a detailed account. Tash had been kind of embarrassed and hadn’t wanted Elise to know about it, so she had needed to meet the dealer at the Walthamstow house. There was, in fact, a message from Siobhan waiting on her phone, no doubt about that very event. Tash hadn’t opened it yet, as she reasoned that if she died then she wouldn’t have to deal with it, but since the preview started I have made myself very clear about strangers in the house and I cannot believe you would disresp … it promised to be a real gem.

Now that she’d become aware of the pain in her side it was clearly there to stay. Wincing, Tash slowly got to her feet and surveyed the carnage around her.

‘At least we know these vampires can die now,’ Aaron observed.

‘Ghouls,’ Tash corrected without thinking.

‘When was that decided?’ Will sounded confused.

She didn’t answer. When had she come up with that? It didn’t matter. She was absolutely correct about it and the amphetamine trying to push her forward wouldn’t accept any argument.

There were three of them around the place, splayed out in twisted postures of death. One was completely missing its face and the left side of its head where it had taken a full load of 12-gauge shot, its sludge-like purple brain matter still gently writhing and spasming with a twisted semblance of life. The second had gone still, its partially severed head bent round to stare at its own chest. The third was lying at an off angle, a large chunk of its spongy torso missing where it had taken most of the blast that Delacey had meant for her. Its wound didn’t look like it would have been fatal, but a moment of additional observation revealed what looked like a knife-wound cracked through its brittle skull. Tash followed the trail of violet spatter to where the stained blade now sat in Elise’s hand.

‘It was making a really unpleasant noise.’ Elise saw Tash noticing her handiwork and met her eyes.

‘I believe that.’ The emotion Tash was currently feeling had no name, but it occupied a midway point between the warmth of deep affection, the satisfaction of vengeance and the inappropriate horniness of stimulants. She blinked, trying unsuccessfully to clear her head.

Tash walked over to where Delacey had dropped his bag in the chaos and searched through it. There wasn’t much. A bottle of water, some sort of high-end protein bar and three more shells for the shotgun.

‘Five shots,’ Tash said, and looked at her comrades, realisation causing angry bile to rise in her throat. ‘Fuck. That little – that fuck, I’m gonna … Argh!’

She pocketed the shells and picked up the shotgun. She knew it was better in Will’s hands, but he raised no objections. Tash needed to be holding something heavy to help keep her grounded, and it looked like Elise needed the knife for much the same reason.

In that moment it felt like everyone let out a breath they’d been holding for a long time. They were all still here. They were all alive.

‘So, what do we—’

Will’s words were cut off abruptly, drowned out by a sound that seemed to come from every direction at once. From every passageway, every burrow erupted a long, drawn-out cry. There was anger there, but more than that there was outrage, a centuries-deep indignation, bellowed from throats that were no longer capable of human speech. It had been obvious there were more than five of the ghouls, but now it became clear just how many of the awful things there truly were.

The five of them exchanged panicked looks. Then they ran.

It was the gun that messed everything up, in the end. They had been running for several minutes, following the trail of lights on the unspoken assumption that eventually it would lead to somewhere with a connection to the surface. At least, they had been doing their best to run. The irregular nature of the tunnels, combined with the uneven surfaces left by the ghouls’ particular method of excavation, meant that more often than not it was more a desperate scrabble through narrow passageways. And all the while the angry cries of the creatures pursuing them grew louder and closer.

Tash was bringing up the rear. Although the speed that was still pumping through her (and would be for several more hours, according to the dealer) urged her to go faster, she worried about outpacing the others, especially Elise, who seemed to be struggling to keep up. And so she restrained herself, staying at the back in a way that felt torturously slow.

And it was when Elise stumbled that they lost the others. It was only a moment, a second or two on the floor before Tash was there, helping her up. The others were still in sight, trying to make sure the two of them didn’t fall too far behind. But as Elise regained her feet, her face changed, contorting into a mask of fear and the smell hit Tash like a wave. It seemed that the intense exposure of the last half hour had left them all more or less immune to the paralytic effect, but she still knew what the odour meant. Without hesitation Tash spun around to face the ghoul that was emerging from one of the smaller burrows in the ceiling. She levelled the shotgun, cradling it into her shoulder as she had seen Will do, and pointed it at the approaching monster, which looked like it had once been a judge, based on the tattered robe it still wore and the remnants of a wig that clung to its pale, hairless head.

But for all her readiness, Tash hadn’t actually fired a gun since that holiday, and that had been over a decade ago, when she was a teenager. In the haze of chemical confidence that still enveloped her she had already forgotten the sheer volume of the blast that was about to ring out. The previous shots had been near her, but this one was right next to her ear. She simply wasn’t prepared for how violent the recoil was, nor how unbearably loud it would be when the trigger was pulled. The shot went wide, blowing a chunk off the wall and missing the monster entirely. This wasn’t as big a disaster as it might have been, given that it still scared the thing back into the hole and gave them the breathing room they needed to escape. The real problem was that for the next few minutes she had rendered herself completely deaf (and, in fact, it would be hours before she fully regained hearing in her right ear). Elise was evidently not in a much better position, given the frantic miming the two of them had to resort to in the wake of the shot.

This meant that when, a few minutes later, the three in front came to a point where the tunnel split, with both passageways illuminated by the tasteful metal light fixtures, and they called back to let Tash and Elise know they were taking the fork up and to the left; a route which they would later find out led to the surface, the message went unheard. The girls were only a few seconds behind them, of course, but disorientated, frantic and unable to hear what the others had said, they veered to the right and headed down, further into the nest.
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Will

The door that stood before them was reminiscent of the light fixtures that had illuminated their way here: sleek, modern and well-built, but too tasteful to have been installed by any sort of industrial or practically minded source. It took Will a second to recognise where he’d seen its kind before. Some years ago, when he’d been at the height of his career with Bentar Nelson, he’d been sent an upmarket home renovations catalogue. It had been aimed at those multimillionaires who were hollowing out the land beneath their Mayfair terraces for multi-level basements, because they couldn’t get planning permission to change anything on the exterior. Nothing in there had had a price listed (if you have to ask, etc.), but he doubted any of it would have been less than five or six figures. None of it was of particular interest to him, living as he did in a rented flat, but he recalled a ‘Security’ section of the magazine that had contained ways to defend and protect your home that didn’t disrupt its tasteful minimalism. The metal door in front of them was, if not from that specific catalogue, then from a similar one, and there was no way it had cost less than twenty thousand pounds.

‘Has anyone seen Elise? Or Tash?’ Aaron’s voice was ragged from the exertion of running.

They all looked down the corridor they had just come from, desperately hoping their companions had merely been delayed by a few seconds. This tunnel was smoother than the rotten burrows they had just been fleeing through, and in the last thirty feet or so it had changed to a clearly man-made excavation. With the lights, they had a clear view for almost a hundred feet, but there was no sign of anything moving.

‘Shit,’ Will said. ‘Did they take a wrong turn or something?’

‘They must have.’ Senyo’s face was grim.

‘What do we do?’ Aaron asked.

‘Well’ – Will tried to keep his voice level – ‘we can either go back for them, or try to get through this door and hope they catch up. Or find another way out.’

He hated how much he didn’t want to go back for them. They were here, they’d made it. There was a door out. If Tash and Elise had got lost, surely that was their own mistake? Why should the rest of them have to die for it? But it had been his mistake to vouch for Delacey, and they might all die for that. He had saved Elise earlier with the shotgun, though. Did that make any difference in the equation? But he wouldn’t have been able to even get the gun if Tash hadn’t—

He shook his head. This wasn’t a trading algorithm trying to maximise returns. These were real people. These were his friends.

‘We should go back,’ Senyo said.

Will was about to agree when a wave of ghoulish screaming echoed down towards them.

‘I will point out,’ he said, a sudden realisation hitting him, ‘that they have the weapons right now. Both of them. That means that if we can’t get this door open they might be in a better position than we are. Because if it stays shut, then then this isn’t an escape, it’s a dead end.’

Senyo said nothing, but his face was hard. Aaron looked like he wanted to argue but clearly saw that, as much as they all hated it, Will was right.

‘OK,’ Aaron said, defeat palpable in his voice. ‘How do we get through the door, then?’

Will turned to consider the new obstacle. It looked, at first glance, like a standard door, of the sort you might see at the front of a reasonably expensive home in any suburb you’d care to name. But there were small tells that spoke to its high-security nature: a certain density to the material, the metallic sheen of thick steel that the lacquer couldn’t quite hide and, most telling of all, the way it sat completely flush with the frame around it. Breaking it down was not going to be an option.

‘Is there like, a key or …?’ Aaron looked around the floor, as though it might be hidden under a plant pot or doormat.

‘I don’t even see a keyhole.’ Will shook his head. ‘These things don’t usually use mechanical locks. It’s generally a keycard reader, or …’

‘Here!’

Aaron was pointing at a small square on the hard-packed earth wall where the texture changed to something more artificial. It looked more like plastic that had been moulded and painted to resemble the wall around it. He pushed it in and some hidden internal spring popped it right back out, swinging on a hinge to reveal a numerical keypad.

‘Right! OK! Good!’ Will said, though he wasn’t sure how good it actually was. If it was a five-digit code, as was standard, that would be a hundred thousand possible combinations. Assuming five seconds per attempt, that would be five hundred thousand seconds. How many hours was that? How many days? Assuming, of course, there wasn’t a lock-out after a certain number of failed attempts.

‘Is there any way to tell which keys have been used the most? Prints or finger-grease or wear or something?’ Aaron’s triumph had quickly turned to desperation. Will shook his head.

‘The buttons are grease-proof as a selling point, and it doesn’t look like it’s used often enough for there to be much wear-and-tear. There’s really no way to—’

The end of his sentence was drowned out by another chorus of howling from their furious pursuers. This was it, then. They had maybe a minute before they were all going to die. There was a certain irony to the fact they were going to be killed because of exactly the sort of door that, until a couple of weeks ago, Will would have coveted. Fine houses, high-end technology, the tasteful exercise of wealth, all the things that for years he had convinced himself that he wanted. Was that ironic? Or was it apt? He was never entirely certain which was which. Either way, there was some sort of poetry to it, he supposed.

Senyo frowned for a moment, staring at the pristine keypad and the door that seemed so new. Then he reached forward, past Will, and pressed zero zero zero zero zero.

A green light sprang to light on the top of the keypad and there was a chnk sound as the magnetic lock disengaged. Will let out an incredulous laugh. The preset factory code. They hadn’t changed it.

‘Seriously?’

‘Rich people,’ Senyo said as he stepped through, as though that were all the explanation that was needed.

Will tried to bristle at that, some part of him still reflexively wanting to defend the class he had once aspired to emulate, even to join. But he couldn’t. Despite a lifetime of his best efforts, he had never been one of them, never could have been one of them. His gaze drifted to Aaron. As the young man stepped through the door, he turned and reached out a hand, gesturing Will to follow. It was such an instinctive and natural gesture of support, after all the ways that Will had distanced himself from the other, that for a second tears pricked in the corners of his vision. Despite everything, these were his friends, and had been for a while if he’d allowed himself to see it.

Another scream from their pursuers broke him from his thoughts, and he followed Aaron and Senyo through the now-open door.

The room beyond was lit evenly by strips embedded in the ceiling, and the lack of windows or anything approaching natural light told Will that they were still some distance below the surface. The floor was covered in the sort of easy-clean grey marble tiles you might see in an expensive kitchen, and the whole chamber extended before them for about twenty metres. It was maybe five metres wide, and along each side were large boxes constructed from a clear, Perspex-like material. Along the top of the room was a wide metal tube, with branches that extended out over the top of each box, ending in circular opening, as well as a few opened into the wider room. At first Will assumed it was some kind of air conditioning system, but following along it he saw that it didn’t lead to any pump or mechanical unit. Instead, the end of the pipe disappeared into the wall above the door they had just come from, clearly leading out into the tunnel system they had just escaped. It was when he saw the greasy stains and ashy remnants that lingered in each and every one of the clear cells that he finally realised what he was looking at. It seemed not all of the creatures preferred their meals free-range.

Senyo swore under his breath, while Aaron let out a sigh that suggested that what he was looking at was simply the confirmation of some long-held suspicion. Only Will seemed truly stunned. What George Delacey had said to them at gunpoint had felt like a personal betrayal. This felt like a betrayal of everything he had ever believed about the world.

He realised he was still holding the door open. It was heavy, and if he released it, then it would seal itself behind them, and ensure there was no way Tash or Elise could follow, but if someone stayed to hold it open they would be sacrificing their own escape. Closing it wouldn’t stop the ghouls from getting in, given how the pipe above them seemed to work. The only people it would keep out were their friends. He looked at Aaron and Senyo, seeing the same calculations play out across their faces.

‘We’ve got to go,’ Senyo said sadly.

‘Hang on,’ Will said, a thought suddenly striking him. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his heavy red pen. He smiled at it, an unexpected burst of nostalgia washing over him in a brief, melancholy wave. Then he bent down and placed it between the door and its frame. When he let go the weight of the security door pushed against it, trying to return to its magnetic seal, and he could see the thick maroon plastic cracking under the pressure, but it did not break, leaving enough of a gap for anyone following them to simply push it open. A good use for it at last.

And then they were off, jogging down the long room towards what looked like another similarly sturdy security door at the other end. As they got closer Will’s heart fell, though. What sat on the wall beside it was not a keypad, but a card reader. One they had no way of using.

‘No. No!’ he shouted to no-one in particular. They’d come so far, got past so much. It couldn’t all have been for nothing.

There was movement in one of the cells next to them and Will leapt back from it, startled. Inside was a man, apparently doing his best to sleep on the cold marble floor. His clothes and face were grubby, and he had a few days’ worth of stubble covering his chin. Their passage had clearly disturbed him, and he blinked slowly, as though trying to focus in the harsh overhead lighting.

‘A-aaron?’ the man said.

‘Oh my god.’ Aaron’s face finally registered true shock. ‘Gary?’

‘You know this man?’ Will asked.

‘Yeah. I mean, kinda. We used to eat together sometimes. Gary, what are you doing here?’

‘Dunno. Got picked up …’ Gary looked around the room, as though searching for a way to determine how long he’d been there ‘… a while ago. Couple of posh lads, said they were doing outreach for some charity or something. Duke of whatever-the-fuck initiative. Just brought me here and left. Figured I was gonna get trafficked or something, but no-one’s come by. Same with the others.’

Will looked around and, sure enough, several of the other chambers also contained people. None of them stirred, although it was unclear through the smeared, greasy walls whether they were sleeping, dead or just overcome with despair. The matter-of-fact way that Gary talked about what he thought was going to happen to him broke Will’s heart, and he wasn’t sure whether telling him the truth about the fate that was planned for him would make the situation better or worse. The feeling threatened to overwhelm him, a mixture of sympathy and guilt that blurred together into a burning, furious anger at the class he had so earnestly longed to join.

‘What’re you doing here, Aaron?,’ Gary said. ‘They get you too?’

‘Not exactly.’ Aaron shook his head. ‘Kinda broke in here by accident.’

‘Shit, mate. Think you fucked up.’

‘Don’t we know it.’ Aaron gave Will a look. ‘Now, how do we get you out?’

Gary shook his head.

‘Don’t think there’s any way from down here. There’s a security booth or something up through that door. They control pretty much everything from there.’

‘Right.’ Aaron nodded to himself, trying to think the situation through.

‘Any idea how to get through that door?’ Will asked, hopefully.

Gary shrugged, defeat written over every part of him, and slumped back down to the floor of his cell.

Senyo hadn’t spoken for some time, instead focusing his attention on the entrance before them, and specifically on a camera that was placed just over the upper edge of it. A small green light indicated it was currently active, but its dark lens gave no indication of who or what it might be sending to.

‘What’re you thinking?’ Will asked him.

‘Aaron’s friend said there was a security room down here, so that’s probably where the feed goes.’

‘Right.’

‘What time is it?’

Will pulled out his phone. The readout read 04:12. The time came as a shock. Not so much because of how late it was, but because being down in the tunnels had felt so detached from any part of the real world that there actually being a time seemed bizarre.

‘Almost quarter past four.’

‘So, if it’s manned it will still be the night watch. Probably just the one person. Rich people don’t pay for more staff than they need. And if it’s a live feed they’ll already have seen us.’

‘Is that … good news?’

‘It’s what we have to work with.’ Senyo’s tone was thoughtful, like he was considering a crossword puzzle.

Behind them, Aaron was searching the edges of Gary’s chamber for a way to get it open. There was a section of the hardened plastic attached to a pair of hinges and clearly designed to act as a door, but the electronic lock on it was a heavy-duty piece of engineering and there wasn’t enough space around the edges to get any real purchase.

‘By now they’ll probably have figured out we’re not supposed to be here and be reporting it to someone else,’ Senyo said, continuing to think out loud. ’No idea what the procedure is, probably to wait for some kind of response team to arrive, but we don’t have time for that, and it would be bad news for us, anyway.’

‘So, what do we do?’ Will was becoming very aware of how much time had passed since they got into the room.

‘We’ve got a better chance against just the one person, so we need to make it seem like they need to come in here urgently.’ He paused. Then smiled suddenly and whispered. ‘Pretend to phone the police.’

‘But there’s no way I have signal down—’

‘I said pretend.’

‘Aren’t the police going to be on their side?’ Aaron interjected quietly.

‘High level, sure. But I’m willing to bet whoever owns this place doesn’t want the attention, or for a bunch of rank-and-file coppers to get a look down here.’

‘There’s no way they’re going to buy it.’

‘If you have a better idea …’

Will sighed, mimed pressing some buttons on his phone and pressed it to his ear. He waited a few moments, as though he were listening to it ring, and then he began to speak.

‘Hello? Police, please. Yes, this is an emerg—’

Almost before he’d finished speaking the door in front of them made a deep clicking noise as it unlocked itself and swung open, apparently via some sort of automatic mechanism that left the man standing behind it both hands free to hold a small yellow taser.

‘Put the phone down. Who are ya?’

The man’s voice confused Will for a second. In fact, his whole demeanour came as a surprise, though in retrospect perhaps it shouldn’t have. He was neither an upper-class conspirator, nor a faceless enforcer, and certainly no monster. He was slightly shorter than average, with dark hair and umber skin, a well-trimmed beard kept short above a navy-blue shirt and a black gilet that had a prominent (though blank) space for a security company logo. His accent was pure East London. He looked no different to any other security guard Will had passed on his way into every office building he’d ever been in. It made sense, of course; the job was the job, regardless of the details, and why wouldn’t the people who built this place have simply hired the most morally flexible of the folks already in that employment pool? Even so, to be confronted with such a mundane figure in the middle of this nightmare left Will feeling deeply unbalanced.

‘I said put the phone down.’

He complied, remembering to mime ‘hanging up’ on the screen before putting it in back in his pocket.

‘Who ya callin’?’

Will glanced at Senyo, hoping the older man had come up with a second part to the impromptu plan. He clearly hadn’t.

‘Do you know what’s going on down here?’ Will asked indignantly, putting on his best ‘talking to the help’ voice and gesturing to Gary and the other prisoners. ‘What they’re doing to these people?’

‘Look, mate, I just watch the monitors.’ The voice had clearly registered with the guard and he now seemed slightly unsure of exactly what the current power dynamics were supposed to be. Nonetheless, he kept the taser levelled and gestured for them to step away from Gary’s cell, which they did slowly.

‘Are you serious?’ Will continued. ‘They are feeding people to monsters down here!’

‘I don’t know anything about that. Now, c’mon.’ He gestured with his taser for them to raise their hands. ‘Gonna need to call in to my supervisor about this. You’re not supposed to be here.’

‘This is … This is evil,’ Will said weakly.

‘It’s a job,’ the man replied. ‘Now, I said—’

He stopped mid-sentence, the taser pointed between Will and Aaron, his eyes suddenly unfocused. In the cells, the other prisoners were similarly silent and still. Even Gary seemed to have frozen in place. Clearly Will hadn’t realised quite how used to the smell he had become, and it took him a full second or two to realise what was happening.

‘Oh, shit,’ Aaron said, ‘we’ve got to—’

But the words were drowned out by the furious shrieking of the ghouls that came rushing down the pipes.

If Will had survived past that night, and you had asked him why he did what he did, he could have provided you with many different answers.

There first would have been the practicality of it: the creatures were too numerous, with too many hands grasping and pulling at them. Someone had to keep them away long enough for the others to shut the door to the security office. Will was the furthest back and the closest to the horde as it approached, so by any reasonable judgement he was the best placed to do so.

He might also have pointed out the possibility that it wasn’t necessarily hopeless. These creatures worked by paralysis and ambush, and when no such tactics were available to them they had proven to be, if not weak, then certainly able to be overcome in a physical confrontation. It was unlikely, certainly, but not impossible that he could have fought his way out. He would, of course, have been wrong, but Will might have suggested that he could have won the fight.

He would almost certainly have brought up the importance of his companions’ survival. They had proven themselves his friends in a way that Will had only now truly begun to understand, and the idea of losing them so soon was more than he could bear.

There was certainly guilt about his role in convincing them to trust George Delacey. He would no doubt have pointed out how likely it was that without his endorsement they wouldn’t even be in this situation. Perhaps he might have considered a sacrifice like this a sort of karmic balancing.

He might also have brought up the rather sad state of his life should he survive. His job was gone, as was the status he had struggled his whole life to attain, and he felt too old to start over from scratch. And on top of everything his world was shattered. Everything he believed about the society he lived in had been irrevocably tainted by the knowledge of the cruelty upon which it was built. Any new world-view he might construct would take a lot of learning, thought and reflection. He might have decided he just couldn’t face it.

In the end, though, none of those reasons would have been true. Will charged the ghouls because he was angry; because he was sick of running; because he was bitter at all the lies he had swallowed for so long; because he was humiliated by how much a fool George Delacey had made of him; because he was burned out, exhausted and thoroughly sick of it all; and because when he had killed that disgusting creature with a shotgun it had been the first time in months he’d felt good and he wanted to kill some more.

And he did. Four of them, in fact. The first he grabbed by the throat, pulling and gouging at the soft, spongy flesh until it fell back, thrashing and gurgling. The second leered over him, opening its mouth wide as he felt the skin on his face itch, then burn, then roar in pain. Reflexively he threw his fist forward, thrusting it into the gooey, distended mouth of his assailant and grabbing onto something that was almost certainly its wet, slug-like tongue. He twisted, feeling something tear inside it and throwing it back into the crowd. They were all over him by that point, and he could feel his clothes burning off him and his muscles twitching as the flesh above them decomposed. He was screaming, agony and rage mingling into a single, primal sound. Somehow he found his almost skeletal hand holding one of the stupid little wooden stakes Delacey had given them and he plunged it into the protruding black eye of one of the ghouls holding him, skewering right into its brain. There was a thrill of bitter satisfaction at that, and if he’d still had lips Will would have grinned. He did kill one more after that with a wild kick that hit one of the creatures in the chest and caved it in. He had no way of knowing that, unfortunately, as it happened a few seconds after his eyes popped. But before that, the last thing he saw, as his face melted into grey ash, was the security door swinging shut behind his friends.
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Elise

They first suspected they’d made a profoundly wrong turn when the incline of the tunnels through which they were fleeing began to slowly turn into a decline. They became certain of it when the lights they thought they had been following to their source came to an abrupt end. Unfortunately, when Elise and Tash finally realised they need to turn back, the cacophonous screeches of rage that were getting steadily closer convinced them otherwise.

‘Well, what now?’ Tash tried to sound defiant but couldn’t hide the fear in her words. The ringing in their ears had lessened to the point where they could communicate, although Elise suspected they might be shouting louder than was sensible.

‘I don’t know.’ Elise clutched the sticky knife close to her chest. ‘I think we’ve lost the others.’

They stood at the edges of the light, just before the illumination gave way to a series of pitch-black passageways. Tash nodded with a grimace.

‘Way I see it, either we backtrack and try to see where we went wrong, or we push on into the dark and hope that eventually we stumble across a normal tunnel that leads to the surface.’

Elise nodded.

‘Those are our options.’

‘Yup.’

Neither of them spoke for a few seconds.

‘They … both sound like we’re going to die,’ Elise said at last.

It really didn’t feel fair. They’d already survived so much. There should be some rule that if you survive a certain-death situation, that should be it. No more life-or-death struggles for at least a month. Hell, make it a year.

‘Back there is definitely swarming with those things, and forward is almost certainly swarming with those things … in the dark.’

‘I like the sound of “almost”?’ Elise tried to look optimistic, but Tash’s face told her she’d failed.

‘And I hate the sound of “in the dark”. Do you still have your torch?’

‘No,’ Elise said, ‘I think I dropped it when they tried to jump us. I have my phone, though, and that’s got a decent flashlight mode.’

‘I’ve got mine, but it’s hard to hold it and the gun at the same time. What charge are you on?’

Elise clicked the small button on the side of the screen and her phone sprang to life. There was a nasty-looking crack down one half of it, but it seemed to be working all right. She looked at the time: quarter past four in the morning. What a stupid time of day to die. She dismissed the thought and looked at the battery symbol in the top right corner.

‘Thirty-eight per cent.’

‘Could be worse, I suppose. I guess I vote for darkness.’

Tash’s breathing was slightly laboured, and her words came in short, irregular bursts. Elise paused for a moment, trying to find a delicate way to ask how much the drugs were messing her up.

‘Hey, how much are those drugs messing you up?’

Tash grinned, though there wasn’t a lot of good humour in the expression.

‘Honestly? They’re about the only thing keeping me on my feet right now.’

Elise flicked on her phone flashlight. The beam shot out, splitting the darkness, and illuminating a pale and misshapen head protruding from one of the holes in the wall. Tash began to scream, but Elise held a hand out for silence with such force that she choked the sound down before it escaped.

They watched the awful ghoul’s movements. It had the wispy remnants of a bushy moustache clinging to its misshapen lips and only the collar of an old dinner jacket to cover its torso. Strangely, though the light was shining directly onto its black, orb-like eyes it did not seem to notice or react to it. Instead, it opened its mouth, that strange tongue stretching and writhing out, tasting the air. It curled over in the direction of the two women, and all at once the creature stiffened and its head snapped towards them. A thick gust of mouldering sweetness hit them, and Elise could feel her muscles stiffen, but only slightly. By this point she had been exposed to so much of it that even without Tash’s chemical assistance she was able to move almost without issue.

Despite this, she stood completely still. Elise looked over at her companion, and they silently agreed on a plan. Tash flicked her eyes down towards the shotgun she carried and Elise almost imperceptibly shook her head, instead moving the knife a fraction of an inch in front of her. Tash’s eyebrows lifted in uncertainty, but she did not move.

The creature got closer and closer, clearly excited by its happenstance meal. It crawled over towards Tash, its joints bending at strange angles, its movements a parody of human articulation. Its chest rose and fell in a grim imitation of human breath as it stretched itself up to its full height, face inches from its victim.

Then Tash winked at it. It paused, a hesitation of less than a second, but enough to give her the opening. Tash lunged forward, slamming her forehead right into the centre of its face.

Elise stabbed into its chest for the sixth and final time, spraying yet more old blood across the floor and finally ending its death spasms.

‘I didn’t think headbutting it was part of the plan,’ she said.

‘Well, maybe we shouldn’t have come up with a plan that relied on a girl who recently bombed a bunch of speed.’

Tash was grinning, her teeth forming a white slash across a face now streaked with the revolting purple blood of the ghoul. All told the effect was ghastly and Elise couldn’t help but shudder slightly. The absurd thought crossed her mind that she wished they’d nailed down exactly what this relationship was before coming down towards certain death.

‘You noticed it, though, right?’ Tash was talking quickly, her brain clearly locking on to a new idea. ‘I reckon these things are blind, or at the very least they don’t see like we do. Maybe they don’t hear the same way, either. Do you remember if they reacted to the gunshot earlier?’

‘I mean, one of them reacted by dying, but I’m pretty sure that’s what sent them scurrying away.’

‘OK, so probably not deaf, but they definitely do a lot of their sensing with that tongue, and I reckon smell, or, like “taste-smell” or whatever is a big part of it.’

Elise’s eyes went wide as she followed Tash’s train of thought.

‘No,’ she said. ‘You can’t honestly be suggesting …’

Tash’s manic grin got even wider.

‘This is a bad plan,’ Elise repeated.

As she said it, she knelt down besides the creature’s corpse, knife gripped firmly in her hands. The blade was sturdy, but it wasn’t sharp enough to make her task easy. It seemed to Elise as though the skin and fat of the thing had somehow merged into a single waxy layer which, though revolting, was easy enough to remove once she got underneath it. It came away in awful sticky sheets, like she was peeling the cake layer off a trifle. There was a sound like the tearing of soggy paper. Beneath, the blood flowed freely, and she tried not to imagine it like a grotesque paint pot, despite what they were going to do. Bile rose in Elise’s throat, and she could feel herself going pale at the sight, which seemed so stark and clinical in the harsh white light of her phone.

‘Hey,’ Tash said abruptly, concern suddenly written over her face, ‘how are you feeling?’

‘Bad?’ Elise said, not quite following.

‘No, I mean, do you need a chocolate bar or something? Like, with your whole diabetes situation. I mean, I don’t want to pry, but given all the stress and stuff, and we don’t know if their blood is poisonous and it’ll be all over our hands so if you need to eat something maybe you should do so before we smear it, you know?’

The words were clumsy, as Tash struggled to articulate her concern for a condition she clearly didn’t know much about. Still, Elise found herself oddly touched that she had thought about it. To be honest, Elise had kind of forgotten it herself, what with everything that was going on.

‘Actually, stress and adrenaline tend to raise blood sugar, rather than lower it,’ she said, ‘so it’s more likely I’d need my insulin than …’

She stopped, a cold dread suddenly coming over her. Her insulin had been in her bag, which she’d dropped when Delacey pulled betrayed them and had forgotten to grab when they’d had to flee. And it seemed Tash was right: as the surge of fight or flight faded, she could already feel how dry her mouth was, and if she paid attention she could see the beginnings of a tell-tale blurriness at the edge of her vision.

Now that definitely wasn’t fair. To have made it this far, done all of these horrible things, only to be taken out by hyperglycaemia. Even if didn’t kill her for a good long while it was going to torpedo her mobility, her ability to think, and all the other faculties you needed when you were trying to escape a subterranean monster den.

‘OK then,’ Tash declared, ‘I guess that makes this a test run.’

‘What?’

‘I’ll go back for it.’

‘No, that’s stupid.’

‘No, that’s stupid,’ Tash repeated back to her in a mocking voice. ‘Just let me die here in this hole, Tash. That’s probably for the best. Don’t be melodramatic, Tash, I’ll be fine.’

Elise wanted to argue, but she knew that her companion wouldn’t listen to her objections. But she didn’t want Tash to die because she’d dropped her insulin.

‘How will you even find it?’

‘I can follow the lights back. I’ll be OK. I’m not leaving you to face this alone. I promise.’

Elise blinked back tears. There was a lot she found herself wanting to say, about how weird the last two weeks had been, how terrifying it all was, but also how glad she was to have had Tash to share it with. How if anything good could come out of such an awful situation it was having met her.

‘Thank you,’ she said instead.

‘Enough talk,’ Tash winked. ‘Let’s smear ourselves in slime.’

Slime was, as it turned out, the right word. While it seemed to serve the same function as blood in the creatures, it was thicker, somehow; constantly forming into disgusting globules that made it difficult to properly paint their exposed skin and soak their clothing. But they managed to do it, and after a couple of minutes the two women had been replaced with awful spectres coated in indigo gore. Even more impressive was that neither of them threw up.

The blood that now covered them was tacky in some places, while in others it was already starting to dry. More than anything else it was sweltering – it seemed to provide a degree of insulation that made the already too-warm tunnels feel even hotter. The good news was that sweat didn’t seem to wash it off. The bad news was that it turned it into a putrid, sticky mess. It absolutely stank, of course, although if Tash’s plan was to work, that was probably good news.

Elise sat there, leaning against the wall, feeling useless. Tash had been right, of course; further exertion would have only made the situation worse, and even if she hadn’t been on the sharp end of a diabetic episode, she would have struggled to keep up with her amphetamine-fuelled partner. She clutched the shotgun that Tash had pressed earnestly into her hands. Tash’s idea was that it would be easier to defend herself with in her current state, compared to the rather energy-intensive knife, and Elise hadn’t had the heart to tell her that she’d never fired a gun before. Still, it was a comforting weight in her lap.

The sound of movement startled her out of her thoughts. It had come from back up the lit passageway, in the direction that Tash had gone. It had been a while since she’d last heard the awful howls of what she imagined to be a horde of the creatures chasing them. Perhaps that meant they’d given up and stopped hunting. Perhaps it meant they’d found someone on whom to unleash their rage and hunger.

This sounded different – though her initial burst of hope that it might be Tash’s return vanished quickly as she realised how slow and deliberate the sounds were. Even if she’d decided to sacrifice speed for stealth, Elise was not confident her companion would be able to keep her steps quite that steady in her current state. That left only one possibility.

Her worst fears were confirmed when a bone-white head became visible, down in one of the smaller burrows that lined the walls. The ghoul squeezed itself closer, undulating its way along the narrow space before extruding from the opening. Its eyes were staring directly at Elise, and she reminded herself that it was simply because of the angle of the hole, not because it could see her.

As its horrible head passed the edge of the wall, it pulled its arms up from either side of its body and, placing them either side of the opening, pressed forward, flopping obscenely down onto the floor just a couple of metres from where Elise lay. Whatever clothing might have once covered its pale, emaciated body had long since worn away, with the exception of a bow-tie that had once been white, but now looked the colour of dried pus.

Elise tried to lift the gun, but the angle at which she was lying against the wall, combined with the fact that her arms were slightly too short for the weapon, meant that even if she’d been at her most physically coordinated (which she was not), she couldn’t have got a good grip to aim it. At least, not without a lot of noise and movement. The weight of the metal barrel that had been such a comfort a moment before now felt like a heavy iron bar pinning her in place. All she could do was wait, and hope that Tash was as right about her second ridiculous plan as she was about her first.

The leering thing opened its jaws, and out flicked that long, tuberous tongue, which throbbed and flailed as it tasted the air. It snaked its pulsating way towards Elise, then bent to the side and seemed to point at the butchered ghoul-corpse (was corpse the right word when something was, in so many ways, already dead?) that lay splayed out on the other side of the passageway.

It was towards this that the creature moved, its juddering strides almost hesitant. It came close the leaking mass of spongy flesh and violet blood, and seemed to sit there for a minute, its tongue flicking out and in, as if in confusion. Then it reared back and let out a cry of indignation and fury. Then it reared up and charged off into the dark.

Elise lay there, heart pounding, head swimming with disbelief. The thing hadn’t noticed her. It had worked.

Tash was never going to let her hear the end of it.

‘Hey, how do I do this?’

Tash’s voice roused her from whatever reverie had overtaken her. It hadn’t been sleep, exactly, but she’d certainly not noticed her return. Elise smiled weakly in relief.

‘You’re not dead.’

‘Nope, the blood worked a treat. Now, can you show me how this works?’

She held up the small black travel case in front of Elise, who shifted more upright and looked almost disbelievingly at her insulin kit. Tash snapped open the catch and gestured in exaggerated confusion at the cylindrical injector and cartridges inside.

‘It’s pretty simple. You just put that in – no, not quite like that. Here, let me do it.’

‘You sure?’ Tash seemed hesitant to hand it over.

‘Yeah, I’m not that far gone,’ Elise said, her fingers filling the injector with practised ease.

‘Where do we need to inject it?’

‘What’s this “we”?’ Elise smiled.

‘Hey, I’m a big part of this process. Very much the “saviour” figure in this scenario.

Elise couldn’t really argue with that. She lifted the bottom of her T-shirt, uncovering the area of her stomach she usually used to inject. It was more of an obstacle than usual, both because of how stiff the garment now was with ghoul blood, and because of how much had soaked through onto the skin below, which made finding a clean site for injection something of a challenge. After a few seconds she managed to locate a small patch unblemished by viscera and pressed the injector to it. Her insulin shots were never exactly comfortable, but she was used to the prick of the needle by now. Today, though … Today it hurt, and she let out a hiss of pain.

Concern flashed across Tash’s face, but Elise waved it away and stood up. It would take a little while for her blood sugar to stabilise, but whatever placebo effect came from the initial injection was already in full swing and she was ready to press on. If anything, that jolt of pain had been exactly what she needed.

‘You ready?’

‘As I’ll ever be.’ Elise nodded. ‘Let’s get out of here.’

There was a pause.

‘Yeah, about that …’ There was an edge to Tash’s voice that she didn’t like.

‘What? Did you not find a way out?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe. Look, I got kind of lost at one point and I, uh, I found something.’

The light of the torch swept in a wide arc over the vast chamber. It was deep, far deeper than any excavation Elise had seen as part of her mapping project, yet it looked man-made, and comparatively recent. All along one side and disappearing into the darkness above them was a massive metal waterpipe, but it was what littered the floor that arrested her focus.

The only word to describe them was ‘nests’. Hundreds, maybe thousands of them, each a pile of what at first looked like junk, but on closer inspection revealed themselves to be bizarre collections of antiques and bric-a-brac. Fine silks, old paintings, leatherbound books, broken mahogany furniture … she even saw one that looked like it had been crudely shaped out of a collection of ivory smoking pipes. Anything even vaguely organic had all but rotted away, decayed by the aura of the ghouls into an almost unrecognisable mass, but a few substances had withstood the effect. Gold and diamonds, or other gemstones, glimmered from the various piles that surrounded them, and with a lurch Elise realised exactly how much wealth there must be in this place. Atop nearly all of the individual nests sat a ghoul, splayed out, beady eyes staring blindly at the world around them, making no movement. A dull drone emanated from each, blanketing the place in a layer of noise that seemed to dampen the sound of Tash and Elise’s footsteps between the nests.

‘Are they … asleep?’ Elise asked, her voice a low whisper so as not to be heard over the drone.

‘Maybe,’ Tash replied, sweeping her light over the face of the nearest ghoul. It did not react. ‘Some kind of hibernation, maybe?’

Elise’s eyes were drawn to the glint of jewellery from the nest of a creature that wore a more modern red ballgown that was still in quite good condition.

‘Hang on, did you bring us down here to try and steal from these things?’

Tash shook her head.

‘I did think about it, but no. Anyway, it wouldn’t be stealing, it would be redistribution.’

‘Then why are we here?’ Elise hissed. ‘This seems like the worst place to be.’

‘Come on, it’s just up ahead.’

They walked for another thirty seconds or so, past rotting piles worth more than Elise would ever make in five lifetimes, until they reached the centre of the chamber. There, lying on a colossal pile of parchment so decomposed it made Elise immediately think of a wasps nest, lay an enormous pale figure.

It was far larger than any of the ghouls that surrounded it, and seemed to bulge out in odd directions. To call it fat would not have been accurate, for the way that it expanded did not map to any human distribution of weight. The word that bubbled up in Elise’s mind as their twin lights explored the scope of it was bulbous. It wasn’t clear what clothes it had ever worn, as all that remained were the smallest scraps: the lacy trim of a black mourning dress, the silky remnants of a military sash, a fragment of blue suit fabric. It had a face, vast and open, its thick tongue constantly thrashing, searching the air for something nameless that might slake its hunger.

‘What the hell is it?’ Elise whispered frantically.

‘I think …’ Tash hesitated. ‘I think it’s their queen.’
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Senyo

Aaron and Senyo watched the monitor in silence as the last vestiges of Will faded away on the small video screen. The grainy quality of the CCTV resolution did nothing to dull the horror of what they were seeing, nor did the lack of sound prevent them from feeling the noises that must have been filling the room. The screams. Senyo had instinctively reached for the door release button when they had got inside the security booth, but his hand had stopped inches from it. He had realised then that it was too late for his friend, or for anyone else in that room. He tried to blink away the tears, but they fell anyway.

‘Will …’ Aaron’s voice was chocked-up. ‘Gary, I … Shit.’

He slammed his fist into the screen, cracking the bottom left corner of it. He grimaced at the pain as he drew his hand back, a small trickle of blood dripping from his knuckles.

‘Where was it he said his mother was?’

‘Acorn Lodge near Barking,’ Senyo said, wiping his eyes. ‘He sent me the details yesterday, before we all came down here. We’ll do what we can. But we need to make it out ourselves first.’

The room was quiet. In the corner, a small tablet was propped up in front of the guard’s chair. It was silently playing a YouTube video of a man with a pressure-washer cleaning a spectacularly dirty carpet. A mug of milky coffee sat steaming nearby, just next to a mobile phone with the number labelled ‘Brian (Supervisor)’ loaded up on it. Mercifully, it didn’t look like the call had yet been made.

Back on the security monitor, it looked like the ghouls were turning hungry attention to the frozen form of the security booth’s former resident. Senyo tried to feel angry enough at the man that his death felt like justice or catharsis, but mostly he just felt sad. Did the stranger being devoured out there realise how little difference his employers saw between him and the prisoners he was guarding? Obviously not. And now he never would.

Beside him, Aaron had started searching through a small locker next to the computer bank, and the movement broke Senyo out of his maudlin train of thought.

‘Anything useful?’

Aaron shook his head, moving aside a small box of protein bars and a collapsed umbrella that still wasn’t quite dry. Then, with a quick noise of triumph, he held up another taser and a key fob.

‘Is it charged?’ Senyo asked as Aaron examined the small yellow and black device.

‘I have no idea. Does it need to be? How do you tell?’

‘I don’t know.’ Senyo took the device in his hands and examined it, trying to identify if there were any lights or readouts or obvious trigger mechanisms. ‘I’ve never used one of these before.’

‘Then leave it,’ Aaron said with a sigh.

‘But it might be useful.’

Aaron’s face was sceptical.

‘When you’re trying to get away from someone,’ he said, as though it was self-evident, ‘then trying to delay them is usually going to end up delaying you more. Besides, those things only fire once, and there are … a lot of them.’

‘They can’t get through the door, though.’

Aaron didn’t respond. Senyo followed his friend’s eyeline back to the cracked monitor, where one of the ghouls was picking through the remains of the security guard. Its fingers moved gingerly, with more intentionality than he had previously ascribed to the creatures. Animalistic as they might seem, it looked like they still retained some level of intelligence and self-awareness, which would make sense, given how committed Delacey had seemed to someday becoming one. The creature grabbed something and raised it to be tasted by it’s awful tongue, then held it in up triumphantly. A small rectangle of hard plastic. The guard’s keycard.

‘We’ve got to go,’ Aaron said. ‘Now.’

Senyo did not disagree.

The door to get out of the security booth was secured with a simple green release button, and once they were out, they slammed it behind them. Senyo instinctively looked around for something to barricade it, but they had emerged into a long, almost-empty white corridor. It stretched out in front of them, with expensive-looking wooden doors placed irregularly along one side. There was a slight curve to the passageway, meaning the end of it was hidden from view. On each door was a number: 12, then 14, then a little bit further on 18, then 20, and next to each one was what appeared to be an RFID sensor, which Senyo assumed must correspond to the key fob that they had found.

A noise from behind them indicated the ghouls had breached the security booth. As soon as they found the release button it would be all over. Aaron was already moving down the corridor at speed, touching the fob to each sensor in turn, but every one he tried let out an unfriendly beep, with a small red LED letting them know that access was denied.

Finally, at number 22, the beep was more welcoming, and a small green light signalled that the door was open to them. They hurried inside and Senyo slammed it shut behind him. Or at least, he tried to slam it, as the complex door mechanism made sure that it shut slowly and quietly, and by the time it was fully sealed behind them, the sounds of their pursuers were uncomfortably close.

Another locked door, another space to breathe, though until they could figure out where they were, Senyo wasn’t in a rush to relax.

‘Is there a light switch?’ he asked. His voice was muffled slightly, as though the room were soundproofed.

‘I don’t know,’ Aaron said, and Senyo could hear him fumbling along the wall of darkened room. ‘Ah!’

The overhead lights flickered into life with a click. ‘House lights’ might have been a more correct term, as they appeared to be standing in a small cinema. One wall was taken up with a large white screen, in front of which sat three rows of comfortable-looking chairs, six per row. From the ceiling hung an expensive-looking projector.

‘What the fuck?’ Aaron’s voice was thick with confusion. ‘Where the hell are we?’

‘Someone’s private screening room, I think.’ Senyo ran a finger across the back of one of the chairs. It came away dusty. ‘Doesn’t look like it’s been used in a while.’

They walked slowly up the inclined floor towards what seemed to be the entrance to the room. They tried to move as quietly as they could, something that was helped by the plush carpeting that seemed to drink in sound.

‘I don’t know if we should be here,’ Aaron muttered.

‘We shouldn’t have been in any of the places we’ve been tonight.’ Senyo shook his head. ‘But neither should those things.’

‘Ghouls, Tash called them,’ Aaron said, and Senyo’s mind shot back to what had happened to Will. He muttered a quick prayer that the same thing hadn’t happened to Tash and Elise.

‘I like it better than vampires,’ he agreed, ‘but I don’t think any of the words really work. They’re just things. Dead things of the past that don’t want to admit their time is over. They want to stay, to stay powerful, to keep feeding their hunger. Vampire, ghoul, zombie … They’re just dead upper-class monsters who won’t leave us alone.’

The door at the back of the screening room mercifully wasn’t locked and they stepped through to find themselves at the bottom of a staircase. Opposite them was another door, this one already open, that led into a room done up in dark wood. There was a small bar along the far wall, covered in a selection of high-end spirits, and in the middle of the room was a full-sized pool table.

‘Are we in someone’s home?’ Aaron asked abruptly.

Senyo closed his eyes and sighed, realising all at once what the numbers on the doors in the corridor were.

‘We’re in someone’s house,’ he said. A small correction, but an important one. ‘A very wealthy someone. I suppose it makes a sort of sense.’

‘How so?’

‘If I were the sort of person from the sort of family that might have my old relatives down there, and who might someday join them myself. I’d probably want to own a house with easy access to them.’

Aaron was silent as he absorbed Senyo’s meaning.

‘Do you think anyone’s here?’

Senyo shook his head.

‘The people who live in places like this tend not to stick around the city during the summer. Can’t put air conditioning into a lot of these old buildings.’

‘At least it means we’re almost out, right?’ Aaron asked, unsettled by how dour Senyo’s tone was. ‘We’re almost above ground.’

‘Above ground? Sure. But this sort of place takes security seriously. Even more so than usual, probably, given what they’ve got in their basement. It might be difficult to get out of here.’

‘It can never just be easy, can it?’

‘Not for people like us. No.’

They made their way up from the sub-basement to the regular basement, and from there to the ground floor. Compared to the sleek, contemporary design of the lower levels, the ground floor looked like something out of a National Trust property. The walls were a dark brocade pattern and the floorboards looked like they were probably restored from the 19th century originals. It felt lovely in all the ways old wealthy houses usually felt lovely, and felt dead in all the ways old wealthy houses usually felt dead.

‘Do we think this place belongs to that piece of shit George?’

‘Maybe,’ Senyo said. ‘But if it does, he hasn’t been here in a while.’

Outside the windows the sky was lightening, though it was still a while until full sunrise. They stared at the front door, a sturdy thing made of thick wood, with three heavy locks on it, only one of which opened from the inside.

‘Break a window?’ Aaron suggested.

‘The glass looks reinforced to me. And probably alarmed.’

’Maybe the police …’ Aaron trailed off, clearly thinking the situation through.

The police wouldn’t help them. At best, they would be arrested and charged, but the cops wouldn’t search the basement, and even if they did, they wouldn’t let themselves see what was down there. They would just see two men they didn’t like breaking into the house of a rich person. And even if they did genuinely try to help, they’d be powerless against the effects of the creatures’ paralysis.

‘So, what? We make it all this way just to end up entombed in some billionaire’s townhouse? Screw this. I’m going to see if they’ve got anything in the fridge.’

Aaron marched off towards the door he guessed led to the kitchen, Senyo would personally have guessed the house’s owner was probably closer to the hundred million mark, rather than a full-fledged billionaire. It was an odd skill to be proud of, but Senyo had always felt he had a good nose for net worth. Anyway, it wasn’t worth arguing over.

As he moved to follow his companion, he noticed a series of photographs lining a nearby wall. In each one, the same middle-aged white man stood in front of a small yellow single-engine plane, usually with one or two others. The people next to the man were a mystery, but Senyo had seen enough pictures at various union events to recognise the Secretary of State for Transport.

‘I think I know who the house belongs to,’ Senyo called. ‘David Gayle.’

‘Who?’

‘Transport Secretary.’

‘Government?’ Aaron considered this for a second. ‘That figures. And I don’t think he comes here often.’

Senyo followed where he was pointing and saw the completely empty fridge.

‘Doesn’t look like we’re holding out long if this turns into a siege.’

There was a long pause, and they realised exactly how odd the situation they had found themselves in truly was. It was maybe the first time since George had led them into the nest that they’d had a chance to stop and properly think about what was going on.

‘How do you think Tash and Elise are doing?’ Aaron said at last.

‘If they were following us …’ Senyo said, trying to be tactful, ‘probably not good. But those tunnels are huge. Looked like they went all over. There’s a good chance they found another way out. They might even be doing better than us.’

‘You really think so?’ It was obvious how desperately Aaron wanted to believe him.

No, Senyo didn’t really think so, but he also didn’t want to acknowledge how bleak the situation looked, even to himself.

‘I could try to give them a call?’ he suggested, fishing through his pocket for his phone. ‘Probably won’t get through, but you never know.’

‘Wouldn’t they have called us if they were already out?’

‘I’ve no idea. Maybe they’re thinking the exact same thing.’

‘Fine,’ Aaron agreed, though he didn’t sound optimistic.

Senyo unlocked his phone. Now he was back above ground, it immediately began to vibrate with a flood of spam emails that had clearly just been waiting in some satellite somewhere. And among them he saw a text message that made his heart hurt. It was from Amy, sent at 2 a.m., and simply read:

Hows it going? Are you OK?

He wanted to respond, to tell her they’d made it, but he knew that wasn’t yet true. And he couldn’t bear the idea of giving her false hope. He dismissed the notification, careful not to mark it as read, and scrolled down to Elise’s number and hit ‘Call’.

There was a moment’s silence as the phone tried to connect. He was dreading hearing the voicemail message immediately, as that meant they had no signal, which meant they were still underground, which meant they were probably …

And then there was the sound he was waiting for. Relief flooded through him.

‘It’s ringing!’ he said, and Aaron exhaled.

It rang once. Then twice. Then a third time. And then it stopped.

‘‘No answer,’ Senyo said, puzzled.

‘What do you mean, did it go to voicemail or something?’

‘No, looks like they hung up.’

‘What? That doesn’t—’

His words were cut short as from two floors below them came the unmistakeable sound of splintering wood. All the colour drained from Aaron’s face.

‘I thought – I thought they’d have left,’ he stammered.

‘It must have taken them a while to work their way through the door. Upstairs, come on!’

‘One second,’ Aaron said, scanning the room wildly. His eyes fell on a heavy-looking marble knife block and he ran over, pulling out a meat cleaver and a long chef’s knife, neither of which looked like they had ever seen use.

‘Better than nothing,’ Senyo agreed, taking the knife, and they hurried up the twisting staircase in the main hall.

The sounds of destruction continued, getting louder until, by the time they had reached the third floor of the tall, thin townhouse, it sounded like they’d broken through the door completely. Unlike in the tunnels, there was no warcry this time, no howls of rage or anger. They seemed to be moving through the house slowly and silently, the only sign of their presence the sweet and rotten smell that wafted through it. After the violence of their behaviour in the tunnels, it took Senyo slightly aback to see them revert to the quieter, more controlled, style of hunting they had used when stalking them over the preceding weeks.

There were two bedrooms on the top floor, both coated with a thin layer of dust, and both containing a surprisingly uncomfortable looking metal bedframe and mattress, a vanity table and a large wooden wardrobe. Senyo and Aaron looked at each other, and picked the one on the right. Aaron pressed himself into the wardrobe among a collection of musty-smelling old suit jackets. Senyo closed the door to the wardrobe (which Aaron was unable to do from inside) then crept over and pushed the door to the bedroom closed.

He could hear the ghouls clearly now, making their way through the lower rooms. They were still being quiet and careful, and Senyo realised, with an involuntary sneer, that they were being respectful. It made him want to burn the whole building down, but instead he very, very slowly took the chair from in front of the vanity table and propped it in front of the door handle. Then he slid himself under the bed. He barely fit, but the iron legs of the frame were long and ornate, giving him just enough space to squeeze in. The dusty bedspread hung down almost to the floor, giving him about an inch or two of visibility, and he positioned himself so that he could use it to watch the door.

Then they settled in to wait. The sounds of the creatures’ search got closer and closer as they went up the house, a floor at a time. Senyo thought about Amy, about her unanswered message, and wondered if he still had time to tell her goodbye.
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Tash

For the longest time neither of them spoke, simply allowing Tash’s powerful torch and the weaker, more diffuse glow from Elise’s phone, to play across the monstrosity in front of them. Every few seconds it would shift, its bulk contorting and undulating across the expanse of its parchment-pulp nest. Its face moved spasmodically, the soft, pale neck that barely seemed to support it extending and contracting by turns. Then all at once it withdrew back into its body entirely, the faintly feminine features of a hard, pointy face disappearing into the mass, only to be replaced a few seconds later with a more masculine head that emerged from somewhere in the middle of it. This one was softer, with puffy jowls that hung from either side of its smooth, skull-like white head. Its blind eyes bulged from their sockets, and occasionally a dull, gravel-like murmuring arose from it, rising above the humming drone from the unconscious ghouls that surrounded it on all sides, in a manner that almost seemed to parody speech.

Elise opened her mouth as if to speak but could find no words to match the monstrosity of what they were looking at, so she began instead to back away. Even Tash wavered, the nausea that washed over her at the sight of the thing, at the smell of the thing, seemed to interweave with the drugs in her system to create such a potent cocktail that all she wanted to do was to vomit. But even in their gory camouflage, she knew that to do so would be death for both of them, so she steeled her stomach and forced the rising bile back down.

Her legs began to wobble, and reflexively she reached out, stabilising herself on a nearby nest made from piled-up wood. It was stained dark with varnish, age and whatever other fluids the ghouls extruded. The few surfaces that still remained intact had intricate mouldings that put Tash in mind of day trips to National Trust country houses. It looked like the broken remains of an antique four-poster bed, as well as other furniture, that had rotted, festered and fused into a disgusting heap. For a moment curiosity surfaced in Tash; did the creature that slept here have some deep connection to the pieces it had chosen for its nest? A marriage bed shared with a beloved spouse? A credenza left by a treasured aunt? There were even hints of what might have been sympathy growing in her heart, until the light fell upon the gurning, murderous face of the monster that crouched on top of it and Tash remembered exactly what these people had chosen to become.

The colossal thing in the centre of the chamber moved again, and the two girls locked eyes, their faces lit by the glow reflecting off the pale mass in front of them. Elise turned, shining her beam on an area of the cavernous space just below the large waterpipe that seemed to be mercifully free of nests. Tash nodded, understanding immediately what was being communicated, and the two of them quietly picked their way towards it, skirting around the vile hoards of the ghouls who, even sleeping, whipped their bulbous tongues through the air, unconsciously tasting the world around them. Tash almost stumbled when confronted with a pile of what appeared to have once been children’s shoes, but kept quiet and did her best not to think about any of it.

‘OK. What do we do?’ Tash whispered, when they had found a spot to crouch beneath the pipe and talk without alerting their unwitting hosts.

‘I don’t follow,’ Elise said, her face a mask of disgust and terror. ‘We get out of here is what we do. Why did you even bring me here?’

‘I needed you to see it.’ Tash was suddenly uncertain. ‘I need your help to figure out what to do.’

That wasn’t entirely true, but she wasn’t quite sure how to explain the real reason. Maybe it was the speed pushing her, getting her blood up, but Tash had known what she needed to do the moment she had stumbled across the chamber and seen the awful thing that sat at the heart of it.

She needed to kill it.

There was no question about that. But she was under no illusions that, even if she managed it, she would survive such an attempt, and she couldn’t just abandon Elise. More than that, she felt she needed the others, all the others, but especially her … Well, they still hadn’t really talked about it, but Tash needed Elise to understand why she was about to throw her life away.

Whether her companion read all of this on Tash’s face, or whether she had come to her own conclusions about the situation, she vehemently shook her head.

‘No. There’s no way. It’s suicide, Tash!’

‘I don’t see what other option we have.’

‘We leave! We live! We tell someone! Maybe someone in the media—’

Tash let out a bark of laughter so loud she was briefly worried she might have alerted the creatures.

‘Are you serious? Even if they did believe us, which they wouldn’t, no journalist would touch this. Look, a month ago, I’d have told you that the idiots who run this miserable country were too craven and incompetent to keep something like this a secret. But it seems like they’ve stumbled into a conspiracy that, through some accident of biology or necromancy or whatever the fuck these things are, covers itself up. How do you expose something that deletes itself from your memory when you see it?’

‘We remembered.’

‘We got lucky. We got hit on a really hot day and it screwed with their whole deal, but we can’t rely on that happening to anyone else.’

‘Can’t we?’ Elise looked thoughtful. ‘It’s only getting hotter. And if Delacey was right there’s more and more of these things every year. It’s not sustainable, Tash.’

‘And it will be a whole lot less sustainable if we kill their queen.’ There was a desperation in Tash’s voice now. She could feel the end of the amphetamine high approaching and the comedown was going to be a nightmare. And even worse, looking into Elise’s deep brown eyes was eating away at her resolve, urging her to ignore what she knew she had to do and instead to live with her love. Was it too early to use the word love? Of course it was, but she was still high and luckily she hadn’t actually said it out loud yet.

‘OK.’ Elise sighed, changing tack. ‘Let’s say we go for it. How are you planning on killing it? Look at it, it’s huge. I don’t think we’re stabbing it to death, regardless of how much amphetamine you take.’

‘You have the gun,’ Tash said defensively.

‘We have two shots from a gun that’s normally used to kill grouse or clay pigeons.’

‘It worked fine against the other ghouls. Hell, it worked fine against me.’ She gestured to the wound in her side and winced as she remembered how much it hurt.

‘It’s a lot bigger than you or those ghouls. So where are you going to shoot it? Where do you think you can shoot it twice to definitely kill it?’

‘I. Don’t. Know,’ Tash hissed. ‘But I’ve got to try. Please understand that.’

‘This is so much bigger than us.’ Elise’s eyes were pleading. ‘You can’t throw your life away for nothing. I won’t let you.’

‘You don’t get it! I’ve got to show them! I’ve want to … I want to hurt them.’

Tash sighed, feeling the defeat as soon as the words passed her lips, and slumped defeated to the ground. For a long time neither of them spoke. The dull droning of the ghouls surrounded them, occasionally cut through with the frantic murmuring of the awful thing that birthed them.

‘Come on,’ Elise said softly. ‘Let’s go home.’

Tash just sighed and rose slowly to her feet.

‘All right. You win, I …’

‘Shh!’

The sound was so sudden that it took Tash a second to realise it had come from Elise and not one of the many threatening presences that surrounded them. Her phone light was already turned off and she frantically gestured for Tash to do the same with her torch. The two of them were soon plunged into complete darkness, the sort of a black that’s almost impossible to even conceive of on the surface of the world. Tash was about to ask what was wrong when she saw it: coming from one of the tunnels – not the one they had entered by, another not too far from it – was the beam of another flashlight.

It approached slowly, but without any of the hesitancy or slowness that would suggest stealth or caution. Instead, it swung casually from side to side, wielded with an easy confidence that made the identity of the man holding it quite clear long before the reflections from a nearby pile of hoarded silverware illuminated his face enough to be sure.

‘Delacey,’ Tash spat the name through gritted teeth, and felt Elise’s hand on her arm, silently urging caution.

George Delacey strode amongst the nests without hurry, and as he walked past a few of the ghouls stirred from whatever passed for sleep in their horrid existence and turned towards him, tasting the air around him, almost touching him with their flailing tongues, before withdrawing them, apparently satisfied, and settling back down onto their grotesque beds.

It was only when his light fell upon the monstrous beast that lay in the centre that his step seemed to falter. As he approached, the beam of his torch hit the pallid flesh before him and was reflected, illuminating his face like some kind of cadaverous moon. By the time he stopped, his expression was plainly visible, and whatever self-assurance he had had before seemed to have deserted him. He faltered, and Tash wondered silently whether he had ever seen the thing that seemed to rule the creatures he and his kind had allied themselves with. If he’d been telling the truth then that day on the Underground had been his first time seeing how they hunted, and he might never have been down this deep before. He would have known these creatures, certainly, and must have had a good deal of exposure to them to develop his own immunity to their paralysing aura, but this might be his first time actually seeing their queen.

Was there doubt on his face? It looked like it. For a moment, when it first extruded that jowly baby-like head at him, he honestly looked like he might turn and flee. But the panicked expression passed in moments and in its place returned that easy smugness that came so quickly to those of ‘good breeding’.

It made Tash hate him more than ever. That he could be confronted with the ugliness and cruelty at the heart of his family, and the families that shared his class, stripped of even the thin veneer of ragged finery and corrupted mementos, and ignore it … Not just ignore, but accept it. There was an evil there that went beyond the ignorance of one born to privilege and power.

Before she had even considered it, and without saying a word, she picked up the gun from where Elise had put it down and began to move. Inside her, the blood that screamed at her to charge warred with a terrified mind that urged caution. The reflected light of Delacey’s torch gave just enough illumination for Tash to get a sense of the outlines of the nearby nests, and she skirted around them with an almost balletic grace.

Tash had never been agile. In fact, Derek had often made fun of her for how clumsy she was. The number of cheap mugs that had become casualties of her washing-up mishaps numbered in the dozens, and her jackets rarely lasted more than a year because of her tendency to catch the sleeves on door handles. But there, among the ghouls, weaving through their rancid nests, moving through the darkness below the city holding a shotgun loaded with the last two shells it would ever fire, in that moment she danced. She was a silent shadow with a singular purpose, a purpose that held in it more clarity than she had ever known. George Delacey was going to die.

As she got closer, she could hear his voice, low and soft. He was speaking to the thing.

‘I’m so sorry, Mummy, Daddy. I was just trying to protect you. I had no idea what they would do. I thought it would be easier than hunting them on the surface …’

Tash paused, confusion momentarily arresting her approach. Her research into the Delaceys had been as thorough as she was able and, while George’s father was dead (or at least ‘dead’), his mother was still very much alive. At least according to Debrett’s. Whatever the relationship was between him and the massive ghoul-queen, it certainly wasn’t anything that might traditionally be called parental. Perhaps it was more like something ancestral. There was a history here; a bloody subterranean extension of the bloodshed he and his class precipitated above-ground.

The thing murmured again, a sound like bones scraping together or gravel being crushed under tank-treads. The noise had been impatient, aggrieved. Was it responding to him? Was it talking somehow? If it was, Delacey seemed only to understand it in the most general of terms.

‘I will avenge them, I promise. The scum will feed you as all their kind must. They cannot threaten us. Tonight of all nights.’

Want to bet, motherfucker? Tash was nearly at the edge of the central nest now, just outside the aura of the reflective light. The gun felt sticky in her hands, coated in sweat and tacky viscera. She had never killed a human being before. Before tonight she’d never killed anything bigger than the huge moths that invaded her bathroom. Whether the ghouls were people or not, she had not hesitated when it came time to act against them. Was George Delacey different? Would she struggle to pull the trigger when what she was doing was unambiguously murder?

No. She would end this man’s vicious little life without hesitation. She was sure of that. Perhaps later Tash would allow herself the luxury of guilt, but she doubted she’d have the opportunity.

The rumbling response from the creature seemed satisfied, as a more feminine face emerged in front of Delacey, a white death’s head grin plastered across it.

‘I must ask …’ There was hesitation in his voice now, like he was broaching a difficult topic. ‘We need to move the nest. I’ve been talking with some of the others, and we all agree that London is becoming too dangerous. The heat is making it harder and harder to hide. Or we should at least curtail some of the hunts—’

The end of his sentence was lost under a furious gurgle from deep within the creature’s hide that brooked no disobedience. Around Tash, the sleeping ghouls momentarily stirred, roused from their slumber by the fury of their queen.

‘Of course!’ Delacy said quickly, his tone mollifying. ‘I have spoken out of turn. This is not for me to decide. My apologies, Mummy, Daddy.’

This had gone on long enough. Tash looked over towards the patch of darkness where she knew Elise must still be watching. Could she see her yet, on the edge of the light? Could she see the apologetic smile Tash was giving her? Could she read it for what it was? An ‘I love you’? A goodbye?

Too late for that now. Stepping forward and raising the gun, she braced it close against her shoulder and placed the end of the barrel inches from the back of Delacey’s head.

Then a sound echoed around the chamber that made her feel like she was going mad.

Since 2011, Samsung mobile devices (phones, tablets and the like) have all had the same default ringtone. Named ‘Over the Horizon’, it was originally put together by a Korean composer whose name Tash did not recall. In the decade since it was included in the Samsung Galaxy S2 it has undergone innumerable remixes, adaptations and alternative arrangements, with each new device having its own unique version, not unlike how the refrain from ‘Gran Vals’ has been used by Nokia since the mid-90s as the distinctive ‘Nokia Tune’. While it was no doubt possible to determine the exact make and model of a specific mobile device from the version of ‘Over the Horizon’ it played when receiving a call (assuming the owner hadn’t put in their own ringtone), Tash’s knowledge of it wasn’t nearly deep enough to do so. She knew all of this because she’d watched a remarkably tedious YouTube essay on the subject four months previously while bored out of her mind after work one day.

What she did not know was why the ringtone was blasting out at full volume from the corner of the chamber where Elise was currently hiding.

The reaction didn’t happen immediately. There was a long moment where it seemed that no-one in that room was entirely sure what was happening. Then there came a furious rumbling from the undulating mass of pale flesh before them, and the ghouls in their nests stirred as one.

George Delacey, for his part, turned to look towards the corner where the tinny corporate jingle was originating. As he did so, the corner of his eye must have caught the glint of the shotgun barrel that hovered just next to his head.

There were probably a few things he could have done to save his life. If he had dived suddenly to the ground, or even moved quickly to the side, it would have been unlikely that Tash, with her extremely limited shooting experience, would have been able to follow his movements well enough for the shot to connect, especially with the gun’s recoil. He was also close enough that he could have tried to knock the barrel to the side or grab it, which would have been far riskier, but in the moment of confusion that they were both caught in Tash’s finger might not have been fast enough on the trigger. He could even have shone his very powerful flashlight directly into her face, which would definitely have served to blind her for a few seconds.

But George Delacey did none of these things. Instead he turned and, seeing who it was, smiled a patient, indulgent smile, as though he’d caught his dog trying to eat his second-favourite pair of shoes.

‘Natasha,’ he said, ‘I really—’

Tash blew his head off, and all hell broke loose.
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Aaron

The smell grew stronger as the things slowly approached the door to the bedroom where Aaron and Senyo were hiding. Outside, the pale sky of pre-dawn was brightening to an anaemic blue, but crouched in that wardrobe all Aaron could see of the window was a thin sliver of light that marked the crack between the two doors. There were noises outside, but whether they were from the bedroom or the landing beyond it was difficult to tell through the muffling of the wood and clothing.

He clutched the meat cleaver to his chest, silently beating himself up for choosing it over a knife. Inside the wardrobe there was simply not the space to swing it, and getting any sort of power behind the blow was going to be all but impossible. When he had chosen this spot, he had been thinking of it less as a long-term hiding place and more as somewhere from which to launch an ambush, but now that seemed like the foolish bravado of adrenaline.

The soft fabric of the jackets and coats pressed against his cheek. There was a musty, slightly comforting smell to them, like an old charity shop, and he had to fight against a sudden wave of sleepiness that threatened to come over him. Until that moment he hadn’t really stopped moving for what must have been four or five hours, and he hadn’t slept at all in closer to thirty-six. Add in the fact that he hadn’t had a good night’s sleep since that morning on the Tube, and it wasn’t surprising. There was a fatigue so deep in Aaron that even here, cramped inside a dusty wooden space that might well become his coffin, with monsters getting closer and closer every moment, all his body wanted to do was rest.

The noises had stopped, and Aaron decided to take a chance and try to get a better look at the room. It was a risk, as he had no way to close the wardrobe again from inside, and if the door should swing open too wide, it would leave him completely exposed, but he simply couldn’t bear the waiting any longer.

He pushed as gently as possible on the worm-eaten wood and slowly, millimetre by millimetre, the crack widened, letting him see the bedroom outside. There was no movement, no pale flesh waiting to pounce or tongue twisting around to hunt him. And yet the door was open, still swinging slightly as though something had just passed through it. Aaron could just about see the edge of the bed where he knew Senyo was hiding, but the low-hanging sheets prevented him from determining if he was still under there.

What if they’d already got him? Worse, what if Aaron had somehow been spared? In a weird way, the idea of being the only survivor, of being the one responsible for telling Senyo’s family, Will’s mother, and the loved ones of Elise and Tash that they were dead and he had made it … That prospect almost felt worse than dying along with them. Was that selfish?

Aaron’s thoughts were cut short as he noticed something. On the frame of the bedroom doorway, there was a small patch of rot. A tiny area discoloured and warped, as if by great age, no bigger than a handprint. It was in the top, right-hand corner, where the header met the jamb. Had a ghoul reached up and grabbed it as it entered the room? No, that made no sense. Which meant …

The ceiling wasn’t visible from Aaron’s position within the wardrobe, but his suspicion was immediately confirmed as he felt a weight drop down on top of it. It was not heavy, but the bulk of the thing was enough to shift the wood above him ever so slightly. Aaron was only going to get one chance at this, and he couldn’t afford to waste it. If his emergence simply knocked it slightly, he’d have spent his surprise for nothing, but if he waited too long it would be able to fully trap him inside.

Then he saw it. Snaking in through the gap, squeezing itself thinner than he’d thought possible, the long pendulous tongue: reaching, exploring, hunting. It had found him.

Aaron shifted his own position ever so slightly, getting his legs curled under him. All thoughts of rest were gone now, and the comforting musty scent of the old clothes was now subsumed beneath the thick, potent stench that he knew meant danger and death. Every fibre of his being felt charged in that moment.

He lunged, hurling himself out of the wardrobe with more force than even he had expected, slamming the wood of its doors directly into the face of the ghoul leaning down over it and sending the thing sprawling off to the side, a spray of thick purple splashing across the wall from where it had been hit.

Aaron’s landing wasn’t graceful and he took it hard. Unable to twist his body enough while in the air to get his feet under him, he slammed into the floor shoulder-first, sending an electric vibration of pain down his arm and loosening his grip on the cleaver, which clattered away across the floor.

Scrabbling to his feet in a panic, Aaron tried to take in the situation in the room. For a moment he thought he had been lucky, and that the creature he had hit, that now lay sprawled in the corner trying to recover from the impact, was the only one in the room. But this hope was dashed as his eyes flicked upwards and he saw two others hanging on the ceiling, unseeing eyes bulging down at him.

He went to grab the meat cleaver, but it was too late. They dropped down, one landing behind him and seizing his arms, and the other dropping down in front of him. He felt another flash of pain in his injured shoulder as the ghoul behind him wrenched his wrists painfully and, though he tried to struggle, the strength of the thing was too great. The one in front of him opened its mouth, and Aaron knew that he was about to die.

Then something hot and liquid sprayed onto his foot, soaking through the thin cotton of his sock, and the pressure on his arms released abruptly as the ghoul behind him collapsed. Without hesitation he leapt backwards and away from the open maw in front of him, stumbling as he tripped over the prone body of the one behind. He landed on the floor again, though with more control this time, and rolled away quickly, seeing as he did so the chef’s knife now buried in the ankle of the ghoul that had been holding him.

Senyo was partially out from under the bed now, struggling to his feet awkwardly and Aaron could see immediately that he was vulnerable. He reached over and grabbed the cleaver from the floor and charged at the last of the creatures that was still upright. Despite being focused on Senyo, it seemed to sense his approach and caught his wrist as he aimed the cleaver towards its neck. Aaron’s other hand shot out instinctively, grabbing the thing around the neck, and they began to struggle.

How long they stood there Aaron would never know. It could have been two seconds, it could have been two minutes. All his focus was on trying to keep the creature’s face away from his, while all the ghoul’s efforts were focused on preventing the cleaver coming down. He had never actually touched one of these things before, and his fingers seemed to press into it as it yielded with all the waxy softness of rancid chicken. Aaron shuddered at the sensation, but worse was the tingling, burning sensation that was growing in the parts of his skin that were touching its awful body. He knew what was happening, and that there was a hard limit to how long he could hold it before his hands were ruined beyond use, but letting go simply wasn’t an option.

Then all at once it released him, its whole body flying backwards, away from Aaron, as it was lifted into the air. Senyo, his face set in an expression of grim concentration, had picked the thing up and now spun it round and hurled it away. For a fraction of a second Aaron was seized with the question of whether Senyo had ever done shot-put in his youth, as there was something practised about the form of his throw. The ghoul’s body sailed across the room, slamming into one of the windows that overlooked the street below.

There was the sound of glass breaking, but the force of the impact was not quite enough to fully smash through. But it certainly had an effect, as the moment the window was hit a dull, high-pitched tone rang out through the whole house which Aaron immediately recognised as a burglar alarm.

Whether the ghouls fully understood the exact meaning of the noise was unclear, but their heads shot up at the sound of it. The three that had been attacking turned and backed out of the bedroom, joining five or six more that had been climbing up onto the landing outside.

Aaron wasn’t sure if they were fleeing or simply regrouping for another attack, but either way Senyo didn’t waste any time. As soon as they were across the threshold he ran over and slammed the bedroom door shut again, pulling the iron bedframe across it in a makeshift barricade. It wouldn’t last long, though, as the presence of the creatures had clearly decayed the door enough to weaken the wood, and Aaron suddenly understood how it was they had eventually made their way through the sealed security door in the sub-basement.

They were both breathing heavily, and Senyo was bleeding from a wound to his left arm that Aaron had not seen him receive. His own palms burned where they had been holding the ghoul’s horrible flesh, though looking at them he was relieved to see they had only been reddened by the brief contact.

‘I think the alarm spooked them.’

‘For now.’ Senyo nodded. ‘But if they catch us again, it’s over.’

Aaron could feel the truth of those words deep in his stomach. Through the broken window the sky was a beautiful clear blue. Sunrise was so close.

‘Think we can hold out for the cops to get here? Prison sounds better than a greasy stain.’

‘Perhaps.’ Senyo did not look optimistic. ‘But more likely they’ll arrive to find an empty house, two greasy patches and a small gap in their memory.’

Aaron knew Senyo was right. His heart was hammering so loudly in his chest that he could barely hear himself think. The situation couldn’t be that hopeless. There must be a way out. But the door was full of ghouls and the window was reinforced. Or was it?

He looked again. While all the windows at ground level had been constructed from toughened glass, designed as a firm barrier between the house and the world outside, up here on the third floor, the glass had broken after being hit by the comparatively light body of a ghoul. While it was apparently alarmed, it seemed to be regular, single-pane glass in a rather elderly wooden frame, likely the exact same windows that this house had had for the past hundred years. Aaron looked at Senyo and saw the same logic playing out across his face.

It took them less than five seconds to finish breaking the rest. Aaron wrapped his hand in a section of blanket from the bed and knocked out the remaining shards of glass, while Senyo concentrated on snapping and removing the remaining wooden frame.

It was only after they were done, however, that Aaron realised with a lurch how far it was to the ground below. The fall would almost certainly have been fatal, if not for the fact that the ground floor entrance had what looked like an overhanging stone porch of the sort you found outside many of the houses in the Westminster area. At a glance Aaron thought it looked like Pimlico, though this wasn’t an area of the city he’d spent much time in. This pseudo-balcony meant that they’d only have to drop down two storeys, rather than three, which might be easier. And then another single-storey drop after that, of course, but that one felt far less daunting.

The two men looked at each other.

‘We jump?’ Senyo said, and Aaron held up a hand, asking for a moment’s delay.

He ran over to the bed, gathered up the rest of the soft furnishings, and threw them out the window. A few bounced onto the empty street below, but most landed on the balcony where he had been aiming them.

‘Good idea.’ Senyo nodded. ‘It’s a shame we can’t fit the mattress …’

He trailed off as they both became aware of a renewed commotion from outside the door. Whatever confusion the alarm had caused among the ghouls was apparently over and they were ready to renew their assault.

‘You first,’ Aaron said, his voice determined.

Senyo didn’t look happy about the demand, but he did not argue. He climbed slowly through the empty frame, clearly doing his best not to look below him, and somewhat clumsily turned around as he did so. It was a struggle, as the window was too small for him to fit through with ease, but after a few seconds he managed it. He lowered himself until he was hanging down, his shoes still some six feet short of the balcony below. He and Aaron locked eyes for a moment, and in his friend’s face Aaron saw a different sort of fear than he had during all their confrontations with the subterranean monstrosities. Senyo clearly did not like heights.

‘Right behind you,’ Aaron said, and Senyo let go.

Almost as soon as his hands released the window frame his body was already hitting the stone balcony, landing among the soft furnishings with a whumpf. Aaron had no time to check and confirm whether he was all right, however, because that was when another sound filled his ears: the sound of the bedroom door breaking apart.

Aaron did not turn to look at the ghouls flooding into the room. He knew even delaying enough to turn his head would be fatal. He simply vaulted over the windowsill as the pale forms surged towards him and trusted his body to the empty air.

His descent was almost immediately stopped with a lurch, and he let out a gagging, choking sound as something dug into this neck. His head hung there and he tried to breath, but no air made it into his lungs. His eyes bulged as he feebly scrambled at his own throat, realising immediately what had happened. The string of garlic, which in all the chaos he had never thought to take off, had been caught by one of his pursuers’ grasping hands, and he was now suspended there, above the balcony, being hanged from the window of a Westminster townhouse. Fear fought with embarrassment in his mind, but both were overwhelmed by the pain of the lumpy bulbs digging into his flesh.

Aaron dangled there, weakly thrashing, his vision blurring from the lack of oxygen. Below he could see Senyo, reaching up to grab his hanging boot, but clearly unsure whether pulling would help. How had Aaron not thought to take the garlic off at any point after it became obvious what a profound waste of time it was? But clearly he’d had bigger concerns and hadn’t discarded any of the things that Delacey had given him.

At that moment a thought struck him and he let his right arm fall, reaching for the inside pocket of his jacket where he had stashed the small wooden stakes the aristocrat had given him. Using his last moments of consciousness he took one firmly in his hand, and taking a wild guess at where the ghoul holding him might be, slammed his fist up and behind him.

There was a moment of contact, then a moment of resistance, then something burst and Aaron felt a wetness on his hand. The grip on the string of garlic was released and he plummeted down, half landing on and half caught by Senyo below. He heard a snap as his arm caught the stone crenellations at the edge of the balcony, but the pain of it didn’t reach him immediately. Aaron took a huge gasp of air, his lungs burning, and ripped the garlic from around his neck.

Looking back up behind him, he could see the ghouls climbing out of the window after them. Whatever effect he’d hoped the pre-dawn light might have on them, it didn’t seem to be stopping them. Neither he nor Senyo were in a position to move just yet, and he noticed with mounting dread that his friend’s foot seemed to be at a rather unnatural angle.

Then something happened. Aaron wouldn’t realise the cause until much, much later, after all the survivors had compared notes, but the ghouls suddenly went still. It was as though they were dogs hearing some distant whistle drifting across the morning breeze. Then, all at once, they turned and hurried back inside. Within a few seconds, all of them had disappeared.

All of them except for one. There, clinging to the side of the building, was a single ghoul. A shard of wood protruded from one of its eyes, which had been popped like some sort of wet black pustule. It wore the remains of an old military jacket and a single medal glinted in the morning light. Aaron recognised it immediately.

He exchanged glances with Senyo, both of them realising at once that, between Senyo’s damaged leg and Aaron’s probably broken arm, they had little hope of fighting it. The creature crawled slowly down the front of the building, ancient hatred burning from one unseeing eye.

The jump down from the balcony was both better and worse than the one from the window. The distance was not so great, but there were no bedclothes to cushion their fall and it was done in significantly more of a panic. Aaron landed painfully, but without further injury. Senyo came down hard, his damaged leg collapsing beneath his weight. He cried out in agony, hitting the pavement in a heap.

‘Come on,’ Aaron urged him. ‘Come on.’

Glancing behind him, he could see their lone pursuer had almost reached the overhang above them and was preparing to give further chase. In the distance, a police siren was approaching.

‘I’m done.’ Senyo shook his head. ‘Tell Lea I—’

‘No you don’t. Don’t you fucking dare.’ Aaron tried to hoist him up with his good arm, but it was like pulling on a dead weight. Then the words came to him, words Aaron had heard a dozen times from Senyo on various calls to colleagues over the last two weeks. ‘Don’t you dare let management win.’

There was a grunt from Senyo, then the driver let out a chuckle and pushed himself painfully to his feet.

‘We’ll make a union man of you yet, son.’

The creature was right behind them now, as Aaron slung his good arm around his friend, doing his best to support them as they frantically limped away. It was no good. They were too slow, and barely made it a dozen metres from the house before their pursuer was almost on them. Even in the open air of the morning the smell was so thick and potent that it seemed as if the thing was exuding everything it had in an attempt to slow them down, filling the street with its odour.

A police car sped down the road towards them, approaching fast. Too fast. Aaron realised what was happening at the last possible moment, shoving Senyo to the side and diving out of the way just before the car and its blank-faced, glassy-eyed driver sped past them, ploughing into their pursuer at forty miles per hour. Aaron heard the sound of metal hitting stone and brick, cut through with an awful squelching.

Then there was silence, save for the bird song that welcomes sunrise.

He rolled painfully onto his back and surveyed the scene. The front of the police car had embedded itself in the thick stone fencing that lined the houses, and its engine was gently steaming. The two officers inside it were motionless, though it was unclear whether this was the lingering effects of the paralysis or because the crash had injured them. Over the whole the car, the fence and the pavement was sprayed a thick splash of vivid, lumpy purple. An antique medal lay in the road, bent and worthless.

Aaron laughed, a sound that was quickly echoed by Senyo as he observed the destruction before them. They helped each other up and, as the empty homes of central London looked on through deserted windows, they slowly limped away.
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Elise

It took Elise a full six seconds to reject the call from Senyo, and it felt like forever as her ringtone blasted out at full volume, echoing off the walls of the chamber that surrounded them.

She had put her phone back in her pocket after Tash had wordlessly handed her the larger flashlight. They’d been sat there in the dark, watching George Delacey approach, and Elise had assumed Tash simply wanted both hands on the shotgun. She had continued to assume this right up until the moment she saw her companion’s face appear from the darkness behind Delacey and realised Tash was no longer by her side. The shock of realising what was happening, combined with having to fish the handset out of her pocket, meant that when the call had come through it took her much longer to hang up than it should.

Elise had made many embarrassing mistakes in her life, but at that moment she could not have named a moment as mortifying as realising that, when going into a nest of murderous monsters, she had forgotten to put her phone on silent. She hadn’t wanted to miss any messages from the rest of the group in the days leading up to the expedition, and the fact that there was never any signal that far underground meant it simply hadn’t occurred to her as a consideration. And now the entirety of the nest was awake, alerted and about to be on the hunt. She tried to calm herself. Their camouflage had worked so far and there was no reason to believe it wouldn’t continue to hide them, maybe even allow them to escape, as long as Tash didn’t do anything—

The gunshot that echoed through the chamber was infinitely louder than the ringtone, shattering any hope Elise had of salvaging the situation. The whole left side of George Delacey’s head seemed to evaporate in a cloud of red mist and spatters of what Elise could only assume was brain matter sprayed over the queen-thing. The torch in his hands dropped to the floor, the glass cracking and fragmenting the beam, and illuminated a small horde of ghouls, each atop their own nest, all looking towards Tash. Blood had splattered over the lens of the torch and cast the whole scene in an awful crimson as the creatures began to move.

Elise would never know whether it was the newly awoken ghouls that were slower than she expected them to be, or whether her own mind was simply racing at incredible speeds, but, between the gunshot and the first ghoul reaching Tash, the amount she managed to get done was truly remarkable.

She first took a full inventory of the resources she had available, which were not many. She had a knife, which had proven useful but would be painfully inadequate against the scale of her opposition. She had her insulin injector kit with a single cartridge left, which might be very important if they survived what was currently happening but had no place in the current situation. She had the flashlight, originally given to Tash by Delacey and then handed over to her. Given the only people left with light-based vision were the two of them, she could safely turn it back on, which she did. The beam fell on Tash, who seemed to be moving in almost slow motion, raising the gun for its final shot, though she did not appear certain which target to choose. Finally, she had her phone, which had turned out to be a massive liability and was otherwise useless in this current situation, since calling for help was—

Wait. Calling for help obviously wasn’t an option, it was true, but the fact that Senyo had managed to call her meant that she did have signal. They were deep, deep underground, that meant there had to be some reason there was less material between her and the surface. How was that possible?

Her mind raced back to her time working on that godawful map. Most of the spots where they’d found signal was available, the reasons were obvious (station near the surface or next to surface excavations, directly under air filtering pipes, that sort of thing), but one that had struck her as odd was when they had come near one of the never-completed borehole projects. They’d been intended to use deep-water reservoirs to help manage heat on the Underground, but most of them had stalled A quirk of construction meant that the pipes transporting the water ended up surrounded by wide excavation pits that ran almost all the way to the surface, meaning there wasn’t much to get in the way of satellite signal.

Elise looked again around the chamber where the ghouls had chosen to make their nest. It was notably less hot than most of the other tunnels, and if heat was a problem for them then it made sense that they’d place it near one of the cooling systems. OK, then. She was in a borehole.

So what did that mean? Did that give her anything she could use to her advantage? She swung her torch around to look at the pipe she’d been sheltering under. It was almost rusted through, no doubt suffering from the decaying effect of the creatures that nested near it, and running up the side was a thick plastic cable, probably intended to power whatever machinery operated the system. She did not know if the pipe had water in it, nor did she know if the cable had power. Even if either of these things were true, adding water or electricity to the situation seemed unlikely to make things better.

And yet, they would change the situation, and given that right now the situation definitely ended with Tash dead, they were maybe her only options. She selected a section of the pipe that looked in especially bad condition, and tucked the knife into her belt. With her left hand she gripped the cable and gave it a tug with all the strength she had remaining. With her right hand she took the heavy torch and smashed it into the rusty pipe. She felt the cable come away from the wall, but did not have much sense of what happened after that.

This was because she had badly misjudged the pressure of the water that was, in fact, still running through the pipe, and when the full force of it exploded outwards it hit her squarely in the head. Everything went black.

Elise couldn’t have been unconscious for more than a few seconds, but when she opened her eyes again everything had indeed changed. Before there had been a barely glimpsed tableau of imminent death, irregularly illuminated by flashlight beams. What she saw now was a scene from Hieronymus Bosch.

The power cable had apparently been live and must have landed on something with enough metal to create a spark, which had in turn ignited the nest of a ghoul that had been hoarding old books. The desiccated and mouldering paper was now ablaze, casting the whole chamber in a deep amber light. Atop the mound, the ghoul whose nest it had been was desperately trying to gather up and save its precious volumes, and its pallid flesh was half-melted, sliding off its rubbery bones in awful bubbling slabs.

The powerful jets of water from the pipe had hit the other side of the room, washing away dozens of nests and scattering the objects piled in them. The ghouls that had previously been charging towards Tash were now splashing through the water, trying desperately to grab their displaced treasures in a way both grotesque and pathetic. One of them held an old painting of a Victorian officer, unrecognisable even before the water had hit it, while two others seemed to be fighting over who owned a now-waterlogged taxidermy of a dog.

And there, over on the raised mound in front of queen’s parchment pile, was Tash. She was still alive, though struggling with a ghoul that had reached her before the chaos had truly started. The shotgun lay on the ground near her and, judging by the way her hand kept reaching out to try and grab it, she’d failed to fire the second shell before she’d been disarmed. Behind her, the awful mass of the ghoul-mother seemed to be ignoring the situation around it, instead extruding one of its many faces towards the corpse of George Delacey, its neck extending like a fleshy accordion.

Miraculously, Elise found the knife was still in her belt and she clambered to her feet, then ran towards Tash, feet sloshing through floodwater. They didn’t have much time and she knew it. The water was already rising, soaking into her thick walking socks. She thought she had experienced the worst that the ghoul-smell could get. But the addition of the water and the disturbing of the nests had taken it to whole new level, and she struggled not to gag.

As she splashed towards her friend, she saw Tash had got the upper hand against the creature she was fighting. She had managed to get behind the thing and was using the remnants of what must have been an extremely well-made cravat to choke it. Whether the ghoul needed to breathe or not was still uncertain, but either way it didn’t seem to be enjoying the experience.

More concerning was what the queen-thing was doing behind her. It had begun to distend the jaw of the head that loomed over George Delacey’s corpse, wider than the smaller ghouls did when they fed, wider than seemed possible. It slipped its mouth down over the partially destroyed head until it covered the body to the shoulders. Then its central mass began to shake oddly. As Elise watched, the colour drained from the still-warm cadaver, and the red blood that trickled from its head changed to a sickly purple hue. With a lurch, she realised what was happening, only half a second before she caught her foot on some partially submerged bit of treasure and plunged face-first into the water.

She quickly regained her feet, but it was too late. With a feeling of deep dread she watched as the ghoul blood with which she had camouflaged herself dripped away, washed off by the filthy liquid.

Almost on cue, one of the creatures next to her shot up, its tongue spiralling round towards her. Elise barely had time to raise the knife before it turned and leapt, knocking her back into a pile of antique tableware. She managed to bring the blade up to her face, interjecting it between her and her attacker, but unable to get space to properly use it. The ghoul’s tongue snaked out again, wrapping itself around the knife that stood between its face and Elise’s. As it did so, rust spread across the metal, the blade quickly becoming coated in that distinctive orange patina, while the handle crumbled and pitted even as she held it.

With her other hand Elise flailed wildly, trying to feel out something from the pile she lay in that she might use to defend herself. The knife was almost completely gone now, and as soon as it was ash, she was next.

Her fist closed around a rounded handle. It felt like metal, cold and wet from the water. She thrust it at the ghoul’s face, dropping the remains of the knife as she did so, and saw it to be a three-pronged candlestick. It was either gold or plated in gold, and despite its relatively small size it gave Elise the leverage she needed to back away from the ghoul.

Again, the tongue came out, looping itself around the candlestick and weaving itself between the prongs. But then … nothing. There was no change at all; the candlestick wasn’t rotting. Elise’s mind flashed back to all the gold and silver she’d seen in the various nests and piles, grimy and dull, but undecayed. She felt her face contort into a vicious smile, then placed her other hand on the top of the candlestick and twisted it violently. The ghoul’s tongue, laced between the three prongs, caught on itself and the creature thrashed suddenly, trying to get away. Elise gave another twist, even harder, and with a spray of indigo the flesh tube was torn from its mouth. Sputtering and gagging, the thing fell beneath the water. It did not re-emerge.

Up ahead, she heard Tash let out a cry of dismay. George Delacey was coming for her. His skin was now spongy and pale as bone, and his remaining eye was black and bulbous. Tash was going for the gun, but as she got her hand around the grip, he placed his foot on the barrel, pinning it down with the shiny black leather of an Oxford shoe that cost more than Elise’s rent. She looked around, searching desperately for something heavy enough to work as a weapon, but made of a metal that the creature couldn’t corrode.

George Delacey leaned down, his movements almost mocking. Was there anything left inside of the man who had led them down there, to what he had assumed would be their deaths? Or was that smug, triumphant expression simply a relic of his former self, something so fundamental to his former self that it had been imprinted onto his new existence? It didn’t matter, because whatever part of him got to enjoy it, the freshly made ghoul knew its victory was at hand.

His mouth was wide open and inches from Tash’s terrified face when five kilograms of solid gold ingot slammed into the back of his head. Whatever damage the shotgun had done to Delacey’s human skull, his ghoulish rebirth clearly hadn’t finished repairing it, because his head shattered instantly with a sickening crunch. Tash stared up at her saviour in disbelief, then started laughing. She climbed up to her feet and kissed Elise full on the lips. Even amid all the pandemonium and terror, it felt good. It felt right.

‘I think we’re even now?’ Tash said, her voice giddy. ‘Or do you still owe me one? I suppose it was Will that got the first ghoul that went for you, but he only had the gun because I took out Senyo’s. Is that right?’

‘Uh …’ Elise said. The reddening of her cheeks was slightly painful, given the damage one of them had received.

‘We can figure it could topside. Come o—’

From behind them there was the sound of a great bulk shifting and Elise felt something wrap around her waist. It was strong, much stronger than any of the ghouls she had struggled with so far, and she turned her head to see the arm that had emerged from the ghoul-queen’s body. It lifted her effortlessly off the ground, turning her towards a stern masculine face with deep, hollow cheekbones.

As she was dragged towards it, Elise noticed something. The parchment that formed the ghoul-queen’s nest was not, in fact, a solid mass, but only the edge of a deep hole. What she could see of the abomination was only the top of a body. Below it there was another chamber, far smaller than the cavernous room they were in now, lit by what looked like candles. Beneath the roiling mass of the titanic corpse-beast, she could see a stone table. She never told the others who it was she saw lying on that table, prepared for some vile transformation or ascendency, but the face she could see above the funeral-shroud was horribly familiar, and she realised why it was the ghouls might have been so distracted that night. Then she was lifted higher and all she could see was the bulbous body of the monster that held her and the face that was opening its jaws.

Out of the corner of her eye, Elise could see Tash lift the gun, her mouth set in an expression of fury. One of the feminine faces extruded itself towards her companion, but that just gave her an easier target, and Tash jammed the gun barrel into the thing’s mouth.

‘Fuck you,’ Elise said, as her partner pulled the trigger. ‘I quit.’

The lower head exploded, the shot tearing through it and burying itself in the main bulk of the queen-thing. The face in front of Elise warped into an expression of agony and flailed about, as the wound below it sprayed viscera in huge violet gouts. The arm holding her weakened its grip just enough for Elise to force her way free, and Tash pulled her clear of the beast.

‘Did we kill it?’ Tash said. She was trying to hide it, but it was clear from her strained breathing that she didn’t have much left in her.

‘I don’t think so. But we definitely hurt it, I think—’

When describing it later, Elise would never be able to fully articulate what the scream sounded like. It was not a noise that you heard, but one that you felt through your whole body. An outraged, anguished screech that did not ask for help, but demanded it.

‘Time to go,’ she said, and Tash could only nod.

They fled, wading through the now hip-deep water as fast as possible. As they did so, ghouls charged frantically towards them in a swarm, and Elise braced herself to try and fight them off. But instead of leaping on them, they moved straight past, towards the wailing queen that still writhed and gushed its awful lumpy blood from its suppurating neck wound. As each of the creatures reached their ruler, they hurled themselves onto its mass, clinging onto it as cubs cling to their mother’s back. After a moment, the flesh drew them in, closing around them as it absorbed them back into itself.

After watching the process happen once, neither Elise nor Tash had any desire to see it happen again, and they turned away, hurrying to make as much use as they could of the distraction to put some distance between themselves and the cavern. It was only once they had left the sounds of the screaming monster behind that Elise finally allowed herself to throw up.

It was pitch dark as they made their way up through the tunnels – they had lost both their light sources in the struggle. If any of the ghouls had decided to ignore their monarch’s keening call for aid, they could have killed them both with ease, but aside from the occasional feeling of hurried movement scurrying past them and a brief waft of sweet and putrid air, they were left alone as they made their way back through the tunnels.

Tash’s breathing was ragged now, the drugs in her system had stopped propping her up and were slowing her down as the comedown began. She stayed close to Elise, periodically leaning on her for support. It wasn’t always enough, though, and more than once they stumbled, collapsing to the floor together in the inky blackness. They fell into a rhythm, each taking it in turns to pull the other to their feet when it happened, pressing on despite everything.

‘Are we there yet?’ Tash joked.

‘Nearly,’ Elise said, hoping she was telling the truth.

Elise cried with relief when they finally saw the glow of the fancy lights that lined the tunnel out. Now in a properly lit section of the burrows, she was finally able to see how bad Tash’s condition was. She turned, expecting the worst, but instead of the pale, shivering, half-dead figure she was expecting, her companion just looked deeply, deeply tired.

‘Am I gonna make it, doc?’ she asked, noting how Elise was staring at her.

‘I’m afraid so.’

‘Ah well, can’t win ’em all.’

Elise started to smile, but then she noticed the way that Tash was holding herself. Her left arm, the one that she hadn’t been using to support them both, was clasped hard against the side of her jacket, which had been zipped closed. Blood seeped from underneath it.

‘Let me see it.’

‘It’s fine,’ Tash said, looking oddly embarrassed. ‘Just a scratch. Don’t worry about it.’

’You were shot, Tash. Now let me see it.’

There was no arguing with Elise’s tone, and Tash sheepishly unzipped her jacket to reveal what she had been covering.

There, cradled against her stomach, was the heavy, solid gold ingot.

‘You … stupid idiot!’ Elise said, laughter flowing out of her in a wave.

‘What? We’re supposed to have been through all that and come out with nothing?’

‘Traditionally that’s how it works.’ She kissed Tash on the forehead. ‘But I’m glad this turned out differently. Why hide it?’

‘I thought you’d call me stupid for bringing it with us. And I was right.’ Elise couldn’t really argue with that one. Handing over the bar with only a small amount of reluctance, Tash got back to her feet. It felt surprisingly heavy now that she wasn’t using it in a life-or-death struggle.

They moved slowly along the trail of lights, their sense of urgency draining out of them now that they could see again. Eventually, they came to a section that looked more man-made than the rough tunnels they had been navigating, and at the end of it was a sturdy-looking security door. Tash let out a groan.

‘You gotta be fucking kidding.’

Elise’s heart also sank, but just as she was ready to throw their hard-won prize away in disgust and collapse in despair, she noticed something. The entrance was not completely closed. At the base of it, jammed between the frame and door, keeping it slightly ajar, was a thick red pen.

‘They got out,’ she said, feeling as close to joy as her exhaustion would allow.

The room beyond was nightmarish in its implications, the ground and walls smeared with greasy grey ash. There was no-one left alive, and they neither discussed nor acknowledged what they were looking at as they staggered past the empty cells. At this point, neither one of them could feign surprise or outrage that such a place existed, and they simply tried to pass through it as quickly as possible.

The door at the end swung gently back and forth, the hinges corroded to the point that it could not properly close itself. Then it was through the ruined security office and out into a long curving corridor, with doors lining one side of it. One of them, number 22, had been completely rotted through. Tash gestured at it wordlessly, but Elise shook her head.

‘Let’s just keep going for now.’

This decision was rewarded about a hundred metres later when the corridor ended abruptly in a plain blue door marked FIRE EXIT. It unlocked with a simple push bar, and on the other side was a square metal staircase leading up.

When they emerged from an unmarked iron gate, innocuously built into the side of a brick wall, and took a breath of the fresh morning air, it took all of Elise’s energy not to fully collapse. Instead, she just gripped Tash’s hand.

Further down the street they could hear police sirens, and the two of them instinctively turned the other way and began to walk. Elise’s mind was blank. She had no idea what to do next, so they just kept walking.

After a few minutes of staggering on in silence, they came to a small public park. It felt to Elise like she had almost forgotten what greenery looked like, and she stood there staring at it for a few seconds, simply drinking it in. Tash looked similarly lost in the moment, which might explain why neither of them even noticed Senyo and Aaron half-collapsed on a park bench until they called out.

Senyo wept when he saw them alive, and Tash wept when they explained what had happened to Will. They all had to help Senyo type out a message of reassurance to Amy and Lea, as his hands were shaking too much to use the phone’s keyboard.

Eventually, when they were certain that enough time had passed to not imply any connection with the nearby break-in, they called an ambulance, taking some time to concoct the most believable story they could about a mugging turned violent. Elise was the only one not sporting a serious injury (except for her cheek which, though painful, was not obvious) so she was left to make her own way to the hospital.

She sat there, on the park bench, as the ambulance pulled away. The sun was fully up now, and the heat of the day would soon blanket the city as people trudged into thankless jobs in soulless glass boxes next to empty investment properties. And deep in the earth below the burned-out shell of London, the trains of the Underground were about to start for the day.
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EPILOGUE

All Change
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Natasha,

I am writing to you once again with regard to your and Derek’s unpaid rent. The situation and circumstances surrounding your departure are not acceptable and I have been more than patient, especially in consideration of your attacking me with a knife last month. I do not need to endure this targeted abuse and I will not hesitate to take this to a higher authority if amends are not made. Jeff has not been willing to discuss the matter and I am currently raising it with the Borough Council, so please address the rent situation immediately. You are a bad person and I have reached the limits of my patience with you.

Siobhan

Tash took a long sip of coffee and stretched out on her chair. She should really block her former housemate’s email address at this point, but the truth was she did feel a little bit guilty about leaving Siobhan a little bit in the lurch and the haranguing emails helped to remind her of the nightmare she had now left behind. There was no ‘rent situation’ (Tash had paid her and Derek’s share right through the two-month notice period), Siobhan was referring to the fact that, since Jeff had changed his mind about selling, starting from next month she’d have to find other people to move in and split things, or face the prospect of paying for the house alone.

‘Hey,’ she said to Elise as stumbled into the kitchen, eyes still heavy with sleep. ‘Is it fucked up that we fought demon aristocrats under London, and it’s thinking about my old housemate that gives me the panic attacks.’

‘Mmhm,’ Elise mumbled, clumsily fiddling with the buttons on the coffee machine. ‘Super messed up. You should try having some proper howling nightmares like me and Aaron, much healthier.’

‘Come on, they’re not howls. It’s like a stressed kitten mewling.’

‘Feels less cute from this side of my eyelids,’ came the reply, though she was smiling despite herself. ‘What’s the latest from the Welsh devil?’

‘She’s threatening to go to Walthamstow Council.’

‘Is that … Is that a thing?’

‘Nope.’ Tash spread her hands in a gesture of confusion. ‘The council has no reason to care that two tenants fulfilled their contractual obligations to their landlord in a way a third tenant didn’t like. Oh, and she still thinks I attacked her with a knife.’

‘Did you?’

‘I wish.’

In truth, the housing situation had worked out perfectly for Tash. Derek had used Jeff’s false-alarm house sale as an excuse to make the move to Bristol where his partner worked, and Tash had been free and clear to head up to Manchester with Aaron and Elise.

Senyo followed soon after, and they’d all taken turns watching out for him and his family while he’d prepared their exit from London, which took longer to arrange, for obvious reasons. What they’d seen below the streets had made getting out of the city an urgent necessity.

It was strange. They’d spent those first weeks afterwards waiting for the hammer to fall. Going to bed each night expecting to wake up to a room that smelled of rot and sweetness, or to be walking along the street and never even hear the sniper’s shot. It wouldn’t have surprised any of them if the police had busted down the door, taking them in on charges either real or contrived. But for whatever reason it simply never happened.

Tash didn’t kid herself that they’d destroyed the ghouls. Hurt them, definitely, but more than once during those last weeks in the city she’d caught a whiff of that smell. Sometimes it flowed up from some subterranean entrance below her feet. Sometimes it clung to well-dressed strangers stepping out of luxury cars. There was a part of her that wanted to go back, to somehow ‘finish the job’, but they’d been astoundingly lucky to make it out alive the first time. Those of them who had.

Aaron joined his friends in the kitchen, pausing for a second as he caught a glimpse of himself in the reflective surface of the fridge. He was still getting used to the short hair. Elise kept telling him how much better it suited his face shape, but he was still struggling to feel like himself in it. He was struggling to feel like himself in a lot of ways.

‘Can’t get used to that mattress you got me,’ he said to Tash, who seemed to be scowling at something on her phone. ‘It’s doing something to my back.’

‘It’s called relaxation, and I’m sure you’ll get used to it,’ she fired back.

Aaron smiled, but didn’t answer. Of all of them, he felt like he was having the hardest time accepting the impact of what Tash had nicknamed their ‘Deus ex Cash-ina’. For most of them it had been enough to rapidly move out of London and set them up in the North. For Aaron it had been enough to completely upend his life. It didn’t matter that they’d only got a fraction of what the ingot was worth (and had to spend a good deal of time effectively breaking it up and selling it through some of the shadier ‘Cash for Gold’ schemes), it was enough to get him a place with Tash and Elise who, despite everything, seemed genuinely happy to have him.

There was a lot of guilt that came along with it. Every time he lay on that soft bed Tash had insisted on picking out for him, he saw Gary, staring defeated from his grease-stained prison. A month ago he would have expected it to be Harris that haunted him, but something about seeing the ghoul who killed him get flattened to paste had resolved that; he knew how much of a laugh Harris would have got out of it. But Gary stuck around. Aaron didn’t know much about the man, didn’t know if he’d had any family, or what had led to him sleeping rough, but he’d not been much older than Aaron. And only one of them had got out.

Elise said it was just survivor’s guilt, which wasn’t wrong, but didn’t make it any less real. Aaron had given the majority of his share to the various charities that had helped him while he was on the streets, and was now trying to build up some work experience by volunteering at a charity that helped unhoused youth. But it never felt like it was enough.

‘You got work today?’ Elise asked, taking a mouthful of coffee.

Aaron nodded.

‘Having dinner at Senyo’s, though,’ he said. ‘I’ll let you know when I’m on my way back.’

Maybe there’d be a point when they didn’t constantly update each other on their locations, a small but repeated reassurance, but it wasn’t going to be for a while.

‘May I have another slice of that cake, Mr Amoah?’ Mary Elizabeth asked, her voice adopting that slightly mischievous edge Senyo had started to notice whenever she requested what she considered ‘a bit of an indulgence’.

‘Of course,’ Amy said, before Senyo had a chance to reply, standing and heading back into the kitchen. There was a naturalness to it all, an ease that he still found surprising.

To be honest, it astounded him how comfortable the strange new situation had already become. When they had first gone to see Will’s mother in the nursing home, he’d had no idea what he was going to say, how he was going to deal with the promise they had made to her son before he died. And it had been devastating for Mary Elizabeth, there was no doubting that – especially the lack of a body.

But he had expected an infirm and confused old woman, like his grandmother had been when dementia had finally required her to be put in full-time care. Instead he found someone who, aside from her inability to walk more than a few feet, was perfectly healthy. Moreover she was sharp, funny and deeply unhappy at Acorn Lodge, despite its ‘luxury’ facade and pricing. Senyo’s original plan had been to simply take over paying for the home, but the sheer expense of the place made that untenable, and the plan to move her had come about quickly.

Originally, her coming to stay with Senyo and his family in their new Manchester house was a stopgap measure while they found a new care home where she’d be happier, but a month later they’d not even started looking. Senyo had expected it to be weird for Amy and Lea, but they both really seemed to enjoy Mary Elizabeth’s presence. Amy’s parents were all the way up in the Scottish Highlands, while Senyo’s had moved back to Ghana a few years back to be with some extended family, and it seemed Will’s mother filled a gap in the family none of them had even noticed.

It was still hard, of course, and it probably always would be. Officially, Will was ‘missing’ rather than dead, and while the story they had concocted didn’t leave the elderly Mrs Whittaker with any false hope, the lack of a body or proper funeral clearly bothered her. Sometimes Senyo would pass by her room and hear her crying or catch her staring out the window with an expression of grief he knew no words could touch. She was tough, though, and seemed determined to settle into this new part of her life without complaint.

All of them had needed to be tough, if he was being honest with himself. He knew the move hadn’t been easy on Amy and Lea, but he felt blessed that they’d been so willing. It had been Amy who’d suggested it, in fact, when he’d finally laid everything out. She’d believed him without hesitation about everything he’d seen (especially once she’d talked to the others), although Senyo wasn’t certain he liked that part of her reasoning was he ‘didn’t have the imagination to make something like that up’. And when she’d fully realised the seriousness of it, she’d insisted she change to remote work so that they could get out of London. She was still furious he’d put himself in so much danger, of course, but that would eventually pass, Senyo hoped.

It was hardest on Lea, of course. They’d given them a slightly fictionalised account of everything, and teenage disinterest in their parents’ lives meant they broadly just accepted the changes. Moving cities was tough for them, though, and they were still a bit in their shell. They seemed to like their new school, at least, and Senyo had hopes that they’d eventually flourish in Manchester. Compared to London it seemed like there was a lot more space for a teenager to exist, but time would have to tell.

‘When are you getting off your lazy ass and getting a job, by the way?’ Amy asked him, the jibe undercut by the fact she had also brought him a second slice of cake.

‘Bus company says I can start as soon as my leg finishes healing.’

‘He’s malingering,’ Mary Elizabeth stage-whispered conspiratorially to his wife. ‘I saw him dancing the other day.’

‘Disgraceful.’ Amy smiled. ‘Oh, I invited Aaron for dinner tonight. I hope that’s okay?’

‘Of course,’ Senyo said. ‘He’s family.’

Elise could never figure out whether it was normal how close they had all remained after leaving those tunnels, even after leaving London. It obviously made sense for her and Tash, but while she knew that survivors of traumatic experiences often stayed in contact, she didn’t really have much to compare it to in terms of the impromptu unit they had ended up forming.

Part of her suspected it was Will who had finally bound them together. While Senyo had taken the lead in caring for his mother, they all felt a certain degree of responsibility. Even beyond that, his death had done something to the group, it almost seemed like it would have been somehow ungrateful to drift apart.

And, of course, they needed to watch each other’s backs. She’d seen no evidence of the creatures since leaving London, but that didn’t mean that they were safe. Part of her even wondered if hurting the ghoul-queen, but not killing it, had been a worse idea than just leaving it as it was. Not that they’d had much of a choice. Besides, a part of her doubted that a thing like that could ever truly die.

Sometimes the guilt threatened to overwhelm her, that they’d seen into the rotten heart of it all and chosen to run away, and she had to remind herself how lucky they’d been to escape the first time. And it wasn’t like she’d done nothing. In the weeks immediately afterwards, she’d emailed every newspaper tip-line she could find, anonymously messaged every independent journalist she could get the details for. She’d tried to be oblique, avoiding mention of monsters or ghouls and simply trying to provide a few details and names that might point them towards their own discoveries. She hadn’t heard back from a single one of them.

It shouldn’t have come as a shock, of course. How many crackpot ‘tips’ about the aristocracy must most papers get on a daily basis? There wasn’t much more she could do without taking to the streets with a megaphone and shouting about the conspiracy to anyone who would listen. And that approach was traditionally a bit counterproductive.

Still, as she sat in the waiting room, flicking through a copy of The Guardian, she found herself idly searching, as she always did, for anything about disappearances or the Underground. In the North, the rains of autumn had come and the air was getting colder, but she knew that down below London the relief would be short lived And in the long-term, it was only getting hotter down there. Maybe it was just a matter of time before it all came to a head, but Elise wasn’t holding her breath. She’d done her part.

‘Ms Nanda?’

The interviewer’s plummy accent put her immediately on edge, but a quick look at his ill-fitting, off-the-rack suit allayed her worries somewhat. She came in and sat down in a small room that was as characterless as the office building in which it sat. The young man opposite her flicked through her CV.

‘It looks like you’ve done some work in the public sector before. That’s good.’

‘Yeah, DfT. I did a bit of work on mapping software.’

‘I see that. Although, are these dates right? You were only there for three weeks?’

‘That’s correct.’

‘And why did you leave that job?’

Elise’s mind whirled with all the possible lies she could tell, all the wild stories she could spin, not all of them entirely false, about her weeks working at the Department for Transport. In the end, though, she decided on the truth.

‘Burnout,’ she said, and left it at that.
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Dear Reader,

We’d love your attention for one more page to tell you about the crisis in children’s reading, and what we can all do.

Studies have shown that reading for fun is the single biggest predictor of a child’s future life chances – more than family circumstance, parents’ educational background or income. It improves academic results, mental health, wealth, communication skills, ambition and happiness.1

The number of children reading for fun is in rapid decline. Young people have a lot of competition for their time. In 2024, 1 in 10 children and young people in the UK aged 5 to 18 did not own a single book at home.2

Hachette works extensively with schools, libraries and literacy charities, but here are some ways we can all raise more readers:

	Reading to children for just 10 minutes a day makes a difference
	Don’t give up if children aren’t regular readers – there will be books for them!
	Visit bookshops and libraries to get recommendations
	Encourage them to listen to audiobooks
	Support school libraries
	Give books as gifts


There’s a lot more information about how to encourage children to read on our website: www.RaisingReaders.co.uk

Thank you for reading.

[image: Hachette UK logo]



1OECD, ‘21st-Century Readers: Developing Literacy Skills in a Digital World’, 2021,
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/21st-century-readers_a83d84cb-en.html

2National Literacy Trust, ‘Book Ownership in 2024’, November 2024,
https://literacytrust.org.uk/research-services/research-reports/book-ownership-in-2024
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