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CHAPTER 1

James lay on his belly watching the power station from a distance he was happy with, getting the car that close. Dave left behind at the farm. Willow hadn’t woken enough to even know he was gone. He was going to fix this. All of it.

He had to.

The bugs crawled over the plant. They swarmed. Rolled like waves. The chatter they made could be heard for miles in all directions, he imagined. Shit. The thought crossed his mind that he needed to get out on the water at some point. Look back. See what was out there. Fuck it, from this distance, he could go to France and see what was up over there.

He shook his head, eyes back to the binoculars. He had a handgun nestled into the strap on his leg and a machete strapped beneath his backpack.

Filled with ammo. Painkillers. Water. Supplies.

Even in the half-light of morning, the bugs seemed enthused.

But as time marched on, they seemed to quieten. Settle. Mostly disappearing from the landscape. Into the chimney, no doubt. He watched. Waited.

Until as the sun broke through the early morning clouds, there were none left. The clicking, that infernal clicking, rising every now and again, carried on the wind. One crossing between two of the buildings.

And still, he waited.

When he hadn’t seen one for what felt like hours, he broke his cover. James hurried on foot, jogging as best he could, the painkillers from earlier having started to wear off. He hit the fence, and rounded it. Towards the front of the power station, to get back in the way he’d gotten in last time. Limping before he reached the entrance, he noted the blood leaching from behind his bandages. Shook his head. He stopped. Breathless. He was worn and beaten. This whole shit show had taken a toll on him, and he wasn’t getting any better. He needed to rest, but he wondered if that would ever come.

Ever.

He looked over the wall, towards the buildings. A single bug crawling from the right of the first building. Looked like it was some sort of patrol. Watching perimeter, but it was sluggish. Lazy. Maybe the daylight? Maybe it was hungry. Malnourished. Christ, Tony couldn’t have made much of a meal for them all. Tony. Damn. James felt like he’d lost so much, even before losing Alite and Ellie, Tony. Mum. Dad. He thought briefly of Willow before shaking the thoughts out. Away.

He looked to the building. The bug gone, and he moved. He knew where they were all going to be, of course. The chimney. Where they were before. Looking after the gateway. The doorway. Drawn to it. Guarding it. And it had to be where Alite had run to. Had to be. He started running. The pain was hard. Harsh. But he couldn’t afford to stop. Kept going. He ran like the wind. A limping, beaten, bleeding wind. Getting to the building. He stopped. Dragging air into his mouth, burning his lungs, his back tight to the wall. Left. Right. He kept looking. Didn’t know where the next one might spring from. He edged to the corner of the building and looked around. Nothing.

Good.

Taking a few more breaths, he broke cover to the next building and along the front of it, to the edge, and looked down the side. To the door in, where Alite and Ellie had been trapped. Where he and Willow were. Looking over, passed that to the chimney in the distance. The curved sides of it, a hundred—a thousand—feet tall. He could see the entrance. The door. Not waiting, he ran. Out into the open and over, passing the sheds and to the door. Straight into the darkness.

The sound of the creatures in the blackness. He recognised it now. The sound of them breathing. He stayed slow. Breathed slow himself. Quiet. Almost down, on his belly, making his way to the light. The glow of the doorway.

Something inside him was glad it was still there. Sure, they’d always been there whenever they’d returned for them, but the way his luck had been running these last few … Christ … how long had it been? He couldn’t think. Exhausted. Blood loss? He scrambled along in the blackness. To the entrance to the chimney. The doorway, there in the centre, gleaming. Glistening. A beacon of light in the abyss around it. James watched, the light sparkling, glimpses of the bugs on the walls of the chimney, hundreds of them, watching. Guarding. The light of the doorway glinting from their armour.

When James took a deep breath, there was a stabbing pain in his lung. Like he’d been kicked by a horse. Probably just the war wounds caused by all this. Yes, he thought, I need a vacation. He watched the walls throb. The bugs move. The distance to the doorway. The light. Whatever was beyond. He had no idea. If Alite was right, something. Something beyond. Another world. One like this, one like the last? No way he could know.

But of course, they both already did.

James thought about the size of the chimney outside. Maybe a hundred metres across. So it would be what, about forty metres to the door from there? The darkness made it look a hell of a lot less.

He blinked away the dust and grime that was settling on him. The gentle movement of the bugs wings, butterflies in another country, causing the dirt to rise in the chimney. He could do it. Right? He could get to the door before they got to him. Take them by surprise. Use the advantage.

A month ago he wouldn’t have even doubted himself. Of course he’d make it. But a month ago he hadn’t made this many mistakes, had he?

Ellie’s face popped into his head, and he thought about her looking displeased at his lack of self-belief. It raised a smile on his own face. Yes. Of course he could do it. Forty metres, quicker than a hundred flying insects the size of large dogs could take flight and get to him. No problem.

Piece of cake.


CHAPTER 2

James boosted himself to a crouch. Even that strained most parts of him. He could do this. He could. Breathing slow, quiet, he prepped to break cover. Ready or not, he thought. James ran from the darkness, out into the light of the doorway, the bugs easier to see now he was out himself.

And they screamed.

The cry of the huge bugs, clicking, and chirping, the sound of a thousand wings all rippling at once in anger. Fear, perhaps. The chimney filled with the sound of them as they launched from the walls coming at him.

He glanced up, as he ran, the light at the top of the chimney, light at the end of the tunnel, disappearing as they covered above him, the feel of the air in the chimney changing as they came. A sense of overwhelming claustrophobia, heat. The air thickened.

James was breathing hard. Already tired. He was halfway. They were closer to him than he was it. He was sure of it, without even looking. His backpack bounced on his back and he tried to keep a rhythm. Feet crunching on the materials beneath him, looking down. He expected there to be those wet bugs there, like the ones at the last door, but it was just the dark detritus of the chimney functioning in the past. A bug claw clipped him, winging him, so to speak, as it flew overhead. The pain was astonishing. He could feel the blood leeching down his leather jacket. It had slipped through the cowhide with ease, into his flesh. The force made him stumble, but he stayed up. On his feet. His left foot crossed the right, a little dance, then he was back.

One landed between him and the door.

Right there. It rose up on its back legs, clawing out at him. Screaming. That scream. It didn’t echo though, not like James expected it to, the sounds of the brick tunnel deadened by their very presence. He ducked to the left, dodged another as it landed there. Blocking his way again.

The first dropped back to its front legs, and James threw himself over the top of it, sliding over it like it was a car and he was a nineteen seventies cop. Landing on the other side, his ankle twisted. Didn’t matter. He was close now. Another buzzed him.

Fuck this.

He pulled the gun from its leg holster, trying not to lose momentum. He fired out, wildly into the darkness. Their screams coming back.

Then he was there.

He threw himself into the light. The doorway sucking him in.

And he was gone.


CHAPTER 3

James opened his eyes. The bright light of the sun stopped him at a squint. He was laying in grass, maybe. Didn’t want to move too much, as he was still alive. That was a start. The thoughts of Alite and Ellie jumped into his mind and he wanted to sit.

But he couldn’t.

Breathing slow, he waited. Listened. Felt.

The air was warm. A light summer’s day. The air was clear. A feeling of the countryside about it. There was a tingle in his nose. Felt like pollen, something he hadn’t worried about in years. When he was a kid, he used to suffer with it. Before. So used to the city now, that he didn’t even think about it.

But this was different. Like something he’d never felt before. He could feel a breeze. See the blue skies. It was warm. Comforting. He could almost let himself imagine that it had all been a dream, and he was waking up in the park. Willow would be there. They were planning marriage.

Ellie. Adopted.

The illusion shattered when he moved his foot, his ankle spiking pain up into his shins. “Right,” he whispered. He opened his eyes further, his head dropping oh so slowly to the side so he could see something. A field opened out before him, grass growing, it didn’t look like a farmers field. More like one untended. Open. Middle of nowhere. But he couldn’t see either the bugs or the doorway. Which was something. Turning his head, the other way looked much the same. There was nothing there.

He carefully looked up, above his head. Nothing there either. Then he pushed himself to his elbows. That was where the one thing to see was. Out in the distance. Could have been ten miles away. In among the fields of corn, trees growing wild. There was a single tower. Standing proud on the landscape. James couldn’t tell from there how tall it was. It was so far away that there were no defining features. If he couldn’t tell how tall it was, then he couldn’t tell how far away it was.

He sat. Looked around again. Made sure he was in the clear. That was when he realised he didn’t have his gun anymore. Damn. He looked around the ground. Nothing. Massaging his ankle for a moment, before getting to his knees, he dropped his pack from his shoulder, leather jacket from him, and looked at the wound the bugs had left him with. Deep. Bleeding. He pulled his pack open, retrieved painkillers, water, and bandages and patched himself up as best he could. Still keeping an eye on his surroundings. Waiting for the bugs to maraud over the horizon like something out of a Lord of the Rings film.

Eventually standing.

There was nothing. Anywhere. The tower standing in the distance, and around it, open air. Fields. A blue cloudless sky. If not for the building itself, it would have looked like he imaged Heaven would. His heaven. Except there were no people. The hills in the distance rose and fell. There was no doorway, though. He shouldn’t have come out that far from a doorway.

He knew Alite would have taken Ellie to the tower.

So he had to follow. Looking up at the sun, hazing in the sky, if here was the same as there, he would have some hours before darkness. He stretched himself out. The painkillers starting to kick in. His ankle sore, weak. He had a long way to go. So he started walking. The long machete blade in his hand.

Not knowing what to expect.
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Cresting the hills, James watched as the sun slowly dipped in the sky, watching the day die away. He didn’t seem any closer to the tower. Perhaps it was hundreds of miles away, a tower that stretched up to the sky, never stopping? He rested, looked back from whence he came. Or maybe it was that he was walking slowly. Far too slowly.

The sudden still in this place, one promoting relaxation and rest. He was exhausted. That was all. His eyes followed the line of the hill until he found a copse of trees hanging out on the side of the field. He started towards them. It was slightly off the track that he was forging to the tower, but he needed to stop and rest. He wasn’t about to travel through the night. Beaten up as he was, only to fall, sprain something else. Or get eaten by damn land sharks, or whatever bullshit this world came up with. The bag hung from his shoulder. His limp becoming more pronounced as he walked to the trees. Dropping his bag down quietly, as he looked through.

It wasn’t a large copse, but dense, and he made sure it wasn’t housing a bug, chittering away in the dark and waiting for night, before he settled. He stabbed the machete into the ground and took the weight from his feet. Back against a tree as he watched out into the falling night, to the tower.

As the dark fell, the tower lit. Pin pricks in the black of it. Lights, which could only mean people. Or at least something with intelligence. Nothing would surprise him. Not anymore. Resting his head back, sleep waited for him. His eyes drew heavy. The lack of creatures there, waiting to kill him as soon as he moved, left him weary. Almost relaxed. Taking a water bottle from the pack, he drank, recouping the liquid lost to sweat, his broken body not healing as it should without rest.

David was right. He should have mended before he came here, but if Alite kept moving, then he’d never find them. He had to follow them, and he had to do it now. He screwed the lid back on the bottle, eyes heavy. He let it rest between his legs, sore. Eyes closed, first thinking of Ellie, then his thoughts to Willow. He already missed her.

The dreams came at him.

He woke. Thought he could hear voices. Men. Talking. Near. But he listened and it was gone. His brain lying to him in his dreams. Sleep taking him again, just as quickly as he woke. Then he woke again. This time to screaming. His hand out, fingers on the handle of the machete, stabbed into the ground where he’d left it. He stopped himself. He was shaking. Sweating. Like he was sick. He listened.

Again, silence.

James head spun. He felt like he had the flu. Something coming out, the early signs of a sickness. He didn’t have time for it though, and that was okay. He could sleep it off. At least, he thought so. His head turning. He took some more of the water down, curling the lid back on, his last action … before sleep took him again.


CHAPTER 4

The morning sun poked James until he moved. His eyes open. The sun bright. His throat was sore. When he coughed, his lungs throbbed. When he tried to move, everything ached. Great, he thought. I’ve actually caught alien world flu. Shit. This, he didn’t need. Without standing, or moving, he collected his stuff together. Counted out his painkillers. Wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. Running a fever. He knew painkillers helped with that. And he couldn’t stop moving towards to the tower. He couldn’t waste precious time. So he took two. Left him with enough. He hoped. To get there.

There was sure to be some medical attention there. Someone who would help him clear all this up.

James pushed himself up using the handle of the machete, swinging the pack onto his back, and then pulled the machete from the ground. Swung it a couple of times, to make sure he had a handle on the weight of it. He felt weaker. A little.

He was going to be fine.

That was what he told himself.

He rounded the copse and watched out in each direction from the shadows of the trees. Making sure the way was clear. If the sun was coming up in the same direction as at home, the tower was south. He’d come from the north. To the east, there was nothing for miles. As far as he could see. The west … it looked like there had been animals there. Tracks. He didn’t know what. Unless it was footprints, James wasn’t going to be able to track shit. But there was a lot of them.

He sniffed snot up his nose, swallowed it back down his gullet.

Were the tracks there last night? When he’d arrived? Impossible to tell. Christ, he was lucky to have made it to the trees anyway, let alone having the wherewithal to look around for tracks for something. He studied it for a moment. Hell, no. No way of knowing.

He went back to the south and left the safety of the small tree line. His feet hurt. Shoulder did too. Didn’t want to remove the bandages and clean them though. Not there. Not without a water source. Only had a few bottles of water.

Down the next hill. The grass tall. The wind high in places. The blades brushed against him as he walked. Up to his waist before he got to the bottom of the hill. The tower no closer. He could only hope to get halfway to the thing today. Stopping, he watched the grass. His mind flicked back to the horror films he used to watch. The things that used to be in the corn. He shook his head.

Christ. He didn’t need to be thinking about that now, did he? He watched it a little longer, using it as an excuse to not continue walking. Waiting for the aches to go. Just as he started again, he saw something move. From the corner of his eye. Something dark. He stopped. His head snapping to the side. Nothing but lush yellows and greens, swaying slowly. His fingers gripped the machete a little tighter.

Could be paranoia, he thought.

Could be.

James waited for a moment, before surveying the field. He could go east, getting out of the long grass quicker, but taking him away from the direction of the tower. Or continue on this path. Another hour’s walk, or more in the grasses. Hoping there was nothing there.

He’d wasted too much time already.

James gripped the machete tightly and continued straight at the tower. For the best, he thought. The sun was getting higher in the sky, but it wasn’t that warm. Sweat running down his face. A sickness in his gut. He kept looking from side to side. Checking. He was sure whatever this sickness was, it was just causing him to … almost hallucinate.

He’d almost convinced himself of it when a bug rose from the grasses. Hard and fast. He panicked, stumbled, falling back onto his pack. Crying out. Swinging the machete in the direction of the thing, he missed it, it buzzing passed him, clicking. The clacking a signal. He was sure of that. It was signalling to others. Shit. He had to do something. He rolled to the side, up onto his knees. Following the direction of the creature as it circled around. Darting back towards him. He brought the blade up, bouncing off the bugs armour, but causing it to flip away from him. Woozy, James kept watching the thing. Sweat in his eyes making them sting. Head spinning, it returned. He struck out again. Catching the creature. It tailed down to the grass, at his feet, but before he had the blade around, it had scuttled off, scurrying into the grass.

Sight of it lost, James spun on the spot. Blade out. Breathing hard. His lungs ached. Foot hurt. He’d twisted it more as he fell. He looked to the east. It was a whole heap more attractive now. He started towards it, spinning slowly as he moved, limping, to the edge of the grass. A glimpse here, there, the creature stalking him from behind the swaying grass. James stumbled, hurrying.

It came again. Lurching up, from the grass to his side. Suddenly there. He swung the blade, a lucky catch, the steel catching the rear of the bug and ripping its wing from its thorax. It spun out like a plane, tossed to the side. Crashing into the grass, as James darted forward, leaving his feet, landing at the side of the creature, on his knees, the blade up like a sacrificial blade, he plunged it through the torso of the giant insect. Its blood sprayed out, up, over James, his mouth filling with the taste of it. The creatures legs grabbed and tightened like a babies hand trying to grip something for the first time, before curling in like a spider’s legs, dead.

James breathed hard, spitting the creatures juices out over the grass below him. Coughing. The taste, the smell … disgusting. He stayed there for a while. Minutes, long minutes. Waiting for his breath to return. It was taking longer for him to feel better.

There really was something wrong with him. He could admit it to himself, inside his head, but he wouldn’t tell Ellie when he found her. Be strong for her. He pushed himself to his feet, and then rested one foot on the creature, pulling the blade from it. It twitched. A death throe, no more. He wiped the blade down the grass and stood. Looking to the tower. The sun had crested the highest point of the sky. Shit. He’d been there resting far longer than he had intended. Perhaps even slept. Blacked out? Damn. He breathed in again. His lungs tight. He looked at the grass. Had to stay on target now. No time to take the scenic route. He turned back, south, and continued through the grass, towards the tower.
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Night-time came. James leant against a rock pile. Looked almost unnatural in its creation, like it was man-made. Maybe it was. He could feel that he was closer to the tower, even though it didn’t look it. His head resting back on the rocks. He hadn’t seen another bug. Not since that one.

Which was something.

He took the last of the painkillers. Only one bottle of water left. He was woefully unprepared for this. He knew there would be a city beyond the doorway. A town. Something. Maybe a hike … but this … he lurched back awake, almost falling asleep as he lay there, staring at the tower, thinking. Christ. He wasn’t in a good way. James stretched his legs out. He wasn’t hidden. He didn’t have the strength to do that. Not now. He held the machete. The blood on his fingers sticky. Clammy. The blade almost stuck in his hand.

Sleep taking him.

In the dream there was Ellie. She was running. As fast and as hard as she could. James watched her running towards Willow. Willow was hurt. But that was okay. It would be. He could help. He’d rescue them both. The creatures took his attention, they were behind her. The ghosts. Chasing her. How was that possible? They weren’t there, not in that world. Only the bugs were there …. his thought dropped away, seeing the bugs in the distance. They were coming too. Behind Willow. He shouted. Ellie. Run harder. Willow. He was pointing to the bugs coming. They were close. They weren’t going to make it. They were going to be overcome. He started forward, a pain in his legs, he fell to the ground, hard. Watching, reaching out. Ellie screamed as a wave of bugs flowed over Willow, taking her, sucking her back in with the tide, then her scream stopped as the first creature wrapped its hand around her head, smothering her before screaming out a terrifying victory cry.

James woke, a cry. It was still dark. He slapped his hand over his mouth. Before centring himself, remembering where he was.

He sat. Breathing quiet.

There were lights in the distance. Out in the fields. He could make out nothing more, but what looked like torch lights.


CHAPTER 5

James stayed low. Watching. There was a sound, a low rumble with the lights. People, maybe, but with that, something else. A machine. He couldn’t hear speaking, but experience told him that meant nothing. He waited and watched. Splayed on the grasses near the rock, binoculars up. Nothing in the darkness, but the lights. His belly flat to the ground.

Then a scream.

A harrowing scream of … a person. Shit. What the fuck was going on down there? He pulled the binoculars closer and watched. Another scream. The lights flickered over to something moving in the shadows. They had found their quarry. Who they were chasing. Someone. Another scream. The torchlight flashing around. It was people. A group, with some sort of vehicle. And they were chasing someone, by the looks of it. Well, he supposed. Caught them. James waited, they all seemed to surround their prisoner. Lights on them. On the ground.

It was a woman.

Young. She was half-naked. Looked beaten. The occasional light flashed up to one of her captors and James could see they were all men. Huh. He kept watching. Not this shit again. Even if he wanted to interject, there seemed little he could do. He was at a shit distance, could barely put one foot in front of the other, and only had a machete.

There was a scuffle. The men took a few turns beating the woman. She was clearly crying. Begging. But James stayed low. Back to the rock, he pushed the binoculars back in the backpack. He picked it up and swung it over his back and picked up the machete. Started down the short hill from the rock to the flat. The grass at the bottom, long again. He kept low. Didn’t want to engage them.

Actually, what he wanted and what he felt he could do, were at rather different ends of the spectrum. What he wanted to do, was charge into the middle of it all, and find out what the fuck was going on, and what he could do was get a little closer, and see if he still had to do that, last resort.

But either way, they couldn’t see him coming. As he got closer, however, they lit up like it was Christmas. The lights of the vehicle. It was some rudimentary car. A four-wheel effort, but it looked like it was made of scaffolding and wheezed oil. The woman, struck by at least two of them was clutching herself, crying. Three men stood with her, surrounding her like she was a threat. The last two men were standing in the now illuminated vehicle’s lights. There may or may not have been more of them in the car.

James got closer.

The men were armed. Some sort of firearms. Hard to tell at that distance. Either way, bad news for him, and her. She really didn’t look threatening.

James looked around the field as he got closer. They must have come from the tower. There was nowhere else they could have come from. That meant that either way, he had to engage with them.

He was halfway across the field. If any of them shone their torch towards him, then they’d see him. He sheathed his machete on his back. Tried to look as passive as possible, what with them looking like they were dealing with an escaped prisoner or something. Didn’t want to give off the wrong impression.

That was when the man closest to the car raised his hand. Some sort of signal. Then one of the three surrounding the woman raised his firearm and fired it.

Pointing it straight into the woman’s face, he blew her head clean in half. Even at that distance, James could see her brains gush over the grass, and one of the men actually whooped.

Whooped.

James dropped like a stone into the grass. Silent. Hopefully the woman was the only one they were looking for and their hunt was finished. He willed them to turn back to the tower. One of them fired off his weapon into the sky. James waited. He wanted to retreat so badly, but he didn’t want to draw attention. The rest of the field was so still and the night, silent. They talked among themselves for a few minutes. James couldn’t hear what they were saying, but it did sound like English. There was the occasional passing of a word that could have been this, that, or the other. Then eventually they all collected at the vehicle. It didn’t appear to be big enough to carry them all, and with a little back and forth, they decided who rode and who walked.

Then they turned back, heading in the direction of the tower.

At least that meant that the tower wasn’t that far away.

James waited. Their lights dying out in the distance. Surprised that they didn’t seem bothered by the bugs, or anything else that was out there. They didn’t appear to have a care in the world, apart from this woman. James eventually stood, and made his way towards her. He didn’t have any desire to actually see the damage they’d done to her, but he wanted to know something. Some indication as to why they’d done it.

Literal bits of her painted the grass, visible this close, even under the cover of night. James crouched down, examining her quickly. The smell of brain was vapid, and bitter. She was dressed like a prisoner, sure. Didn’t mean a lot. She was gaunt thin, like she’d been locked up for some time. James eyes crept up, seeing the vehicle disappearing into the distance, down a slope, gone.

Glad he’d not brought himself to their attention. He scratched at his chin. Stood. His eyes on her. There was a noise. In the distance. A clicking. It was unmistakable. There was a bug coming. At least one. He hurried, following in the direction of the vehicle. South. To the tower. He had to go there either way. Find out what was going on.

He got little more than feet into the darkness when the bugs came. Drawn by the scent of death to the woman’s corpse. The sound of crunching, evisceration, filling the air. He shuddered as it got louder before it quietened, hurrying into the night. James ran as fast and as quietly as his feet would carry him.

Into the black.


CHAPTER 6

The next morning, the sun coming up from the horizon, James could see the base of the tower. Spending half the night walking had made a big difference. He was tired now, sure. But he felt safer in the day. There didn’t seem—at least, so far—to be any ghosts there, and the bugs tended to travel at night, it appeared.

But spending the night travelling had taken a lot from him. He slipped down, next to a tree. The base of the tower, two, maybe three miles away. What he’d witnessed the night previous had fucked him up. After everything else he and Ellie had been through … why did they kill the woman? She was unarmed. Certainly looked harmless enough. Had they killed her because she was a woman? Was it like his original Earth, where the women seemed scant? Shit. He hoped not. Alite sure wouldn’t be expecting that. She’d have gone to people for help. Who knew what these people were going to do to her. Both of them. He rested back. Pain in every extremity, firing out. His ankles and legs. Pain in his shoulder.

Fighting his fatigue, he watched the tower. At the base, it looked like a hive of activity. He could see some coming and going, surprised that there was so much movement outside the walls of the tower, assuming the tower was safe inside.

Vehicles. People. Couldn’t see who or what from there, though.

Falling to slumber, perhaps more than once, each time James jerked awake, dreams of screaming, death. Pain. He looked straight to the sun. The distance it had travelled across the sky the only indication of time passing. He’d been there for several hours. Starting to feel dehydrated.

He decided to go closer. It retrospect, sitting there, he knew he didn’t have a choice. Even if he had the strength to walk back north to the field he’d come from, he hadn’t seen this side of the doorway. And what was he supposed to do anyway? Even if he had? Step through? Into the chimney filled with bugs? In this state?

He’d be torn to pieces before he got his bearings.

So he pushed himself to his feet and walked. Straight out into the light. Heading towards the tower.

As he got halfway across the field, the first of the people outside the tower had seen him. They stood, staring. Watching him. He could see now that there were men and women. That was good. It filled him with some hope, at least. Getting closer, there seemed to be a commotion about his presence, some of them fleeing back into the tower, others coming from it. Which may or may not have been a good sign.

They clearly had a thing for strangers.

Coming into the field closest, two of them started to approach. James could see they were both armed to the teeth. He had half expected that. Wasn’t going to be a warm welcome anywhere, was it? Closer still, one of them raised their weapon. It was like a rifle, but slightly different. A firearm, sure, but unlike anything he’d seen before. To be expected. He was, again, in another place. James raised his hands, passively, as he approached. Hoping that they spoke English. Hoping, at least, that this is where the people he’d seen last night had come from.

“Halt,” one of them shouted.

James did as instructed. He didn’t want a fight, and really, wasn’t in a position to anyway. Not yet. “My name is James—” he begun.

“Where are you from?” The one with the rifle that wasn’t pointing at him, cut him off.

James pointed back to the north. “There,” he said, unwilling to gift them too much information.

The two of them seemed uncertain. “A gateway?”

James nodded, slowly. Clearly, if this was civilization as they knew it, then they’d know he wasn’t one of them, and without knowing more about the history here, he’d only get his fool face blown off if he tried to lie.

“An outsider.”

The term scared him. But he nodded.

The second of them raised his weapon. Clearly that was the wrong response, but well, what can you do? James raised his hands further. “I don’t want anything. I’m looking for two people. Just information,” James called over to them. He looked left and right, quickly. Looking to see if there was a chance of running. His brain looking for it, when his heart knew there was no chance. Looking back to them, they seemed … unconvinced.

They were dressed in what looked like uniforms of some sort. Military looking, maybe. Security, clearly. They approached, and James could see them better. They were completely normal to look at. He looked at the weapons a little closer. Yeah. They were very different to anything he’d seen before. History here was different. He glanced to the tower. Like, no shit. The guns looked more mechanical that normal. Pistons and shafts, crudely made by smiths, like this place hadn’t developed like his.

“Here,” one of them demanded. He stepped forward while the other covered him. James didn’t move. Hands up. The guy got closer. He was older, but buffed to fuck. James’ eyes on him the whole time. He didn’t think they would just kill him, not as they hadn’t already. “Down,” he ordered. James got to his knees, with difficulty, and the guy went around behind him. He pulled James’ pack from him. James felt the machete being taken. The whole time he watched the other one, staring down his sight.

“I don’t want a problem,” James said, as passively as he could. Pushing the anger down inside.

“Well, you got one,” the guy behind muttered.

James waited, listening to them pulling his shit out the pack, discarding it to the field. Before he was pulled up, back to his feet. A hard jab in the back sending pain spiralling down his spine.

“Move,” the guy said, jabbing him with the barrel again.

James started walking. Slowly. Limping. Towards the tower.
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As they got closer to the tower, James kept his hands linked behind his head. His shoulder was weeping where the bug had shanked him. He could feel it drooling inside his shirt. Running down his skin. But he used time he had walking to watch.

The people outside the tower seemed to be farming mostly. Crop fields. But things that grew in the ground, maybe not wanting to obscure their views. The vehicles looked like they were powered by something other than petrol. It all seemed pretty clean energy. No smell of burning fossil fuels, nothing like that. Same as the guns. Not firearms as he’d first thought. The tower was immense. It was a construction nightmare, looking like it was a shed, with add-ons. Thousands of bits of buildings stuck together to create a gothic building of bizarre proportions. Far taller than it looked safe to be with such a small footprint. They’d clearly been building it for years, decades, even. The gun barrel jabbed him in the back again, and he stumbled forward trying to keep his footing.

“Where are you taking me?” James asked.

“You’ll see,” the one behind him said.

James passed the women, farming. Men too. Looked like an equality in the labour.

Closing in to the tower, the doors were tall. Nine foot. There were slits in the features jutting out from the building, dark building materials and stone work. He looked up, like looking up the outside of a skyscraper. The architecture. It reminded him of a medieval castle.

He frowned. Jabbed in the back, again.

James walked through the immense doors as they were closed behind him. Right, he thought.

Inside two guards stood. Their guns long, like sniper rifles, wearing body armour, black. They were much cleaner than the two who came to get him. Both women. They watched him. Eyeing him with clear suspicion. Taken to the end of the corridor. To the right. He was led through walkways, dark corridors. The lighting inside the building was strange, without windows. There seemed to be a glow of green lighting everything. The light sources unrecognisable to him. Not lightbulbs but some other tech. The two guards led him into a cell and left him. Locked in.

James sat on the floor and massaged his shoulder. No petrol, he thought. No electricity—not as he knew it. The weapons, weirdly mechanical. Steam powered? Seemed unlikely. Fucking fantasy book thinking that was. He didn’t stand. The light in the room was plentiful, and the small window on the door—barred—meant he could see plenty of the nothing from where he sat. He just wanted to rest.

He shouldn’t have come here, he thought. Not like this. Now he was trapped in a cell—

A Noise in the corridor outside. James’s eyebrow raised. Someone coming. Perhaps he could talk his way out of this if he got to meet someone in charge. Get some answers. If Alite and Ellie weren’t there, then maybe he could just go. His pack was gone, though. They’d kept that. And all his weapons.

He looked between his legs, dejectedly at the floor.

Before the cell door opened. It was a woman. Young. She was wearing a uniform like the men, but this one was tidy. Cleaner. Like she hadn’t been rolling about on the floor with a prisoner. Or sent out in the middle of the night to capture escapees.

“You,” she said. “Up.”

James pushed himself up the wall. Standing. She had a commanding voice. Strong and powerful, unlike the two men. She sounded like she’d had years of being in charge.

“Strip,” she said.

James raised an eyebrow. “But we’ve only just met,” he said, keeping his tone jovial.

She raised her gun, unwilling to put up with his apparent bullshit.

“Easy,” he said. James started to pull his clothes off. Dropping them unceremoniously to the floor in front of him. “I mean, what do you think I’ve got under here?” She didn’t respond. Apparently there was no humour in this place.

Eventually James was naked, apart from his boxers and a bleeding patch over his shoulder.

“What is the injury?”

“A bug,” James replied. “You have them out in your fields at night. I had them where I came from and one clipped me, as I came through the doorway.”

She nodded. At least she seemed to understand doorways and bugs. “Come,” she said, stepping aside from the door.

James looked at his clothes. Damn it. It looked like he’d lost more than just his weapons now. He limped, exhausted to the door, out into the corridor. The woman holding a small, but effective looking gun, pointed at him. “Where to, boss?” he asked, quietly.

“This way,” she said, waving him forward.

James went out into the corridor in front of her. Jabbing him in the back to push him forward. It seemed to be the way this lot were going to direct him. The woman jabbed him until he was at a lift. The doors grinding as they opened. It didn’t look very safe, to be honest. But James went in, regardless, deciding that it wasn’t worth pointing it out, to get shot in the back. He stood there, silent as the lift move up, creaking and clattering. The inside of it much like the outside of it. The corridors. It all looked like it had been glued together over years.

The lift stopped, jarring, almost taking James from his feet as he wasn’t expecting it.

“Out,” the woman said.

James walked out of the lift. The floor looked starkly like the last.

“That door over there,” she said.

James followed the point of her gun to a door, opened from the inside when he got close. There was little in the room. One window looking out to the fields around. Higher now, even with just the glance that he had, he could see nothing in the distance. The room held a gurney. A couple of cabinets.

There was another woman in the room. She was dressed in white gowns. There seemed to be meaning to the clothing. The second woman wasn’t armed, for a start. She looked cleaner still than the first. “Up,” she said, indicating the gurney. Maybe this was some sort of examination room.

James did as he was ordered and got on the gurney—little more than a coffin shaped table.

“Put your hands over your head.”

James did as he was asked, but somewhere in his bent little mind, sixties porn music started playing as she used something he couldn’t see to restrain him.

Bow-Chika-Wow.

Maybe he was more dehydrated than he thought.

As his cuffs were clicked into place, the first woman dropped her weapon down. Turning away from him. Walking to the window. She looked out. “How badly is he hurt?”

The woman in white started to examine James. “His physiology looks similar to ours, he has a wound on the shoulder. Deep. Unclean. Probably infected—”

Great.

“—he is showing signs of malnourishment, dehydration, and he is covered in old wounds. Some fresher than others, bruised badly.” She looked over James, leaning down, looking into his eyes. “I’m surprised he’s on his feet, to be honest. But that’s all I can tell you without further examination.”

“Fine,” the first woman said. “Get him patched up enough for interrogation.”

Interrogation.

The first woman then left the room, and the second went to the cabinets, poking around collecting up whatever she needed to get him patched up enough.

“I’m looking for a woman and a girl,” James said. “They came from the same place as me. Have you seen them?”

The woman ignored him. He watched her collecting phials and bandages. Clearly a medical bay of some sort. She had medicines in the cabinets, pills, liquids. “I’m not like you. I’m not from here,” he said. “Please don’t give me medicines if you don’t know what they might do.” He watched her prepared a syringe. “Please,” he said. “I came through a doorway. A gateway. To the north.” He looked around, testing the strength of the bindings on his hands. “Between where the sun comes up and goes down. Away from here.” More frantic. “I just need to find my friends.”

The woman looked at him. She had a needle in one hand and a tube of something in the other. She looked like she was going to say something, before she changed her mind. Walked over, and put the syringe on the side, next to him. She roughly yanked the crude bandage he had half hanging at this point from his shoulder and threw it to the floor. James hissed out in pain.

“Jesus,” he said.

Her eyes flicked to his. Then she continued. Cleaning him. Ointment of some sort.

“Please,” James continued, begging. “I just want to find my friends. I mean you and your people no harm. I’ll find them and go. I promise.”

The woman shook her head. She could clearly hear him. She was just ignoring him out of choice. Fine. James lay his head back. The medicine she was using was taking the pain from his shoulder. She worked in silence. Eventually re-patching his shoulder. The pain gone completely. Whatever was in the painkiller was good stuff. Shame the rest of him hurt like a motherfucker.

Then she stuck him with the needle.

A feeling of light euphoria overtook all his senses. It was like every class A drug known to man, blown into his blood stream all at once. The ceiling started to spin. The woman said something. James focussed on her as best he could. She was talking into something on the wall. A communication device or something. Then a few moments later, the first woman arrived back in the room. She stood over him. She seemed so far away, in a tunnel. Bright colours surrounding her.

“He’s come from the gate in the north,” said the doctor.

He knew it. They did use compass points.

“He says he’s looking for someone.”

“We’ll find out everything shortly,” replied the guard, the world around her swirling.

“He’s God fearing,” said the doctor.

The guard looked at her. She seemed shocked … hard to tell with the world full of bliss and comfort. Taking James somewhere. Somewhere warm.


CHAPTER 7

James opened his eyes. He was woozy. Felt sick. His stomach churned. The worst hangover in the world. He moved to reach and touch his shoulder, but he was bound. Still. Again. He looked around, blinking away the unconsciousness. He was tied in a chair. Middle of a room. He could feel nothing of any substantive pain. Like they’d fixed him. Which was, of course, impossible, unless time had passed. A lot of time.

James looked down at himself for the first time. Tried to see his shoulder. See the wound. It was scarred, scabbed over. Shit. How much time had passed? Then he noted he was completely naked. He looked around the room. A cell, by any other name.

The door opened. A couple of guards—women—dressed like the one who had taken him to the infirmary. Then another. An older woman. She was dressed like an administrator, if he was to guess.

“I’m sorry,” James said, “there appears to have been a terrible misunderstanding. I was just looking for someone.”

The woman stood over him. She looked him down, making James more than a little uncomfortable. “Where are you from?” she asked.

“The north,” he replied. “I told the doctor. I came through a doorway where there were bugs and I’m looking for my friends. You must have seen them. They would have come here.”

“You’re an offworlder?”

James shrugged. “I guess. I’m from a world like this, but different. I don’t know what you want.” He strained against the bindings that held him. They were tight, strong, but he didn’t hurt, which was certainly something. “I’m looking for Ellie, and Alite. You’ve seen them, right?”

The woman suddenly pulled a blade from behind her back, sheathed back there. It was small. Like a scalpel. She jammed it into the fleshy part of James’s arm, tied to the arm of the chair. James screamed out in pain. “What?” he shouted. “What do you want?”

She twisted the knife, James’s flesh pulled from the bone. He screamed louder as she pulled the knife from him. “Fuck,” he screamed. “Jesus, no.”

She stopped and looked at him. Frowning. “You came from the bug-world,” she said.

“No,” James whimpered. “The bugs came from here. They collect in my world at this door.”

“This door?” she said. “You have more than one gateway too?”

James nodded, the pain riding his arm, blood drooling out, dribbling wetly to the floor. “Yes. Yes,” he said. The words came weak. Blackness surrounded his vision. Trying not to black out. “Please don’t kill me,” he said. He should have never come there. Not alone. Not beaten like he was. His weakness. It had caused this. And at this rate, he was never going to see Ellie again. “Fuck you,” he whispered.

The woman jammed the blade into the open wound. “No,” she said. “Fuck you.” She turned the blade, sharp, cleaving his flesh from the arm.

James screamed. It was the last thing in his head, before the blackness took him.
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Opening his eyes, James immediately looked to his arm. Healed. The dermis scarred, the abrasions where the knife had been jammed into him gone, fixed over time … time. He looked around the room. The same room. His tomb, clearly. How long had he been in there? Those wounds must have taken months to heal. He remembered nothing. Locked, probably unconscious in this room while God only knew what happened to Ellie and Alite.

Or had they fallen to this reception? Like him. Locked up in this Godforsaken tower to be tortured forever.

The door opened, and the woman came in. She was already holding the blade. No need to hide it this time.

“No,” James said, he rolled his feet into balls, his fists. “Please don’t. I’ll tell you anything.”

The woman hunched over him. “Tell me about your God,” she said.

James, taken aback stuttered out some words. The Bible. Christ. Angels. Devils. He couldn’t remember shit all under this pressure. The idea of God having existed at all went out the window when most of the people in the world disappeared overnight.

She held the blade to his face, the whole time he spoke. When he stumbled to a stop, she said, “How do I know you’re telling the truth?” Then she stuck him in the leg. Just above the knee. The blade slipping in behind his scapula. He could feel it moving around in there. Screaming, he tried to pull away, but she dug in, deeper. Harder.

James was screaming please when the world went black again.
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He shuddered awake, laying on a bed. Reaching to his leg, immediately. Nothing hurt. His leg scarred badly, like a lot of him. But no wounds. He moved his arms and legs, the first time he’d been awake and untied in he didn’t know how long. “Damn it,” he muttered, sitting. He held his head in his hands without looking around the cell. It was a cell. What more did he need to know? He straightened his thoughts. Been there for what, a year now? For this sort of healing. He was dressed. A grey jumpsuit thing. Great. He was a prisoner now, clearly. Eventually he got up and went to the door of the cell. There was no window in it, the room lit only by the green glow coming, it seemed, from nowhere. He tried the door handle, and the door opened.

He frowned. A thousand things went through his head, he peeked through the crack in the door. A trap? Test? Mistake? He looked out. A corridor beyond.

Someone walked passed. He slipped back into the shadows, watching them. A woman. She was dressed like him. When she turned the corridor, he opened the door a little further. Looking out. He slipped out, into the corridor, and along, the way she’d gone. Looked around the corner. There was a room. Looked like a recreational room. Chairs. And people. A few, four or five of them. A couple of men. A couple of women. They were talking quietly. James listened, couldn’t hear what they were saying.

A noise behind him, James turned, suddenly there were two other woman in the corridor, between him and his cell. He panicked. Damn. Caught out in the open. The woman on the left saw his look, his reaction, her hands going up passively. “It’s okay,” she said. “You’re safe now.”    


CHAPTER 8

“How long have I been here?” James took the cup of water from the table in front of him. A sip. It was warm. But welcome. He placed the cup down before tenderly stroking the scars on his arm. There were two of them at the table with him. One of the women from the corridor and a man. He smiled as warmly as he could muster at them. A quick glance around is all he’d had time for, and the place just reminded him of a prison.

“A couple of days,” said the man.

James shook his head. “No, I mean here in this tower.” Not in the cell he’d awoken in.

“A couple of days,” the woman interjected, nodding. “I saw you arrive.” She pointed to the window.

James got up and looked out. It was facing the way he’d arrived. “I don’t understand.” His hand was on his scars. “The wounds have all healed.” It was true, too. Not only the wounds that they had inflicted upon him, but also those from before. His shoulder wound. Twisted ankle. Everything.

In all fairness, he’d rarely felt better. Like he’d had a holiday.

“It’s the way they extract information. They wanted to know which gateway you’d come through, I expect.”

James turned to the woman. “Right.” He returned to sit. Still had a bunch of questions about this extraction technique, but for now, “What about you? Where’d you come from?”

A look of sadness crossed the woman’s face. “I came from the gateway here. In the basement. The one they keep closed and guarded. A long time ago.” The man reached across resting his hand on hers. Like they’d lost something, together.

James didn’t want to make it uncomfortable—he had too many questions for them to clam up. “So this is a prison?”

The man nodded. He was looking into the eyes of the woman. They were, or had been in the past, a thing, clearly.

“How many of us are there?”

“It depends,” he said. “Changes day to day. I’m not even sure what happens to the ones that disappear.”

James introduced himself. Seemed like a good idea. The man’s name was Jinn, and the woman was Leanne. “Are there people from my doorway—gateway?” he corrected himself.

“There were.” Jinn looked at Leanne. “They’re still here, right?”

Leanne was distracted. “Sure,” she said after a moment. “I think they’re here somewhere.”

“Can I see them?” James was already standing.

“Of course,” Jinn said. “I can take you to them, I’m sure.” He smiled. “There’s no hurry. We’re not going anywhere.”

You might not be, James thought. But I’m blowing this jail. He followed Jinn out of the recreation room and around a corridor. Then to another. The glow of green lit everything. The source of it hidden within the walls. There was something very alien about this place, but also something very homely. After another couple of turns they reached a long room. One with different size beds. A man sitting on one. A couple in use, people sleeping.

“Roger,” Jinn said. He thumbed at James. “Another arrival from your world.”

Roger got up, striding to James, hand out to shake. There was something so very warm and relatable about the gesture. Something James had been without for so long. He took the man’s hand and shook it, Roger watching their hands and laughing. “Sorry,” he said. “You must think me mad.” He shook his head. “It seems we’re the only ones who grab a part of someone we don’t know and shake it as a greeting.”

“When you put it like that, it is a little fucking weird,” James replied. He was smiling, but inside, a sadness grew. Roger was great, he was sure, but he wanted him to be someone else. “Just you from our neck of the woods?” James asked, trying to be as human as possible, but seeming to come off as a bit of cliché.

Roger nodded to the beds. “One other. At the moment.” His face dropped. “Lost a couple recently. One only a couple of days back. She broke out during work hours.” His eyebrows flashed up and then dropped. “I hope she made it. Heading north. Trying to get back home.” His eyes met James’s expectantly. “You see anything on the way in?”

“No,” James lied. “I guess she must have headed in another direction.” No sense in telling Roger the truth, now, was there?

He looked displeased. “Still,” he said. He turned to the first bed. “This is Alite,” he said, pointing at the first bed, the body covered in a blanket.

James’s heart leapt.

“And this,” Roger said. His gesture barely made it to the second bed, the second covered, smaller, figure.

James crouched and sat, pulling the sheet from the little girl. Ellie slept. She was clean. Looked well. James tenderly touched her arms. No signs of scarring. That was something, at least. He gently put his hand on her shoulder. “Hey,” he whispered. “Ellie.”

She opened her eyes. A moment of confused looks, then a smile appeared. She grinned, taking him in, maybe not believing her eyes, then she sat up. “Da—” she cried, throwing her arms around his neck.

James held her close. Tears in his eyes.

She pushed away from him. “Sorry,” she said. “James.” Tears streaked her face. Smiling. She pushed her head back into his shoulder, holding on like she was never going to let go.

James looked at Alite, Ellie’s cry having woken her. She was smiling too. James looked down her, scar tissue covering her arms. The same as him. His face dropped a little as he looked, but she drew his attention back up and shook her head. Washing it away. It was okay. Everything was a little more okay now.
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Alite explained what happened while Ellie clung onto James as the three of them sat alone at the table in the recreation room.

“We were cornered, and I didn’t know what to do, so I tucked Ellie up and ran. Hard. I went to the chimney. Thought I might find a way out the back, and then I could circle around. But all I found were a thousand of those things. I didn’t have a choice. I came through. Brought Ellie. We saw the tower—the same as you, I guess—and we ran for it.”

“Any idea where the doorway back is? I didn’t see it.”

Alite shook her head. “None. We had creatures with us. Following us through. We just ran for the nearest sign of civilization. I could have stopped them. I could have tried harder, but I was trying to protect the girl.” Her eyes dropped to Ellie. “Getting myself killed by these savages wouldn’t have done her any favours.”

James shook his head. “What do you know about their … healing process? It seems too good to be true.”

Alite nodded, glancing at her scars. “They did not torture her, either.”

James nodded.

“I do not know,” she said, answering his question. “It almost has magical properties.”

“I don’t believe in magic,” he said. Ellie squeezed him. Either she was agreeing or disagreeing, hard to tell as she wouldn’t let go. “So how do we get out of here?” Alite was an experienced warrior. She will have formulated some sort of plan, even if she couldn’t enact it.

“The security is poor to say the least. Escape out to the fields during the times they make us labour seems easy enough. But they have vehicles, and weapons. There is nowhere to go. And besides. Ellie was not instructed to work. Only me. So she never leaves the tower.”

“What about the other doorway? They said there’s one here in the tower. Guarded. There must be something to it.”

Alite nodded. “I only have a few days on you, head start, remember?” She grinned. “I have not been into the ventilation system and mapped all the floors yet.”

James laughed. “No, I know. I just thought that these people seem very distrusting, and perhaps the enemy of our enemy … you know?”

“I think Jinn and Leanne might know more.”

James glanced around the recreation room. Jinn was nowhere to be seen, but Leanne was standing at the window. Watching out to the fields. The freedom. James went to her, stood next to her. “The gateway I came through,” he said. He pointed to the horizon. “Out there somewhere. What about you?”

Leanne gave him a glance, quick. “It’s the one here. In the base of the building.”

James nodded. “Me and Ellie are from a peaceful world, somewhere all this has only just happened. I don’t want to be a prisoner here. I have a family I want to take her back to. Alite is from a world beyond that.”

“I’ve heard tales from people passing through here, other worlds beyond.”

“What was yours like?”

“A decade ago, these portals opened. The doorways. We guarded them. The military watched them. It was unprecedented. Some, things came though, others, not. Under military guard we watched them. Until we started putting cameras through. Eventually people. Scientists.

“We saw in this world, there were people, like us. So a team of scientists, researchers, that sort of thing. Linguists. We were put through to make contact. It was the biggest thing in the world. Multiverse. Parallel universes. So much excitement. And it brought us here. Untrusting and warlike. They took us. Fought whoever came through the portal. They killed. I think me and my team were the last to be sent through.” She shook her head, sorrowfully. “Probably through any gateway, anywhere in the world.”

James nodded along, listening as Leanne told him of their world. It sounded so much like home. Before. Then she asked of theirs. Alite’s. James explained, as best he could. The doorways. Everyone disappearing like it was the rapture. Alite’s world of darkness and monsters. Hiding in the shadows.

Leanne snorted, “Sounds like you should all move in with us.” She stared out. The sun coming up. “If we could ever get back to the portal. If they didn’t kill us as we passed out the other side.”

“The basement of the building, you say.”

“Yeah, one floor below the surface of the world, I think.”

James nodded. “So if we help you get through there, you can help us come back here?”

Leanne looked at him, frowning. “Of course, but we’ve been here for so long. No one ever gets near the elevators alone. No one sees the basement.”


CHAPTER 9

James, Alite, and a few of the others were taken, going out to work in the fields. James watched the corridors to the lift. They were escorted there under armed guard. Four guards while they were in the corridor. Two guards in the lift. Four after, until they were outside.

Alite was right. They were expected to till the fields outside. Using rudimentary tools. One of the men told them to keep one eye on the fields, in case anything came from beyond, anything inhuman. But aside from that, they were largely unguarded.

Left to work.

The work was hard. The ever open option to flee there, out to the hills. But after hours of the farm work, James hurt. Ached. Every part of him worn down.

As the sun started to become low in the sky, they were herded back into the tower. Given a single injection which made James weary, and woozy. Before being released into the prison again. The open plan living area that they’d secured. James went to the beds and rested. The injection taking all the pain from him, but making him more tired. He lay there, thinking about the layout. This whole floor seemed to be prison. God only knew what was on the other floors.

Then he remembered.

God.

They’d spoken about him being God fearing when he was being tortured. That had to mean something. If they were unconcerned about religion, they wouldn’t have even mentioned it.

He had to do something with that.

The weight of his medicine pushed him towards unconsciousness. Damn it, he thought. If I can remember. His eyes heavy, he slept.
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James had awoken without pain. He was fine. The medicine, apparently making all right with the world. Magic stuff, for sure. He wondered what it was, and if there were any long-term effects of the stuff. He got up, ate, and the same as the day before, sometime shortly after, four guards had arrived and demanded that he, Alite, and few others prepare for the fields. It was a weird sensation, knowing that he could do anything he wanted, and be made well for the next morning. Standing, he caressed the scars of torture on his arm. Anything could be made right … enough.

He waited for the rest of them to ready, and they went to the lift.

Once in the lift, there were only two guards. A man and a woman. James had only seen the women in positions of power. He had wondered if they were dominant. Maybe just a coincidence. But he was going to use it, regardless. He made sure to position himself close to the woman, and once the lift was moving he knew he had only seconds to sow a seed.

“Excuse me,” he said.

The woman eyed him. She looked surprised that he had spoken. Then she looked away. Like she wasn’t allowed to speak with him.

But James continued regardless. “I was wondering. Do you have places of religion here? Myself and my friends need to pray.” He could feel Alite’s eyes on him. Staring. Probably looking confused. He hoped not too confused.

The guard looked at him. A flicker of a frown crossed her face. Then she looked away. Back into the mid-distance nothingness that she was looking at before.

Hopefully that would be enough.

Once they reached ground level and were out in the fields, Alite asked him the purpose of that.

“If we can get a look at a chapel or a church or whatever, at least we might get to see some more of the inside of that place. The doorway. One in the basement,” he continued. “It’s our best chance of getting out of here, and without knowing more about the labyrinthine inside of that place …” he gestured across the field to the tower, “… all we’re ever going to see is the prison, the lift, and these fucking fields.”

Alite nodded. “Good. I like the plan. I have spoken with Leanne. I do not know how welcoming they might be if we can find a way to traverse the doorway from here to their world.”

“No, but we have to find out. I have no desire to live in servitude here for any longer than necessary.” His thoughts went to Willow. She would be there, waiting, forever. “Besides, if we can get in there, we can come back for Leanne and Jinn. From what she said they’re more like our world there than anything else we’ve seen. They’ve contained the doorways. Who knows, they might have answers.”

Alite continued to work, watching the building and listening to him. “Agreed.”
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After the hours in the fields the guards returned, armed, and rounded up the workers. They corralled them to the lifts, pushing them in. Different guards than in the morning. James was wondering about asking this one the same thing as that morning when the guard spoke first. “You are the one asking about religion?” Sharp, but to the point.

James nodded. He watched the woman. She seemed uncomfortable speaking to him.

“The request has been given to those in command, and is being considered. Who is the request for?”

“Myself, Alite,” he gestured to her, “and the child, Ellie.”

The woman nodded and the conversation was apparently over.

When they reached the prison floor, they were released, given medicine—drugged—and the guards left. Alite sat with James while they waited the short time before they would lose consciousness.

“You know the ramification of what you are suggesting, of course,” she said. Speaking quietly, a whisper.

James nodded. “I do. If they don’t know that their people are here, being held as slaves by a race of … distrusting people …” His eyes met hers. “Which they are. Then they’ll be pissed.”

Alite snorted. “More than that.”

“You don’t need to say it. Don’t make it more than it is.”

She shook her head. “You, James, might just start an interdimensional war.”

He nodded. A chuckle. “Yeah. And Mum never thought I would amount to anything.”


CHAPTER 10

Awaking the next day, right as rain again, Leanne told James that they wouldn’t work today. She said, “In order to guarantee the longitude of the tools, they are allowed rest.”

Great. Their masters were trying not to work him to death. Fucking tools.

He got up and ate. Sitting with Ellie, talking about nothing, looking out the window. The sun rising in the sky. She was outwardly fine, for now. James could tell she was deeply unhappy, and without him and Alite there during the days, she was hiding from the others for the most part. Somewhere before lunch, there was some action in the fields. Something came from the grasses—too far away for James to see—and a troop of guards was sent out, dispatching it. Probably a bug, he guessed, as their view was to the north.

It was shortly before lunch, when a single guard was sent to the prison floor. Armed, she found James and Ellie in the recreational room. It was the guard from the lift the previous evening. “You,” she said. “Get the third, and come with me.”

James nodded, trying not to look too excited, being allowed to leave the prison floor for something other than work. Think God thoughts, he thought. They collected Alite and followed the guard to the lift.

She took them down, somewhere between the ground and the prison floor. James watching for anything that would help him. As they left the lift, he glanced to the window at the end of the corridor. They looked to be a couple of floors up the building. The guard led them. She wasn’t great at it either. Lax. She led, and it let James drop to the back, behind Alite and Ellie making mental notes of everything as they went. A cracked door. Stairs behind it. There were stairs between other floors. That was a positive. It meant that they didn’t have to use the lift everywhere.

The doorway was supposedly in the basement. He had to get to the stairs. At least to find out where they went.

The guard led them to a pair of double doors. She stood to the side, and let them through. “I am not permitted to enter,” she stated, matter of factly.

James wondered why, but … good. If they were to be left alone.

The three of them entered, and the guard closed the doors behind them. The chapel was bare. There were kneeling stools. Some religious iconography that was not of a world that any of them had come from. Alite and Ellie knelt. James next to Alite. “Weird,” she said. “I have never seen things like this before.”

James looked at the holy cross. It was shaped more like a mathematical plus sign, on its side. A completely different history. Creature in the images on the walls, looking like flying monsters. No depictions of Christ—not as a man, anyway. “No,” he agreed.

“Now what?” she whispered.

“You stay here.” James quickly got up. Looked around. There was a window to the side of the chapel. Some seating at the back. No doors other than the one they’d come in through. Perhaps she wasn’t allowed in the chapel if she was armed, he thought. Perhaps. He went and looked out the window. By the position of the sun, he could tell he was looking east. Nothing but fields. He leant forward, looking up and down the outside of the building. There were other windows, above and below. A drop to the ground that would probably kill all of them. He came back in and returned to kneeling. “We can get from here to the floor below using a rope.”

Alite glanced to him, eyebrow up. “Yes?” She wanted more of a plan than that.

James didn’t have one.

She got up and went and looked for herself, quickly, quietly. Before returning. “It’s not far down. We can probably fashion something, rather than stealing rope from them.”

“Agreed,” James looked down on Ellie. “You okay?” he asked.

She nodded. “I want to go home. Whatever it takes.”

James smiled. She was pretty much an adult now, in the way she acted and spoke. Seen the shit she’d seen. But he couldn’t help but still see the little girl. And when she was vulnerable she returned to the state of her true age. And was still that child. He smiled at her. “We’re working on it. You’re gonna have to be brave, though.”
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James waited as long as he thought he could, without letting the guard know they were ready to leave. He knew that he would need as long as possible next time, so he didn’t want to create an expectation. They were in there at least an hour. Good. The plan was half arsed, but it was a plan.

Returning to the prison floor, James went and spoke with Leanne about the reception they were likely to get.

“You’ll need to do something. As soon as you get there,” she said. “You’ll likely walk straight into a military installation, with guns pointed in your face.”

“Good,” Alite said, smiling. “I like a challenge.”

James snorted. “We can tell them you sent us?”

Leanne dropped her head to the side. “Might work,” she said. “Might.” She waved over Jinn. “What do you think?”

Jinn had been sitting at the table with Ellie, listening. They didn’t want to huddle, looking like they were conspiring. “Tell them the Base Commandant must listen to you.”

“The Base Commandant?” James asked.

“Yes,” Leanne agreed. “Of course. That’ll be the commander on the base. No one from off-world would know the title. Tell them that, and of us. We said to tell you.”

“We will be back for you,” James said. “But you understand why we can’t take you.”

Leanne nodded, “Of course. They’d never believe that we were suddenly religious. It wasn’t something that ever came up. Nothing we ever thought of to use as a bargaining chip.”

James shook his head. “It was only luck.”

Alite got up. “It will only be a couple of days and we can return, I’m sure. We need something we can use as a rope to go between the floors.”

“I have something,” Leanne said.


CHAPTER 11

Two days went by, James and Alite in the fields. Drugged when they returned to the prison floor. The third day they were to rest.

And they were greeted just before lunch by the guard, to take them to the chapel.

Led down, James took the front of the three of them this time. He was trying not to raise suspicion. Only happy, once the guard had let them into the chapel and closed the door behind them. “Okay,” he hissed. James pulled his shirt up. Sheets torn into a rope wrapped around his stomach, the three of them quickly untied it, and laid it out flat. Made sure there was no new tearing. They had enough time, hopefully, to find the basement before they were discovered missing. James looked from the window to the door. “Okay,” he whispered. “We ready?”

Ellie nodded, excited. Her childlike excitement for the escape showing through.

Alite looked more concerned. Her mind on the impending fight. Violence. The doorway, and what was on the other side. The same as James.

James tied the faux rope off on the wall. “Come on,” he said to Ellie. As instructed she climbed up onto his back. He wasn’t happy about the plan, but it was the only one they had. Alite went out the window first scaling the wall like a pro. James struggled out.

“I can manage on my own,” Ellie whispered, her mouth close to his ear, sensing his struggle.

He wasn’t about to let her climb down without him. Not with a fatal drop below, and no safety ropes. “I’m fine,” he hissed, pushing his weight—their weight—out to scale down. He looked to Alite. She was already at the window below. Climbing through. Good. No one down there.

James’s foot went out from under him. The two of them slammed into the side of the building. His grip loosed, and they slid down a couple of feet. Ellie gripped tighter, her arms around his neck, cutting off air. James could feel his muscles tightening. Shit. He did not need to freeze up there. He pushed himself out again, started down, like nothing had happened. A glance down.

Stop looking, he thought to himself. When he got low enough, Alite took Ellie’s weight and then he climbed into the window. It looked like a living space. A bed. Table. Shelving. Books. He glanced around quickly. Part of him wanting to know more of the culture, but a far larger part wanting to get the fuck outta Dodge. Alite was already at the door. She nodded into the corridor through the crack. “I think that if we go that way, then we will find the stairs down.”

James came up behind her, looked over her shoulder. “Yeah,” he agreed. He looked down at Ellie. “See?” he said. “Everything’s going to plan.” She looked at him, like, Yeah. Right. He couldn’t help but smile. “Come on.”

Alite took the lead, out into the hallway. Ellie in the middle. James softly closed the door behind them. No sense in advertising their presence. Alite kept close to the wall. Military trained. Silent. James and Ellie doing their best to keep up.

James could feel the muscle strain on his shoulders from carrying her. Thought about how much pain he was in after working the fields. Thank fuck they had been drugged with that shit each day. He’d have never have made the climb.

Alite tore him from his thoughts. She’d stopped. Pointing down the corridor in front of them. The stairwell. She was right. The three of them hurried to it and in. Closing the door, previously open. James looked over the handrail down. A spiral staircase to the ground. Then he looked up. The stairs twisting away into a darkness, higher than he could well imagine. He suddenly had the urge to wake up. Maybe this was all a dream? Fuck.

He took a deep breath. Let it out slowly. He looked at Ellie.

Then she wouldn’t be real, would she?

James led them down the stairs, forgetting about it. No. This couldn’t be a dream. It had been too much of a nightmare.

They reached the bottom of the stairs. Leading them only to the ground, they would have to find another way to the basement. Praying that Leanne and Jinn were right. And nothing had changed since they’d gone through.

James opened the door, just a slither, and looked out. He could smell the outside. The doors to the fields open. He recognised the corridor. The door out was to the right. The lift to the left. He assumed he’d never seen the door to the basement, even closed. The room he was taken to when he first arrived, to the left and then a right. He led them quietly out. Left. Then to the left. They stopped at the corner of the corridor, looking around. Then continued. James was afraid to stop for too long. What if there were patrolling guards? He came to the next corner. Stopped. Then the next.

He looked around. There were doors lining the corridor. No windows. He could see nothing. The basement could be any of them. Alite came to his side. “The door we seek will likely be guarded, or barricaded.” James nodded, easing slightly. She was right. He wasn’t thinking straight. They continued down.

Halfway down the corridor, one of the doors opened, and someone started to come through.

James moved quickly. He threw himself at them, pushing the door hard, closing it behind them. The last thing he needed was for someone to call out for security. It wasn’t a guard. Some guy working a lab by the look of it. He was examining data on a device with a screen. The thing clattered on the floor, sliding from one side of the corridor to the other, as James took him down. He straddled across him, punched him hard in the face. The guy didn’t stop moving though. James punched him again. And again. The anger of their situation taking him. He punched him again. The man, unconscious, blood dribbling down his face, his nose broken, a mess of bone jutting out.

Alite grabbed James’s hand as it came back for another swing. “Enough,” she hissed.

James looked at her. He could see nothing but red. She glanced, back to Ellie. Standing there, watching. The look on her face. James stopped immediately. He breathed in. Nodded. “Yeah,” He whispered. He stood. “Come on,” he said. “We need to be quick.” He took Ellie’s hand with his—the one not covered in alt-dimension scientist blood—and the three of them hurried to the next corridor.

The place was like a maze.

Another corner. Another.

Then, as James was beginning to give up, they looked around a corner, and he stopped. Waved his arm back, making sure Alite and Ellie didn’t come around him. Alite slowly looked around his body. A door. Guarded. Two security guards.

They were leaning against the wall. They looked bored. Like they’d been guarding a door for a lifetime for no reason.

“What do you think?”

Alite dropped her head to the side. “If Leanne was right, and no one from their world has come through the doorway since, then this could be it. I would look bored, too.”

James looked at her. “You would. Need to kick some arse sometimes, right?”

She glanced at him and smiled. Yes.

“Speaking of …”

She nodded again.

The two of them rounded the corner walking next to each other, “Nah,” said James. “I don’t think the first division will ever be the same.”

“Yes,” said Alite, clearly having no idea what he was talking about.

They got closer to the guards, James still rambling about the football, as the guards paid little attention at first, and then noticing their dress, started to straighten.

When they were near the two men, the closest guard said, “What are you two doing here?”

James turned his attention from Alite to the man. “Knock, knock,” he said. The man looked confused. Looked like they didn’t have jokes there, either. Then he threw himself into the guard, holding his weapon down, pointed to the floor with one hand, shouldering him in the gut at the same time. The guy oofed air out, slamming against the wall. Alite was on the on the other. She was trained. He was lazy. Tired. Out of practice, maybe. She disarmed him and took his gun. Then she jammed it into James’s guard’s face. Stopped the fight real quick. He just stared at her. James took his gun. Ellie came running down the corridor.

“Whatcha guarding, Bucko?” James asked.

A flash of confusion across his face for a second and then the guard stammered out a few words. “It’s a dormant gateway. Nothing has traversed it years.” He looked pathetic. Sad almost. Like this was his whole life and he’d managed to completely fuck it up.

James nodded, and Alite whipped him with the butt of her weapon. She pulled the door open and the three of them entered.


CHAPTER 12

Beyond the door was a stairwell. Leanne was right. The stairs down. James took the lead, gun up in front of him. He hoped the thing fired if he pulled the trigger. He’d worked out that bit, but the rest of it was a mess of small levers and nobs. Might be a safety. Might not? He had no idea. The only time he’d even seen it fired was when he was out in the field. Half beaten to death and too far away. At night. They dropped down the stairs. A floor, maybe two. At the bottom was another door. Large. Metal. No windows. It looked like a door that might have been in a submarine. It had a lever in the centre of it, holding bars across it, keeping it shut.

The doorway had to be behind there.

James pressed his ear up against it. He shook his head. “Nothing.”

Alite shrugged. “I say we open it.”

James smiled. “Do we have a choice?”

She shook her head, as James moved away from the door, she took the lever and pulled it. The bars holding the door locked slid across and there was a hiss from beyond like the room had been sealed for years.

Alite and James both pulled hard, the door swinging open.

Beyond it … the doorway.

“This is it,” James said, taking the lead again. He looked at the door. “All or nothing,” he said.

“Wait,” Alite said. She placed her gun down, leaning it against the wall. “Remember what Leanne said.” She nodded at James’s gun. “If they are guarding the other side, we might not want to give them the impression we are an invasion force.”

James nodded. “Reasonable,” he muttered. He looked at Ellie, putting the gun down. “You ready for this?”

Ellie nodded. The excitement back again. “Yes. Please. I want to leave.”

James took her hand. “Come on then. Let’s see where this one leads us …”

Alite came up to the other side of him. She took his other hand. The two of their eyes met for a second. “Brave new world,” he said.

She nodded, and the three of them entered the doorway.
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James woke with a start. Sickness rolled over him. He was laying on something. Warm. Fuzzy. A bed. He lay there for a moment. Hangover of all hangovers. He felt like he’d been ripped to pieces and put back together again. Pulled the pillow from his head, and rested it over his face, taking the light from the room.

He could hear birdsong.

The pillow smelt of fabric conditioner.

James frowned and opened his eyes. Looking at the pillow over his face. “What the fuck?” He dropped it to the side and sat.

Part of him expected it to be his bedroom. At the farm. A tiny part of him, a dream. Everything back to normal.

But no. He was in a cell. A prisoner, again. He looked to the barred window. Beyond was sunlight. James got up. He went to the window first. It was too high for him to just look through, but he could reach up, feel the warmth of the sun on his fingers. Then he went to the door. It was heavy. A cell door. There was a tiny door in it, at head height. He banged, closed fist on the door. “Hey,” he shouted. “Hey. Let me out. Ellie,” he screamed. “Alite?” There was noise beyond. Someone coming.

James stepped back. He had no idea what he was getting this time. Where they were. They were clearly prepared for anyone coming through the doorway. Something had happened to them when they came through.

The little door within the door opened, and beyond was a man. James could only see his facial features. He was older.

Kindly.

Maybe.

James didn’t speak. He waited to see what was going on. Then the man said, “James?”

James nodded. Ellie must have told them.

The man nodded to, his face softening, and the door opened. He was wearing a military uniform. Army. Like … regular army. He stepped into the room. James noted he had a gun holstered at his side. The man saw James’s look. “It’s okay,” he said. “You’re perfectly safe here, I think.” He grinned. “Come. I think we both have a thousand questions.”


CHAPTER 13

The man’s name was Doherty. A pretty regular fucking name, to be honest. He now sat on the opposite side of the table to James, had a tablet in his hand. He was looking down the screen while the two of them had spoken.

On the way from the cell James had awoken in, to this room, James had watched. Always looking for the way out. Keen. There were security cameras in the corridor. Armed guards. Everyone, everything, looked as much like the army as Doherty.

He stopped looking at the screen and up, his eyes meeting James’s. “Okay,” he said. “So … you went to bed, and when you woke up, almost everyone was gone.”

“Yes.” James spoke through his teeth. He’d already been through all of this. But this Doherty still hadn’t answered any of his questions. Where was Alite? Where was Ellie? “Look. I’ve answered your questions about my … Earth … I’ve already told you about the other places. I just want to know where I am now and who you are, and why I’m here. Where is Ellie?”

The man raised an eyebrow. “You know,” he said. “It’s been tough here. For a long while. Months … years. These weird doorways to other worlds …” he punctuated the words by spinning his finger like he was stirring coffee with it, “… appearing all over the world. People disappearing. Things coming through the doors. Monsters. It’s all been very science fictiony.” Doherty smiled.

“Okay,” James said. He couldn’t make out what Doherty was trying to say.

“When the doors opened, we lost a lot of people. They were just gone. Couldn’t tell you where they’d gone, and they looked like they’d been taken at random. He pushed the tablet over the table to James. There was a picture on the screen. A picture of him. The picture his mum and dad had in their bedroom. Last one taken at school. “James,” he said, “people like you.”

James looked from the picture to Doherty and back again. The screen didn’t just have his picture. It had all his details. Pictures of the farm. There were details on the screen that even Ellie couldn’t have provided. “I don’t get it,” he said quietly.

“It wasn’t us that disappeared, James,” the man said, quietly. He spoke with care, like he was talking to someone on the edge. Someone who might just lose their shit. “It was you.”

“What?” James was still looking at the screen. Barely listening. The screen said that his father had described him as a vivacious young man, but not someone who would just disappear, run away. He would have never done it. James looked back to Doherty. “I don’t understand.”

“Your parents are here, James.” Again with the quiet talk. “Well,” he continued, “they’re on their way. From the farm. You’re in London.”

James shook his head. “No. Where’s Ellie?”

“For lack of a better term, she’s being debriefed. Her mother is on the way here. This Earth that you have described. It is an alternate Earth. This is the real one.”

James continued with the head shaking. “That’s not possible. I woke up there.”

Doherty smiled. He pulled the tablet back across the table and took it, standing. “It’s a great deal to take in. But we took your DNA as soon as you arrived here. Sorry, we didn’t ask consent. We made sure you’re you. And you are. Welcome home,” he said. “I’ll arrange for someone to get you something to eat. Sorry. We don’t have much of a canteen on site.” He paused, thinking. “McDonalds?”

James nearly puked, heaving at the information before him. How could any of this be possible?

“Okay, it’s not that bad. Burger King?”
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James’ father wouldn’t stop shaking his hand. “I can’t believe it,” he said. “We knew these damned doorways to other worlds had something to do with it, but they’re so dangerous. The army wouldn’t send anyone through. And when they did …” his voice died away.

“I know,” James said. “I’ve been through them. Most unpleasant.” He lowered his voice. “I returned with two others, Ellie, from here—a little girl, I want to see her …. And a woman called Alite. She was from another … another … place. They can’t treat her badly. She’s saved my life more times than I can count.”

James’s father nodded. “It’s okay, Champ, we’ll get everything sorted out.” He turned, put on his best voice, and told the guard in the room that he needed to see the Colonel. It was important. Life and death. All the while James’s mum started pawing at him again. He understood.
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Three hours later, James sat with Alite and Ellie, Ellie’s mother, refusing to leave her side. “I can’t thank you enough,” she said.

James just nodded. He didn’t care about thanks, he had other things to worry about. He turned to Alite, “What have they told you?”

Alite sort of shrugged it off. “They say I am human, and that I can stay. But that I am not of this world … and I do not feel welcome. I feel they will keep me captive as long as they can.”

James nodded. “I need to go back.”

Ellie reached forward and took his hand, holding it tightly. “No,” she whispered. “We’re home. Safe. Home and safe.”

James smiled as warmly as he could. “I know. But I have left people behind, people who I owe my life to. I need to go back for them.”

Ellie watched his eyes. “Willow,” she breathed. “You’re going back for her.”

“I have to.”

“No,” she whined out.

“They’ll never let you,” interjected her mother.

“I’m hoping that they’ll come with me,” James said. “I can take them from here to the … alt-Earth … where all the missing people are.”

Her mother nodded, “I suppose.”

“That’s why I wanted to see you now,” James continued. “I didn’t think you’d still be here when I got back.”

“Mum’ll give you the address. You come and find me when you get back,” she barked. Then she looked away, burying her face in her mother’s side. Just like the old days. Her mother mouthed, sorry, to James, and James shook his head, brushing it off.

“I will,” he said.

The older woman nodded, smiling.

“I will come with you,” Alite said.

“I was hoping you’d say that,” James replied.


CHAPTER 14

“There is absolutely no way I can authorise some outing to this world,” he emphasised the word world like it was blasphemy, “especially with a further trip onwards.” Doherty looked bemused. “It’s out of the question.”

James sat back. The three of them, James, Alite, and Doherty sat in his office. An old fashioned affair, with a couple of oil paintings—probably prints—on the wall. “But I can show you where the doorway is,” James said. Sort of.

Doherty shook his head. “I simply can’t. And take you?”

James noted that Doherty was talking only about him and not Alite. She was right about them. She was able to stay, but they weren’t going to treat her like a citizen. Probably not ever. “Without me, there is no point in going, I’m the only one who can lead you to ….” He stopped himself from saying Willow. He didn’t want them to think he was on some errand to rescue a girl. Which he wasn’t. He was going to get fucking Dave too.

“Well, as you can’t go, you’ve answered your own question, haven’t you? There’s no point in anyone going, is there?” he blustered. The Colonel’s patience seemed to be shortening, and he was already waving towards the door, shooing the two of them out.

“How do you control how things come and go through the doorway?” Alite suddenly asked.

“Whatever do you mean?” The question seemed to calm him.

“When we have always travelled in the past, the doorways would scatter whatever—whoever—came through. You cannot have that problem here, or anyone coming through the doorway could end up anywhere. And vice versa.”

Doherty shrugged. “When the doorways first appeared, we realised the problem and the boffins in the lab put a damper on the field. It stops the blacking out, and controls entry and exit. I assume it’s still there, because you two came through and ended up in the right place.”

“The journey didn’t knock us unconscious?” Alite said, a quick look to James.

“Oh, Lord, no. Security did that, as soon as you arrived.”

James nodded. “Very interesting,” he said.

The two of them got up and left.

Out in the corridor, James led them off, back towards the visitor’s rooms, where his parents were staying, where he’d been staying. “What was that about?” he asked.

Alite lowered her voice. “I have to go. I cannot stay here, a lab rat. I just cannot. Not while my people live like that.”

James was in agreement. “Yeah. I’m going with.”

“It is too dangerous.”

“Oh fuck off,” he said, smiling. “You go. We go.”

“Like you were not going anyway?”

She had a point.

She pulled James back towards the quarters that she had been given. Closer to the military side of the base. “You cannot tell your parents. They will stop you. I met your mother, remember?”

She was right. “Then what?”

“We leave now. We will need some weapons for the other side. They will know what happened, because of the guards, but they will not expect us to return. We move in quiet. Hopefully they will never know what hit them.”

James stopped her. “I’m with you, but …”

“What?”

“I’m not just going for the doorway back. I have other things I need.”

“As do I. I know you want their medications, for Willow. I want it too. For my people. If I can get enough, then we can move through the doorways between worlds freely. Not be stuck in our world fearing disease and germs as Jacobe does. We can be free of the red sky.”

James brushed his fingers over his chin. “So we’re on the same page. Good. Go through, grab the medicine, head back to the doorway.”

“We do not know where the doorway is. Exactly.”

“North,” James mused. The two of them slipped into Alite’s quarters. “You’re right, of course. But they must know where the doorway is.”

Alite raised her eyebrows. “So we find a map.”

“Or beat it out of them.”

“Agreed.”


CHAPTER 15

James stood in a cleft in the corridor, waiting for Alite. She returned to his side, the darkness in the corridor hiding the two of them. Night. Always a good time to travel. “So,” James said, moving. “We can step through the doorway and be absolutely fine on the other side.”

“Apparently.”

“Good.” He toyed with the handle of the blade nervously. He’d picked up a kitchen knife. That was all he could find, in this whole fucking military base. Everyone had guns. A knife. He looked back to Alite. She was armed the same.

Jesus. This wasn’t going to be easy, was it?

They traversed the corridors. Finding the doorway was going to be easy. Mostly because it was going to be guarded. Heavily, if the fact that they had been tackled the instant they came through last time was anything to go by. James nodded to a door with no locks. They were inside the building after all, but he still expected more security than … this. He strode through to the connecting corridor with purpose, in case there was anyone on the other side. He didn’t want to look like he wasn’t supposed to be there. Didn’t want to look guilty.

There was no one.

But why would there be?

They didn’t need anyone guarding random corridors on this side of the doorway, did they?

He glanced back to Alite. Following. She was silent as the night. Moving with such grace and stealth. Unlike him. Clodding about like a right geezer. You’d have thought after all this time he would be better at this.

No, he thought, the danger was going to be when they got on the other side of the doorway. The guards in those corridors.

James stopped at a junction. To the right was the entrance to the doorway containment room. No guards on the door in—but there had to be on the inside.

Surely.

He slipped along to the door. Looked through the small window in. Beyond he could see the doorway. Inside the door was a gantry. Beyond that was a drop to the ground. The doorway there. The glow of it, illuminating the room.

“I don’t see anyone,” he whispered.

Alite pushed her head up next to his. No one. “That seems wrong.”

“I know, right. What now?”

“Is this … a dummy door?”

“That seems counterintuitive, somehow.” James looked around for clues, something that would explain why the room containing the doorway was unguarded. “What do you want to do?”

“We have come this far,” she said, a glance to him. “Run for it, I say.”

James bobbed his head from side to side. Seemed reasonable. He gripped the door handle and twisted. “Ready?” he whispered.

Alite nodded.

James pushed the door open and all hell broke loose.

Deafening alarms filled the air. Sirens. Warnings. Lights came on. The corridors flooded in red emergency lighting, and the containment room flooded white. James rushed in the room, followed by Alite. The two of them slammed the door. Alite already on the steps down to the ground to head through the doorway.

James sniffed the air. Something was wrong. He glanced down to Alite. She’d dropped, choking to one knee. Fuck. The room was full of gas. That was how they did it. Fast acting too. James could feel his head getting lighter. Shit. He ran, stumbling down the steps. Almost losing his footing. Reaching the bottom, letting go of the railing, and falling beside Alite. He grabbed her arm and pulled her. “Come on,” he screamed. “Gas.”

The doors behind them burst open, James glancing back. Soldiers. Guards. Rifles up. Gasmasks on.

James pulled her to her feet.

The first shot rang out. They didn’t know who James was, or Alite, didn’t care much either. Someone in the containment chamber, and they needed processing. James heard the bullet zip past his ear. “Fuck,” he shouted, ducking to the side. More shots ringing out as the bullets thudded into the ground around them. Alite found a second wind, pushing from her knee, pulling James as much as he pulled her. Bullets pounding around them. The sound, deafening at the alarms stopped, replaced by the sound of gunfire.

James leapt through into the doorway, disappearing. His hand on Alite’s shoulder as she followed through.

The two of them fell out the other side. Unlike every time they’d travelled before. Just like stepping through a regular door. James landed hard. His shoulder making a gristle sound as he rolled to the side. Alite. Up. Bullets following them through.

She screamed as one of the shots sliced through her calf, flesh splitting open and blood splattering out, across the floor. She dropped, unable to take her own weight, before rolling to the side, out of the way of the bullets coming through the doorway. She cried out in pain. The bullets thudding into the walls around them before slowing to a stop.

“Fuck,” James muttered. He stood, hurrying to the wall at the side of the stairs leading up, the door at the top opening. Two guards descending the stairs. Weapons up. Seeing Alite. Laying, prone on the floor. The first entered the room, not seeing James secreted around the corner at the bottom of the stairs. Then the second. James came from the shadows, knife up, he slipped in as quietly as he could behind the guard. He closed his eyes as he drew the kitchen knife over the man’s throat, his warm sticky blood slooping out, unable to scream as he was garrotted, his vocal chords cut. Alite groaning quietly, making herself seem in far worse pain than she would let bother her … keeping the attention of the other guard. He only turned when he heard James let the first guard drop, and by then he was already on him. No chance to fire, James stabbed the blade into his gut, pulled it out. In again. Adrenaline pushing him forward and defining his actions as he stabbed the man, over and over the two of them toppling to the ground. James heaving in air as he continued time and again.

“That is it,” Alite whispered, trying to get his attention. “Enough. He is dead.”

James slowly stopped, looking to Alite. Blood covering him. He dropped the knife from his fingers. “Shit,” he whispered. He looked at the man. A mess of blood and bone. His guts, intestines, hanging from his mutilated body. James feeling a sickness inside him. He crawled over to Alite. “God, are you okay?”

Alite nodded. She pressed down on the bullet wound. “I will be. But we have to keep moving.”

James nodded. “Yeah but you can’t—”

Alite stopped him speaking by pulling on his shoulder, getting herself up from her position on the ground. “You will have to help me on the stairs.”

Hardly ideal, James thought. The two of them crossed the room, James taking Alite’s weight as she held herself up over his shoulder, his arm around her waist. He crouched and picked up the weapon of one of the guards. “Hopefully nobody else heard anything,” James whispered.

She looked back at the bodies. “Good job,” she whispered. James wiped the goo off his hand down his shirt. “Yeah,” he whispered. He didn’t feel good about doing it, but it had to be done.

They climbed the stairs to the top. “What first?” Alite asked, hissing air in as she tried to put weight on her leg.

“We get the medicine chemical stuff. Whatever it is.” He dropped his head to the side. “It would be nice, actually, to find out what it is. We release the prisoners. Hopefully they can smooth things over on the other side, and I won’t get my God damned head blown off when I step back through.”

Alite nodded. The lift. She hobbled out in front of James. Called the lift. She turned back to him. “This is not ideal.”

“No.” James rested his hand on her shoulder. “Why don’t you hunker down here? Wait for me to get back?”

She laughed at him. Actually laughed.

He showed her the weapon he’d picked up. “Any idea how to use this?” he asked.

“You know how I feel about those things,” she replied. “I barely even know how to use the lift.”

The door opened.

“No,” James muttered, the two of them entering. There was a control panel that the guards had used each time, but it wasn’t exactly a selection of numbers going up. It was covered in symbols.

“That is the prison,” Alite said, jabbing her finger at the controls.

“Prison it is.” James pressed the button. The familiar feeling of the lift rising rolled in his stomach. “I miss lift music,” he said, quietly. Then he looked at Alite. She stared blankly at him, rather unsurprisingly. “Anyway.”

The door opened and James left the lift, Alite keeping the doors from closing. He ran around the corridors, telling everyone that they had to get to the lift. Most of them barely knew him by sight, pretty much ignoring his instructions as the raving of a madman. James found Leanne and Jinn in the recreation room. Quickly he explained what had happened.

“I thought they had killed you,” Leanne said.

James raised the side of his mouth. “Not yet. Rally everyone. They can go through to our world. But you have to take them. Keep the door open for me.”

In the lift, Leanne filled the space and went down with the prisoners, leaving Jinn, the last of the captives from a variety of different worlds, and James, Alite. “Do you know where we can get a supply of the medicine they give us?” He showed him his scarred arms. “This stuff?”

“The medical facility. It is floors above here. I have visited a couple of times.”

“Good.” James asked, “Do you know what it is … what it actually does?”

Jinn shook his head. “It fixes most things, but I have no idea what it is. How toxic it might be … long term.”

“The docs back home have given me the all clear. It’s a fucking miracle, is what it is.”

The lift returned. Jinn took the last of the prisoners in and showed James the control that would take him to the medical floor. James thanked him. They all got in the lift together, Alite leaning against the wall.

“You’re sure you don’t want to return with us?” Jinn asked.

James shook his head. “We’ve still got things to do.”

Jinn smiled. “I can’t thank you enough.” Jinn pressed the control to return them to the ground floor.

The two shook hands and the doors to the lift opened. Jinn and the prisoners departed. He gave James a quick look back, as James pressed the button. Taking the lift back up.

James looked at Alite. “You sure you’re gonna be okay?”

Alite gave a firm nod. “I will be fine. We just need to get the medicine. Get out. Once we leave this place, then all will be well.”

James nodded. “Gotcha.”

The doors to the lift opened and the two of them stepped out onto the medical floor of the tower. James led the way, hugging the wall as he went. Alite sliding along behind. Her blood smearing down the wall as she limped along. She’ll be fine, thought James. Just as soon as we get the medicine.

The corridor was like most of the others. Doors and no windows. James opened the first door he came to, quickly, without warning, and he brought the gun up, wielding it like a cop from a police show.

The room looked like an examination room, or an operating room. He went to the cabinets on the other side of the room, Alite closing the door behind him. He lowered the gun, rummaged through the contents of the cabinet.

“Is that it?” Alite asked.

James stared flaccidly at the bottles and containers. “I … I have no idea,” he said. “It’s got some sort of name on it, I can’t read it. But I don’t know. It could be fucking rat poison for all I know.”

“We find one of them,” she continued. “We get them to tell us.”

James nodded, crossing back to the door and opening it carefully. “Yeah,” he said. “You’re right. Of course.” He led them back into the corridor, across it, to the next door, opening that.

A similar room. No people. He didn’t bother entering as he couldn’t tell what any of it was.

A few doors down, he found a room with a woman in. She was dressed in white. She looked like she was going to scream when he pushed the door open, but raising the gun and pointing it at her seemed to shut her up. Even if he didn’t know how to fire the thing. “You,” he barked, motioning the gun to the stool by the side wall. “Sit.”

She did.

He got close to her, Alite coming in the room behind him, and closing the door. James leant the gun up against the wall, took out his knife. He held it to her throat. She had to have seen that the blade was sticky in the blood of the guards. “The medicine you give the workers. The prisoners. Where is it?”

She was wild-eyed, afraid. She looked like she was going to be too afraid to speak. The woman pointed at the cabinet. Alite limped over and opened the doors. Pulled a vial from inside and brought it to James and the woman. “This?” Alite asked.

The woman nodded.

Alite returned to the cabinet and started working.

James pushed the knife against her flesh harder, it splitting the skin of her neck, blood dribbling out, down her. Spilling on the white of her clothing. “What are you, what do you do here?”

“I’m a physician,” she said, quietly. “You don’t have to hurt me. I’ll give you anything you want.” She was a younger looking woman. But in retrospect they all looked a little younger there. James guessed that having a drug that fixed everything—seemingly—would do that to your complexion.

James nodded, telling her he understood. “Tell me exactly what it is. What it does.”

“It’s a formula that has been developed over a hundred generations. It increases the regeneration of healthy cells in the body.”

James shook his head frowning.

“It speeds up the healing process a thousand times.”

“What else?” He barked.

“It kills off the dead cells. Stops infection. Cures disease.”

James glanced to Alite. She had pulled a bag from the bottom of the cabinet and was feeding the vials into it. As the bag became full, she took a syringe from the shelf. Looked at James.

He knew what she wanted. “How much?” she said, turning to the physician. “How much do you take?”

The woman flustered. “It doesn’t really matter,” she blurted. “More won’t hurt you. It just speeds everything up further. Or if you are more hurt.” She was crying now, the blood letting from her throat eased as James pulled the knife away, letting her talk freely. “A single vial can be a thousand doses.”

Alite jabbed the syringe in the top of the vial and pulled the plunger, taking some ten percent of the bottle, and injecting it into her leg. She winced in pain as the medicine flowed into her system.

James looked back to the woman. “You seem helpful,” he said. “You’re coming with us.” He was aware that he might need an extra pair of hands if Alite started to flake out, well aware that the medicine had fucked him up properly in the past.

The three of them left the room, turning back towards the lift. James held the physician out in front and Alite carried the bag. Her limp already easing, the pain starting to go. Blood flowing slower.

James pushed the woman towards the lift. “I need to know where all the doorways—gateways—the portals … I need to know where they are. You must have that mapped somewhere.”

“Of course,” the woman answered. “Just let me go.” She tried to wiggle her arm free.

James held it tighter. “Nope.” They got to the lift, in.

The woman press the controls to take them up to a floor above the prison. “You’ll never get away with this,” she said, quietly. “Why don’t you let me talk to them for you? Straighten this all out. If all you’re doing is looking to leave with some of our medicine, I’m sure something can be arranged.”

“Yeah,” James said, “but we’ve also released all the prisoners. They’re gone, too. You’ll never see any of them again.”

The look on the physicians face told James that she wasn’t going to be able to talk them out of that. Not that it mattered. He was done talking.

The lift slowed and the doors opened. James pushed the woman out in front into a corridor. There were two of them. Dressed in brown. They froze seeing the physician being manhandled by two escaped prisoners. Then their faces changed to horror and they started to back away, down the corridor.

“Stop,” James ordered. “Not another step.” He aimed the gun at them, hoping they didn’t call his bluff. “Where to?” he hissed into the woman’s ear.

“Just around the corner,” she said.

James led the three of them out in front until the woman motioned them to a door, stopping at it and opening it. Beyond was what looked like a war room. James corralled the three of them in, Alite following, closing the door behind them. James shot her a look. “You okay?” he asked.

She nodded, massaging the site on her leg. It was scabbing over, blood stopped. “Itches,” she said. “And I’m tired.”

James nodded. “Won’t be long.”

He waved the gun at the three of them, not caring who gave him the answer to his question. “Where is the map of the portals?”

One of the brown suits pointed to another door in the room. Alite limped over, opening it. A small room. Like a walk in wardrobe full of rolled charts. Looked like something out of a fucking pirates movie. She pushed them aside, flicking through them.

“We don’t use them,” one of the brown suits said. “They’re old. So old.”

Alite pulled one out, bringing it into the room and unrolling it. “Look,” she said. “This is it. Look at the bearing on the map. The sun is marked. This is the one in the north.”

James kept the gun trained on the three of them while half watching what Alite was doing. “Yeah,” he said, glancing over the terrain. He was so fucked when he arrived there, most of it was a blur, but it looked sort of like what he remembered. “What’s that?” he jabbed the symbol below the portal.

Alite showed it to brown suit 1.

“It’s er … a tunnel. A cave. It means the portal is below the level of the earth. In a hole.”

That explained why James hadn’t seen it on the landscape when he arrived. “Great.” Well. There was no going back. “You okay?” he asked Alite, again.

She nodded. “I am.”

“You got your own weight?”

Again, she nodded. “Tired.”

James could see the look in her eyes, the fire she always carried, fading in a sleep that she couldn’t control. “Come on.” He nodded at the door. “And you three.” James waved them towards the door with the gun.

Out in the corridor Alite took the lead, James the rear. The three in the middle. To the lift. In. James kept them facing the wall. Alite had rolled the map. She pushed it through her belt, and held it there.

“Plan?” she said.

“Not really.” James raised an eyebrow. “Hell, if we can make it outside, that’ll be something.”

“It would have been easier if they had sent a team with us.”

“It would. But I get why they didn’t.” James smiled at her. “We can do this.”

Alite nodded. “We can do this,” she echoed.


CHAPTER 16

The lift opened on the ground floor and James forced the three of them to lead. Almost immediately, approaching the doors out to the field, there were guards. James and Alite staying low, behind their hostages, they pushed forward.

“Stop,” one of the guards was screaming. “No. Back.”

A second later, the alarms had been raised. A siren calling out. James didn’t even see which of them had done it. Two guards at the door. Then a third. They had their weapons up. James knew that they would be better with them, than he would be. Certainly, if they knew how to fire them. James shouted, “Let us pass and no one needs to get hurt.”

The guns, pulled tighter into their shoulders.

“They’re getting ready to fire,” James said, loud enough for their three hostages to hear. They weren’t going to be able to fire around them.

“What are you doing?” the physician screamed. They were going to fire on them. All of them.

“They don’t care about you,” Alite said, fuelling panic.

The brown suits kept quiet, but their movements slowed. Scared. Stumbling forward.

The five of them managed to get through the doors, out of the tower. James glanced around. There were the vehicles. That had to be the best way forward. He grabbed the brown suit on the left and pulled him to the side, leading the pack along the front of the tower towards the three vehicles parked to the side of the fields.

“What are we doing?” Alite asked. She was low. Exhausted. James could see the smallest amount of fear behind her eyes.

“Hoping,” he said. They reached the vehicles, James keeping the three hostages between them and the guards, checking into the vehicle. “It looks like a go cart,” he said. Steering wheel. Two peddles on the floor. From what he could remember of the vehicle he saw out north, it drove like a car.

It looked like a car.

“We’re leaving,” he hissed. “Get in.”

Alite crawled up into the vehicle. James started to.

Then the guards unleashed a barrage of fire. The brown suit on the left dropped like a stone. The projectiles—the bullets—from the guns firing into him, desperately trying to reach James. One through his face, caving it in, and splashing from the back of his head, brains firing from him like custard. The physician screamed, projectiles thudding into her, blood gushing out. James slumped down into the seat, his fingers working the controls under the steering wheel. Twisting and pulling. Pushing.

Then the engine of the thing stamped into life.

Projectiles bounced off the chassis of the vehicle, and without getting up or looking where he was going, James reached forward and jammed his hand down on the first peddle, as he lie across the seats.

The vehicle lurched into motion. He was right. Like a go kart. No gears. Just stop and go. The sound of the gunfire zinged over their heads as James pulled himself up, turning the wheel, the vehicle skidding in the mud of the field, lurching to the left, then the right. Another barrage of fire, then silence.

James looked back over his shoulder. They were running for the other two vehicles. The hostages. He saw them on the ground, unmoving. “Fuckers,” he muttered. He looked down to Alite, laying across the back seat. Reaching down he rolled her to the side. Couldn’t see any holes in her.

Hopefully she’d just blacked out from the drugs.

James yanked the wheel of the vehicle to the side and the back wheel span out on the dirt, he pointed it to the north and floored it. Another look back. They were following.

The vehicle rocked, hitting a hillock as the whole side of the vehicle rose and fell. “Jesus,” he muttered.

They still came. They were gaining on him. Faster than he would have liked. Their vehicles straight like an arrow. On him. Experts in driving their own cars. He over-compensated on the turn again, and the car almost spun out. A look to Alite. She was sliding about on the back seat. He glanced down at her leg. The flesh was healing—scarring—well. He looked up in time to see a field of grass, as they plunged into it. Hard. The vehicle juddering like a slow moving roller coaster.

A clunk when a projectile from one of their guns slammed into the back of the vehicle.

James looked over his shoulder. The other two cars were side by side. Each with a rifleman standing in the back. Another projectile zipped passed James’s head. Far too close for comfort. James ducked down, trying to stay low, while trying to see where he was going. Something that was getting harder and harder. He turned the vehicle. There was no way he was going to outrun them. Alite had the map, besides. He headed to the east. Along the grass field, towards a set of hills and a valley. Maybe lose them in there. Bullets from them kept clumping into the body of the vehicle. Zipping past.

James cried out as one shot by him, stamping itself into the dashboard of the vehicle. That was too close. He weaved, best he could. Just like back home. Across a set of trees, losing sight of them for a moment, before they were behind him again. Then he lost line of sight with them, dipping into the valley. It would only be for a moment. Two. It had to be enough. He swung the vehicle to the left at a small fork, then cut to the right, stopping the vehicle behind a rock formation.

Hiding.

It was all he could think of, not wanting to get too far off track. Getting lost in the landscape was not an option.

He listened.

There were two vehicles. He didn’t see how many guards there were by the time he was fleeing. Maybe two in each vehicle. He heard the engines. One was getting louder. The other, quieter. They’d split at the fork.

Good. James climbed over to the back of the vehicle and waited on the flatbed section. As their vehicle came around the corner, James jumped on the rifleman in the back. He plunged the knife into the man’s side, the steel slipping up, into his gut, when James pulled it out—before the vehicle had even drawn to a stop—it made a slooping sound, like someone pulling a spoon out of a trifle. The man’s blood jettisoned out into the flatbed, like a supersoaker. He released his gun in both surprise, and perhaps fear. Pain. James pushed him to the side, off the vehicle and into the dirt of the tracks they’d driven. He leant forward, the knife slipping under the driver’s chin. Against his throat. “Pull over,” James ordered.

“Please,” the man said. “I’ll let you go. I have a family.”

The words stabbed at James’s heart. “We all have a family,” he said, slashing the man’s throat. He started to choke, and James held his hand over his mouth, waiting for the blood to finish leaching from him. He struggled for only a moment, and then James released him, letting his body slump forward to the steering column.

He couldn’t afford to be followed.

James climbed back from the vehicle and returned to his own. Climbing in. Starting it up. He reversed back out in the track, and returned the way he came. Satisfied that the other vehicle didn’t follow, now, winding around a maze of a valley. Looking for him.

He pulled to the right, and headed north again.

Once the fields and hills were between him and the valley, he started to feel better about himself.
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James looked across the field to the remnants of the corpse. The woman he’d seen killed by their captors just after he’d arrived. He continued driving to the edge of the hill and pulled to a stop. He’d been driving for hours and hadn’t seen anyone else following them.

In the clear for now.

He slipped out of the driver’s seat, and pulled the map from Alite’s belt. Unrolled it and tried to work out where they were in the fields. The map was old, and rudimentary. Seeing the woman’s body, he knew he was on the right track.

He glanced back, Alite turning in the back of the car. She looked up. At him. A smile, and then rested back down. The drugs were working, but they needed time, and she knew if he was there, she was safe.

James looked over the top of the map, out in the overgrown fields, the night falling. She was safe, that much was true. But for how long?

James returned to the car, satisfied that they wouldn’t be interrupted for now, and he sat. Resting for a while. Head back. Letting his eyes close.

Just for a few minutes.
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When James opened his eyes, night had fully fallen. He ached. Hurt. He thought about the medicine that Alite carried, but he didn’t go for it. It wasn’t for them. Not unless they’d been really hurt.

Instead he started the engine. As he drove up the hill, back to where he thought he’d rested, Alite climbed over the seat and joined him in the front. “How are you feeling?” James asked.

“Good,” she said. “These … people … may not be good for much, but they have their drugs down.”

James nodded, he allowed himself a little smile. “That they do.” He looked down at his scarred arm as his hand tensed on the wheel.

“How far out are we?”

James passed her the map. “As far as I can tell we’re only a few miles from where I came through. You recognise any of this?”

Alite looked around, her head shaking the whole time. “It is too dark. And we arrived during the day.”

“I’ll go until I get to where I landed in. Then we’ll continue on foot.”

“Perhaps it would be better to do it in the light. There are likely to be bugs everywhere around the doorway.”

James nodded. She was right. There was no sense in doing this during the night.


CHAPTER 17

James was already awake at first light. There was no way he could sleep. Not sitting out like that so close to the bugs, and this cave. Probably a hive of some sort. Great, he thought. But first things first. They had to find it. He glanced to Alite. She’d slept soundly, still having the drugs raging in her system. Most unlike her to drop her guard.

But when she awoke she was fine. Better than fine. Like she hadn’t been shot in the leg yesterday.

James smiled. “Ready?”

She nodded, collecting the bag with the drugs in from the back and strapping it around her. She pulled the map. “I think I can see where we are.”

James rolled over the top of the hill, and then pulled the vehicle through to the next field. “I woke up here, I’m sure of it.”

Alite showed him the map. “Look,” she pointed. The mountains. She pointed to the mountains in the distance. “Match here.”

They did. The Tower directly behind them.

“That means this cave is over there.” Alite pointed to the far side of the field.

James squinted. He could see nothing but rolling hills. “Okay,” he said. The two of them got out the vehicle and he took his blade. Alite hers. She had the bag. The map. The two of them stalked across the field. The grass was short. They could see nothing.

James kept trying to make himself taller, see over the brow of the hill in front of them. Alite kept low. A predator.

The two of them got close enough, that James could see the hill drop away on the other side, to rocks, an opening surely.

They both got low. Moving in silence. To the edge of the hill, eventually on his belly, James looked over. Alite next to him. There was an opening in the hillside. About the size of a car. A couple of metres across. A little more.

“That has to be it,” James hissed.

Alite nodded. Silent. She waved, indicating she was going to go and look. James should stay. He didn’t want to. He wanted to go with her. For her. But she was right. With the fresh drugs in her system she was actually in a far better physical state than he was.

So James watched as she spider walked down to the top of the cavernous opening. Looking in from above. She stayed there for a moment, and then she returned. She beckoned him to follow her, away from the hill so they could speak.

Which couldn’t be good news.

Once a safe distance away, Alite dropped to a crouch, James mimicking her. “So?”

“There is the doorway in there. I can see it. It is perhaps thirty metres from the opening.”

“Perfect.”

She raised her hand. “There are bugs.”

James nodded. “Many?”

“A hundred? A thousand?”

James swallowed. He glanced to the hill. Tensing. If they came …

Alite rested her hand on his shoulder. “It is okay for now. They seem docile.”

“Can we get through them?”

She shook her head. “There is no way they we can get from the edge of the cave to the doorway on foot. They will rip us to pieces.”

“On foot?” James echoed.

Alite smiled. “I think it will work,” she said, looking back across the field to the vehicle.
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“You’re sure about this?” James asked. It was pretty much too late if she wasn’t. He’d driven the vehicle in a circle, around the opening in the hillside, so that although they were some half a mile away from the cave, they faced it.

“No,” she said. Grinning. “But I feel fantastic.” Must have been the drugs. She had the bag strapped to her back. The map in it, just in case. She held her blade. James held his blade in his hand grasping the steering wheel around it. He pushed his foot to the floor and the vehicle clunked into movement.

Hurtling across the field towards the opening.

James kept the wheels true. Only one shot at this.

The vehicle hit the side of the hill, for a split second it bottomed out, but it kept moving hard. Under the noise of the engine, James could hear the chitter of the bugs, alerted to them. Something coming. They sound got louder as the vehicle was launched into the air, into the cave. The bugs screamed in anger, and fear, and defiance. James held the steering straight, the vehicle crunching to the floor of the cave, back wheels snapping in and out, slipping on bug shit, as bugs themselves bounced from the sides of the vehicle screeching out in pain, crushed under the wheels as the doorway got closer.

A bug crashed on top of them, falling from the ceiling of the cave. Alite spun in her seat, kicking the thing out, smacking against the wall. Another on the side, James let go of the steering wheel, slashing his blade down on the creature. He didn’t think he’d broken through its armour, but it dropped away anyway, surprised by the onslaught. The vehicle left the ground again. Alite grabbing the door as it rose on the side, feeling like it was going to roll.

Before it plunged into the doorway.


CHAPTER 18

The bright all engulfing light of the doorway gave to the plunging blackness beyond. The vehicle engulfed in the darkness rocked and rolled, uncontrolled. The sound of a thousand bugs filled the air.

The vehicle made an unrecognisable whining noise, and then a crash. A high pitched whine in James’s ears, as he sat there, stunned, blackness taking him as he came from the doorway. The same as always.

Chittering.

Screeching.

James rocked back and forth for a moment. He reached out to his side. Felt for Alite. His head was pounding. Hit it on the steering wheel. He could feel blood running down his head.

Something was pulling on him.

Alite.

“Move,” she was screaming.

The fog starting to clear. Fuck. James thrashed about, almost completely blinded by the darkness, the only light in the chimney coming from the doorway. They were on the far side of it, as far from the door they’d come in as they could get. Fuck. Something inside him was hoping they’d appear outside the chimney, careening free of the facility.

Alite pulled. “Get out,” she shouted. “There.” She was more awake. Conscious. The doorway hadn’t affected her like normal.

James followed her fingers, pointing into the darkness as he climbed from the vehicle. The bugs coming. Fighting over each other to get to them. James ran with Alite, unable to see where he was going. Stumbling forward into the cracks in the shadows. There was another door. A bug speared its pincer through his flesh. James cried out in pain, it snaking through his guts. He looked down, seeing a tarsal sliding from inside his torso. His legs suddenly weak, beneath him. “Fuck,” he screamed.

Alite had her blade. She sliced the steel through the head of the bug, splitting it open like a lobster, as James stumbled to the side, holding himself up on the wall. “Fuck,” he said again, weakly. Stumbling forward, he tried to keep himself up. Pushing forward. Glimmers of light in the distance, the end of a tunnel out. A hope.

Alite screamed.

James turned. She was only a few feet behind him. Holding them back, thrusting her blade forward. “Quickly,” she shouted. “I cannot hold them.”

James started to run towards the light. “Come on,” he called back. Focus, he thought. Come. On. He pushed, feeling the blood oozing from his side. His guts burning with pain. His lungs ached, breathing shallow. “Please,” he said. He could feel his strength leaving him.

He was so close.

He had to get to Willow.

James burst through the door into the light. The heat of the summer sun burning on his skin, as he stumbled. Fell into the dirt. He rolled on his back, and watched.

Waiting.

Waiting for Alite to come through the door behind him. “Come on,” he whispered. He could feel his blood as ran hot and sticky down his flesh. Come on.

Alite pretty much flew from the side of the chimney. Out, stumbling, falling, on her knees and then up. She had a gash running down her face, but she was moving, the blade she held, her arm, slicked in the goo and blood, viscera of the bugs … still coming.

She ran to James’s side and took his arm. “Get up soldier,” she barked. “Get the fuck up.”

James pushed himself up. Every inch of him wanted to stop … to give up. No need to fight. Just rest.

“Get up,” Alite shouted into his face. “You are not giving up. Willow.”

James helped her with his weight, boosting himself up on his hands, to stand, Alite sliding into the arm, under his shoulder.

“Where is the car?” she shouted.

James pointed over towards the hills in the distance and the two of them started to move.

The bugs came from the door in the chimney like the foul creatures they were, trying to get to the food, the flesh.

James hobbled, leaving trails of his goo slicking on the ground behind him. “Jesus,” he cried. “It hurts so much. You go,” he said. “Leave me.”

“Fuck you,” Alite screamed at him.

James almost burst out laughing at the absurdity. But it was enough to continue to push him forward. He found something in his gut that made his feet move that bit quicker. “There,” he said.

The car was on the hill. The keys would be in the ignition where he’d left them. Alite released him. “Go.” She turned, spinning to face the first of the bugs reaching them. It leapt through the air towards her and she rolled back, onto her arse, thrusting her blade up into its abdomen. The bug screeched in pain and fear and anger, and before it fell to the ground and she was up, slashing at the next. The blade bouncing from its thick armour, Alite kicked it, back, flatfooted, making it roll like a car on the speedway.

She glanced to James.

Near the car. She started after him. Spinning around as they got closer, holding the knife out, using it and her weight to stop them getting close enough to her to take her down.

If she went down, they’d be on her.

James reached the car, throwing himself in the driver’s seat, he pushed the passenger door open, “Run,” he screamed, turning the key. He closed his eyes for a second. A short prayer that the car was going to start first time. This was no movie. If the car failed. They died.

He glanced to Alite as the car roared to life. She was bleeding, hurling herself in, through the door, crashing to the seat, into him, she reached back and pulled the door of the car shut just as the first bug bounced off the chassis. James flipped the car into gear and jammed his foot on the accelerator.

The wheels span out in the dirt, the car spun and lurched, the bugs on the roof, the bonnet, crying at him. Screaming at him.

James yanked the wheel to the right, the car, turning in the dirt like the Dukes of fucking Hazzard. He screamed, unable to see across the body of the creature clinging on to the car, on the other side of the glass, drooling from its mandibles, clicking and chittering, wanting his flesh.

Then a pain, in his side. Sharp stabbing. He looked down.

Alite had jammed a syringe into him, plunging the drugs into his system. “Drive,” she hissed. She pulled it from him. Topped it up with the drugs from the bag she still carried, and then injected herself.

Pushing herself up in the seat.

The car bounced off the curb and the bug on the bonnet finally bounced free. “Jesus, shit,” James said, straightening the wheel. “I can’t take the wheel for too long.” He reached down, leaving one hand controlling the car, and cupped the enormous wound in his side. “That was close,” he muttered, the blood still running freely from the gash. He looked in the mirrors. The bugs were following. He couldn’t stop the car, turning it out onto another patch of grass. If he could get to the road, he would be fine. He could gain some decent speed.

“Too close,” Alite replied. She closed the bag and looked at James’s wound. “The medicine should stop the bleeding fairly quickly. You will live.”

“I’m weak though,” he muttered. James pulled the car around to the left, the bug closest to the vehicle nearly managing to grab on. But he hit the tarmac and floored it. The car speeding down the main road.

Alite looked back, through the rear window. “We made it.”

James nodded. “For now,” he said, agreeing. “But we still need to get to the farm. Get you back to the doorway back to your world.

Alite straightened. “You okay?”

“For now. I need you to take over driving though. Until I’m better.”

Alite shook her head. “I don’t know how to drive a vehicle like this.”

James sighed. “That’s fine. Then we need somewhere to hole up, before I pass out.”

James took the car to the north, the farm wasn’t far, but he needed somewhere to stop sooner.


CHAPTER 19

The car idled as the two of them sat outside the seaside town, north edge of the county. They watched out the window. Looking for ghosts, or bugs, or fucking Cthulu.

“I do not remember seeing any power stations on this coast on the maps,” Alite said, weak from the drugs.

James shook his head. “Me either.” Not that it really mattered. Not the state they were in. James had lost a huge amount of blood. He’d pulled up outside a sea view hotel, and they were waiting in the car park, to see if anything was going to come for them. Only perhaps fifteen miles from the power station.

They’d been there ten minutes, now, give or take.

He killed the engine. The car rolled to a stop. “Come on,” he said, weak. He got out the car, blade in his hand, watching, all around.

The bugs probably wouldn’t travel this far but the ghosts? Perhaps? If they thought there was a source of food down this far …

He still held his side. Blood still coming from it. Alite came around the car, carrying the map still—they might need it yet—and the bag of drugs. She helped hold him up and the two of them entered the hotel. Front doors smashed in, the place had been looted.

For all they knew there were people still there.

Living there.

People that they should probably rally. Take home. People who didn’t know they were the ones misplaced in the universe. Loved ones still living their normal lives, just a day or so’s travel from there.

But then, look at what had happened to the people that had remained. Most of them—the one’s he’d bumped into at least—had turned into raving psychopaths, intent on kidnapping little girls and running amok. Fuckers.

They entered the foyer of the hotel. It looked like no one had been there for months. James tried not to put too much weight on Alite, but it was tough. He could take little himself. They rested at the reception desk. “Room sir?” Alite said. She smiled. It was unusual to see her so relaxed.

James laughed, a little. Hurt to laugh too much. “Why yes.”

Alite looked quickly around the foyer. “There are no droppings. No signs of animal activity. Nothing. Come.” She took him to the stairs and they climbed to the first floor. Top of the stairs, Alite listening to the sounds of the building. Smells. Wind hustling its way down the hallway of closed doors. Broken window at the end.

She waited. Silent. A glance to James. He was almost hanging off her. She had him on one arm. Blade in the other hand.

Carrying him to the second room on the left—why not?—she leant him against the wall, where he stayed, barely holding himself up. She tried the door. It was a mag lock. The power to the hotel had gone weeks—months—back, the backup battery dead. The door opened, darkness beyond. She pulled James into the room.

Along, and straight into the bathroom.

She tried the taps and couldn’t believe her luck that there was cold running water. Some miracle that there was still pressure in the pipes. Sitting James on the side of the bath, she pulled the jacket from him. Shirt off. He tried to shrug her away, more asleep now than awake, thinking she was trying to sleep with him of some shit. “Behave, stupid,” she muttered. She could barely keep her own eyes open. She cleaned his wounds, healing as she did, making sure his skin was clean. Then she pushed him gently down into the bath.

Went out into the room. She closed the door out into the hallway, and went to the bedroom. Pulled the duvet from the bed. It didn’t smell great, but it would do. She returned to the bathroom and covered James in the bath. He was gone. Blacked out because of the drugs. Asleep.

She opened the door of the shower cubicle and turned that on. The water spattered out. Half hearted, but it was trying. She pulled a towel from the rack on the side and stripped naked. One eye on James in case he woke. She stepped under the shudderingly cold water, and washed herself clean.

She felt good. The drugs were taking a hold. There was nothing she could do about that. It wasn’t ideal that they were both going to be unconscious at the same time. Shit, if anything turned up in the middle of the night, they were both dead. She stepped out of the shower, drying herself off. Headed into the bedroom, slightly awoken by the shower. She pushed a chair up against the door handle. Rudimentary at best, but it was something.

Then she went back into the bathroom, spare duvet from the wardrobe in hand and curled up on the bathroom floor, back to the door, blocking it.

Hoping that she would open her eyes again in the morning.


CHAPTER 20

Alite opened her eyes and looked at James. He was sitting in the bath. Had some water from the tap in the complimentary glass from the sink. When he saw she had her eyes open, he offered it forward.

Alite stood, dropping the duvet away and took the glass. She realised he was staring at her. Averting his eyes from below the chin. Staring at her face. He looked, quite frankly, terrified. “Oh grow up, soldier,” she said. “I do not have anything you have not seen before.” She drank back the water and put the glass down. Tested her fingers tenderly around her body, looking for things that hadn’t healed. “Any idea what the time is?”

James shook his head. “I didn’t want to wake you.” He pushed himself out the bath and pulled his fucked t-shirt on, the one with the hole in it front and back from the bug attack. Alite dressed quickly. The clothes they wore still sticky. “Thanks for … everything,” he said.

“You would have done the same for me.” She looked at him. “Hell, you have done the same for me. You came back for us.”

James nodded, coy. He went to the door and pulled it open, gently, checking there was nothing beyond, before stepping into the bedroom and looking out the window. “Looks like it might be near lunch time.”

Alite joined him. “Nice place, this one.”

“Not as nice as home,” James said.

Alite smiled. “No.” She turned back into the room. “Come on. We should go.” She returned to the bathroom and pulled the bag of drugs over her shoulder and picked up both blades, following James to the door of the room.

He opened it, stepping out.

There was a loud cracking sound. Something so loud Alite flinched away. James fell to the side. Dropping to the floor.

Alite looked at him. Briefly stunned. He was laying. Blood pooling out of him. She looked around the corner. Halfway down the hallway between them and the door to the stairs was this … kid.

The young boy, no more than twelve, maybe. He was holding a gun. A handgun. The thing smoked from the shot he’d just made. He looked scared. Looked like he might have shit himself. He looked at Alite and waving the gun in her general direction, he fired again. The bullet cracked into the wall feet from her head. Missing by a mile. She threw herself out the room, blade in each hand. He tried to turn. To run.

Alite was on him.

“Please,” he screamed. “I didn’t mean to.”

Alite took him to the floor with her weight, muscles, she was far bigger than he was. The two of them landed, and he squirmed around like he was made of fucking butter. Blades in both hands she drove the tips into the boy’s neck, slicing through flesh, the steel blocking his wind pipe and he just … stopped.

He stared up at her, no sound. He couldn’t breathe. Their eyes locked.

Alite pulled the blades from his neck and he inhaled, just once, before the blood chugged down his neck into his lungs, filling him. Drowning him.

He clutched at his neck. The gun gone, all but forgotten, as he spewed blood from his maw, fountaining out over his face.

Alite was already up. Hand in the bag. She pulled the syringe. A vial. Had the drug pulled into the cylinder before she was at James’s side.

His eyes closed, there was a bullet wound on the side of his head. She jammed the syringe in, into his neck, not knowing the best placement. “No,” she whispered. “Not now. Not this close.” The plunger down. She waited. James’s eyes stayed closed. He still breathed, but shallow. The gun a small calibre, it hadn’t blown the back of his head off and killed him instantly.

That was something.

Alite moved his head slightly, fearful to touch him. The bullet was still in there. It hadn’t come out the back of his head. Maybe bounced around inside. Fuck. She didn’t know if that was for the best of not.

She glanced to the boy. He was still now. His blood had pumped all over the floor and he was dead. Alite slumped down, next to James.

Breathing hard.

Confused.

She didn’t know what to do for the best. Little blood was coming from the wound. He was still alive. But he was out. At best guess the drugs in his system would keep him alive, but then what?

Fuck.

It looked like they weren’t leaving this hotel any time soon. Not now.


CHAPTER 21

Alite slipped down between the car and the wall. Watching. She’d heard something in the distance. On the air. Movement. Could have been anything. Instinct had her holding the blade. The gun from the boy in a holster she had fashioned from belts found in a store on the street.

They’d been in this god forsaken seaside town now for three days.

Hunger was a problem. Alite didn’t understand the best places to find food there. Back home was easier for her.

She shook the thoughts from her head and watched the street longer. About thirty minutes walk from the hotel where James lay, still unconscious, she was hunting for food for her, and something for him, when he awoke.

Because he was going to.

She’d hidden the corpse of the boy who shot him in another of the rooms, hoping to hide the smell of rotting flesh, trying to take attention from their hiding spot, hoping that not moving James was the right move. But she didn’t know. Not after the next day, when he’d healed. The bullet still inside him. Inside his head.

And he was comatose now.

She’d continued the injections. Each day. Hoping that having the drug would continue the healing process. But, nothing. And time went by. She had no idea how long they might wait for them on the other side of the gateway to James’s true home. Nor what was happening with Willow …

Another movement in the distance.

Alite hurried across the street to the other side, ducking into a storefront. Food cans littered the floor from the previous looter. It would do. She pushed cans into the bag—the drugs emptied out and left with James for safety.

Then she returned to the street. Waiting. She preferred not to hunt like this in the daylight, but she didn’t feel she had a choice. Not knowing the terrain.

A scream cut through the silence.

People.

A woman. She was in danger … from what? Other people. Fucking children with guns? Ghosts. She shook her head. It could no longer be her concern. She had to protect James. Alite hurried across the street to the other side, ducking into the alleyway, into the darkness, a quick look around, checking the shadows, the corners, for danger.

Then she ran.

Darting down the alley, she moved as fast as a tiger, blade in hand. The bag bouncing silently on her back. She leapt, up, onto a fire escape. Three floors up and onto the roof. Never slowing. She ran, jumped the precipice between the buildings, before dropping to a crouch and looking behind her. Checking no one—nothing—followed. Clear, she was up, running again.

Down the next building. Across the street.

A carefully mapped out route in her head. Impossible for a human to follow her, impossible for a creature, without giving itself away.

She hit another roof, jumping across to the top the hotel. She stopped, and glanced around. The rooftops visible for a mile in any direction. And when she was satisfied that nothing was coming, she slipped into the rooftop exit, into the building and down.

To the room James lay in.

He was unmoved when she returned.

Closing the door to the room behind her, she blocked them in. Checked out through the window to the streets below. Then stripped. Showered. She was sticky with sweat from the run. Aching.

She looked at the drugs, but dismissed it. It wasn’t going to last forever.

She sat, naked, her clothes sitting in the sink in the bathroom, soaking. She plunged the blade of the knife into the first can she’d picked from the floor.

Fruit. In juices.

She ate. Silently watching James.
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Another night passed and James still hadn’t moved.

She knew she couldn’t wait there forever. Alite dressed in the clothes that had dried overnight, and returned to the street. She waited at the door of the hotel for a while. Listening. She wanted to make sure the streets were empty before she made any noise.

An hour. Maybe longer.

Alite went to the car that they arrived in and opened the door. Got in the driver’s side. And pushed the key in the ignition. She had watched James drive. She knew what to do. But she didn’t know if the vehicle was going to work. Or how easy it was to replicate his actions. He did it so naturally.

Alite turned the key and the engine turned over, sparking the car to life. She smiled. Just slightly. Hope. Pressing the clutch to the floor, vigilantly watching for incomers, brought by the sound of the engine, she put the car in gear, and slowly released the clutch. The car lurched forward. Stalled. “Shit,” she muttered. It wasn’t going to be so easy, apparently.

So she tried again.

After a few minutes, Alite had managed to move the car into second and could traverse the road with rudimentary success. That was all she needed for now. She pulled the car over to the front of the hotel and stopped the engine. Left the keys in the ignition.

She climbed back to the room and prepared everything. The bag, refilled with the drugs. The blades on her back, and the gun holstered. She pulled the sheets from the bed that held James and used them as a boat to pull him off. Onto the floor. Dragging him on them to the hallway. Then along.

Down the stairs.

His body jarred as he clumped, down one stair and then the next. She worried about what was happening in his head, but she couldn’t risk leaving him there.

Getting him to the foyer, she dragged him across the floor and to the outside. Watching. Making sure she was alone, she pulled James down to the car. Fought to get him in, over the backseat, and closing the vehicle up.

She got in. Started the engine.

She hoped that she could find her way to the farm. To Willow. Dave. Instinct had taught her to be aware of her surroundings at all times. She mapped every step she took in her head. Hopefully well enough to find her way back.

Driving, she took them out of the seaside town, and circled the surround area a few times before finding the dual carriageway she was sure would lead her back towards Hadling. Circle the town, she thought. That was the way. Always making sure there was nothing following.
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The rain fell in torrents. Alite knew the car would need petrol, but she was sure that James would have had enough in it to get from the farm to the doorway at the power station and back again. A glance out the window to the service station the car was parked at. She had pulled over in the far reaches of the car park, well hidden from any onlookers, while she waited for the weather to ease, unfamiliar as she was with driving. She looked over the seat. He was a smart boy, mostly. She reached down touched his forehead. Wet with perspiration. He was sick. She supposed that was a good sign. At least his body was doing something. The drugs, hopefully helping.

But she worried about his brain.

She looked back out the window. A spoon of something from a can. It was meat, in a sickly white sauce. But it was sustenance. Salty. Rich. She watched out the window. Waiting as the rain drooled down.

The clap of thunder in the distance. The car park pooling with water, slowly.
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On the road again, Alite recognised the turn off of the motorway, the signage stating Hadling was only a few miles away.

She passed a burned out roadside stop just after the bend. Looked like the site of a massacre. She remembered James saying something about the looting in the past.

She didn’t stop.

Continued. Looking for another sign to the town. She was sure that once she reached the town she could find the farm. She was confused, it all looking the same. She saw the road she thought she should take. The fields out beyond. Something familiar. “Is this the right way, James?” she asked, pulling off. She looked over her shoulder to him. He looked serene. At peace. A look she had rarely seen from him.

Perhaps only when he was looking at Willow.

She turned back. Continuing on the road.

It was right, she was sure of it now.


CHAPTER 22

Alite pulled up outside the farm. Dave was there, leaning against the side of the house, had his shotgun hooked over his arm like a cowboy in a western. He waited for her to pull up, opening the door. “Had some driving lessons, I see,” he said.

Alite smiled as he approached, arms out. She hugged him, uncomfortably, before he pulled away, seeing James. “He asleep?”

Alite shook her head. “No. He is sick. It is complicated. He has been shot.”

Dave leaned down to the window. “There’s no blood.”

“No,” she said. Alite pulled the bag from the passenger seat of the car. “And Willow?”

Dave looked sad for a moment, before looking down, Alite imagining the worse. “She’s not doing well. Some days are better than others. The end is near, I guess. She sleeps most of the time. Where’s Ellie?”

Alite waved the bag at him. “Come. She is safe.”

“Whatcha got?”

“Magic,” she said. Alite hurried to the house, Dave in tow.

“Where have you been?”

“Your home,” she said, entering the farmhouse. “Ellie is safe with her family again. I know the way back.” By the time she opened the door into Willow’s bedroom, Dave had stopped walking. He was staring back at her, like she’d told him some great lie. Or a great truth. She turned, her eyes meeting his. Before she looked down, away, closing the door to him. Leaving her alone in the room with Willow.

She sat on the bed, her hand gently resting on Willow’s forehead. Her eyes half open, half closed, in a comatose state, more than sleeping as Dave had said. She pulled the syringe from the bag. It didn’t matter that her and James had shared it. It appeared that nothing could make you sick when you had this drug. You couldn’t even be knocked unconscious by travelling through a doorway. So it wouldn’t matter that she was going to use the same dirty needle on Willow.

She pulled a bottle of the drug and pushed the syringe into the bottle, pulling the plunger back. Filling the cylinder. Then she stuck it in Willow’s arm. Pushed the drugs into her.

Willow made a hissing sound, aware of the pain of the injection, before turning her head a little to the side, away from Alite, and closing her eyes fully. Falling into sleep.

Alite left the drugs in the bag at the side of the bed and went back out into the living room. Dave was gone. She looked out the window. Saw him at the car. He was looking over James trying to establish the cause of his sickness.

Alite left the house and joined him.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Gunshot wound to the head,” she said, quietly.

Dave looked at her. “So he’s dead?” His eyes returned to James, a sudden sadness behind them. Dave had lost a lot recently.

“No.” Alite dropped her head to the side. “But he sleeps. Let’s get him inside.”
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While James slept in one bed, Willow in another, Alite tried to explain everything to Dave. The world between that one and theirs—their home. The drug that regenerated cells, speeding up the healing process. How unsure she was if it would fix either Willow or James. How they were going home. All of them.

“You’re coming with us?” Dave asked.

Alite shook her head. “I will be nothing more than a specimen in a cage for the rest of my life. I will return to where I came from. To a people afraid to travel between worlds, fearful of disease we may never have encountered. With the drug that we have, I can allay those fears,” she said. “I can help lead my people to a freedom they have not known in generations.”

Dave nodded his agreement. “What about us? Can we take the drug with us? I’m sure that the world we belong to could use a cure for cancer.”

Alite smiled. “I am sure. I doubt James would have forgotten that. He is quite the tactician when he remembers which way is up. Besides, I expect your world will wish to garner a peace treaty if one can be had.”

Dave nodded. “I guess.” He looked at his watch. “It’s getting late. How long is this likely to take with Willow? When can I expect to see an improvement?”

Alite stared at the wall. Shadowed harder than it was when they sat an hour before. “She will sleep until tomorrow, I am sure. Perhaps longer. I will continue with the medicine until she is awake. Then we can monitor her progress. Perhaps one treatment will be enough?” She thought of James. He’d had many, many more than one treatment, and yet still he didn’t wake.


CHAPTER 23

Willow was leaning up against the headboard. Her eyes heavy, but open. “You look well,” Dave said.

Alite was sitting on the edge of the bed. Dave was lying. She didn’t look well. She was awake, which is what she assumed he had meant. But well? No. Her skin hung heavy from her bones, gauntly thin. Skin pale, yellowing even. Eyes laid into their sockets.

She nodded though, more responsive than she had been the previous night. “What happened?” she asked, nothing more than a whisper.

Alite explained the new drug. That it might well work.

“James? Ellie?” Willow’s eyes searched Alite’s, giving away far too much without saying anything. “What has happened?”

Alite smiled as warmly as she could. “Ellie is fine. We have found a way for you all to go home, and she is there. With her mother. As it should be.”

Willow’s head dropped a little. “And … James?”

Dave stepped forward. “James is doing okay. He’s a little banged up, but when isn’t he?” He smiled a proper, warm smile. “He’s in his room sleeping. Like you should be.”

Alite applied another dose of the drug to Willow and she rolled over in the bed, immediately exhausted. Alite pulled the sheets up over her, and left her. The two of them pausing outside the room. “How do you think she is?” Alite asked.

“She certainly seems better today.”

Alite nodded. “Good. I will check on James and then join you for dinner.”

Dave headed off to the kitchen, and Alite took the bag of drugs over to James’ room. She went in and sat on the bed. “Willow is doing better,” she said. “I don’t know if you knew that.” She rested the drug bag down on James’s lap. She was supposed to give him a dose, but she was reluctant. She didn’t know if keep applying the medicine to him was helping of not, or if she was making him sicker. Sleepier? Comatose? Or even if she was just pointlessly prolonging the end. She took his hand in hers and squeezed it. “You are back in your own bed now. You know, Willow will be in to see you in a day or two, I am sure. She is looking forward to it no doubt.” She stroked the back of his hand with her thumb. “It would be good if you were with us, then.”

James’s hand twitched.

Alite squeezed it tighter. “James,” she said. “James, are you awake?” She looked at his hand. Squeezed it again. His eyes. Closed. No movement below the skin. “James?” She hadn’t imagined it. She hadn’t. She was sure he’d moved. “James, Willow is here to see you.” Nothing. She had to check.

She hadn’t imagined it. She knew she hadn’t.

She rested his hand back down and filled the syringe with the medicine, giving him a further dose. “You will be okay. I know it,” she whispered, before leaving the room. Leaving him to sleep.

Down to the kitchen Dave was preparing vegetables from the garden outside and she sat. Looking at the back of him while he worked. “What is your world like then?”

“Dark,” she said. “Dark and red and full of monsters.”

“But worth saving,” he added on the end.

“Oh yes.”

He turned and shot her a smile. “I’m glad you’re all okay. When James ran off being his own fool self, and then he didn’t come running back a day or so later, I feared the worse. Willow did too, but she didn’t say anything. She just got sicker. I think a little bit of her left with him. Gave up. Made her sicker.” He sat down at the table and looked at Alite. “How do you do it?”

Alite shook her head, her eyebrows up.

“Your exterior. Pain free. Emotionless. You fight all day every day. You never let on what you’re feeling.” He stopped speaking, breathing through his mouth a little like he was catching his breath. “What are you feeling?”

“My sister was killed by a creature when I was younger. I saw it happen. She had slipped out of our compound, our home, wanting to see the sky. She had never seen it. I followed, almost as eager.” Alite smiled, the memory warm. “She hurried from the door and out into the red light of the day.” Her smiled morphed to a frown. “I do not know why but I was scared. It was just some feeling. I waited there at the door, in the shadows of the cave, while she spun, just once, her arms out like she was dancing. A long tendril as big as a building came from above my head, the creature hidden from sight by the rocks above. It took her in its grip like a mighty snake, and it squeezed.” Alite’s head rocked from side to side like she didn’t believe the story as it slipped between her own lips. “It squeezed and it squeezed and it squeezed. Her skin split open like a ripe fruit, her blood leeching out like juice. Slicking to the floor beneath her. She did not have time to scream and something inside me told me not to. Just to stay quiet and never make a noise and you can be safe.” She looked up to Dave. “I have lived like that ever since. Cold, I suppose.”

Dave reached forward and took her hand. “There is a difference between cold and afraid. If you wanted to come with us. You wouldn’t have to fight monsters in the red light anymore.”

“There would be other battles for me to face, though.”

Dave nodded. “The good old British army. Yes. But I know how to fight them. Bureaucracy and red tape. Easy peasy.”

Alite laughed. “Thank you, I appreciate you. But I must fight for my people.”

“Are we not your people?”

“You are,” she said. “You always will be. But I have another path.”
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The next morning, Alite watched out the window as Dave tended the crops outside. He had been insistent that they had seen no more of the ghosts. They were safe, for now. Willow called from the bedroom. Alite raised an eyebrow. That was encouraging. She poured coffee from the pot that Dave already made a few hours back. It was cold now, but that didn’t really matter. She turned back into the house and crossed to the stairs. Went up, opening the door into Willow’s room. She was sitting in the bed. Up. She looked a better colour. But she looked tired.

“James?” she asked, before Alite had a chance to speak. “You can tell me.” Snorting out a little laugh, she continued. “You’re not much of a liar.”

“James is unwell. We are hoping he will be fine.”

“Can I see him?”

Alite nodded, “If you are ready.” She helped Willow from the bed. Her muscles were atrophied, but she was surprisingly spry, and Alite imagined that the drugs were helping with that too. Rebuilding her a little, she guessed.

The two of them went down the hall and opened the door to James’s room. He was laying on the bed, unmoving. Although, Alite scanned his body. Something looked a little different.

Willow gasped in air when she saw him. “What happened?” she asked.

Alite told her. About the boy. The gun. The drugs. “I thought …” she said, before stopping herself.

Willow looked at her. “What?”

“I thought I felt him move yesterday,” she said, sadly. “I do not know. It might have been me.”

Willow lay down on the bed next to James. She closed her eyes as Alite stood there, watching them. Willow’s breathing became slower. Regular. She slept, there, with her arm over James, listening to his heart. Alite pulled the covers over her, and left the room. Pulling the door closed. She returned downstairs.

Dave was in the kitchen, sitting at the table. “Willow?” he asked.

Alite nodded. “She has joined James in his bed. She is sad.”

Dave nodded slowly. “I get it.”


CHAPTER 24

Two days later James opened his eyes. At first he just stared at the ceiling. Watching the shadows move, as Willow spoke with him, still laying there, never leaving his side. She whispered nothing’s to him as he lay, waiting for him to return.

A minute. An hour.

Then he turned his head to her and smiled.

Another day later, and he still hadn’t spoken.
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“He’s alert,” Willow said. She was sitting at the dining table with Alite and Dave. Eating. She ate like someone who hadn’t eaten in days. Weeks. Months. She seemed … fine. She was still pale, and thin, but that was to be expected. She barely left the bed in the recent weeks, never the house, but she said she felt strong. She was certainly strong enough to travel. She was as strong as she had ever been. A good step toward getting home.

Alite nodded. “He is. I feel like he is himself, just without speaking.”

Willow nodded. She’d spent more time with him than anyone. He was himself. Just a little muted. His heart was all there, she knew that. But his mind was softened. He couldn’t quite reach himself, she thought. But she could feel his love.

“And,” Alite continued, “I think I should go. It is time.”

Dave nodded. He moved to reach forward and touch her, then stopped himself. He was going to try and stop her, they all knew that, even him, but it wasn’t right. She should go where she wanted, where she was needed.

“I can take a vehicle to the city. I am sure I can find my way.” Alite looked out the window, careful not to meet anyone else’s eyes. She really didn’t want to deal with emotion.

“No such thing,” Dave said. “I can drive you. I know where the hole is down to the subway that James and Willow took. I can lead you to the door.” He smiled to himself. “So to speak.”

Alite nodded. She couldn’t help but smile herself. She really wasn’t sure how to get back there. It seemed like so long ago, and such an alien landscape.

Willow nodded. “James is nearly okay to travel, so we’ll stay here, and when you return we’ll head to the south. Back through the doorway at the power station. We’ll all go home.”

Alite grinned. “Yes. All of us.”
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Dave had packed the car with everything he could think that they’d need with a drive into London, along with what Alite considered to be far too many guns. He insisted, as London is full of those bastards. She wasn’t going to argue. She also wasn’t going to take anything through with her apart from two blades and what was left of the drugs in the bag. Enough left for James and Willow, still. Hoping that they would still have enough to take home with them. Enough to take to their doctors to examine. Replicate.

She looked out the window of the car as they travelled by the roadside café that she’d driven by on the way up to the farm a few days ago. Her thoughts on James … she was going to miss him. She said her goodbyes, and they’d hugged it out. She didn’t think he expressed himself as fully as he would have, before, but that was fine. He seemed to understand where she was going.

And why.

Dave watched eagerly out the window, the off ramp for the M25 approaching. He was watching the shadows. The skies. Everything.

“What are you worried about the most?”

“Looters … out here. Once we hit the city, ghosts? What was it you called it? Giant-octopus things?”

“That was gone. Hopefully for good.” She watched the burned out cars as they drove around them. The surrealness of this not being—never having been—a real world. She wondered if any of them would ever get an explanation for the rips in reality, or if James would, and her and her people would wander the landscapes of different worlds forever. She wondered if she could find a place here, in the north perhaps, further than she’d travelled with James, up to the cold half of the country, and settle her people there.

It wasn’t a silly idea.

She knew that some doorways they went through would lead to imprisonment, or even death.

“Here,” Dave said, taking her from her thoughts. He pulled the car over to the left, and onwards, towards the city itself.

As they approached, as they always approached, smoke rose from the skyline. Another fire. More people fighting. People that shouldn’t be here. People that would likely never leave, never know.

Dave pulled up at the side of the road. “We rest for a while. Night is easier.”
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Night came and Dave took the car into the city. They pulled to a stop. “It’s a couple of miles out, but I don’t want to draw attention,” he said.

Alite looked out the car window, up to the sky, clouded over. There were no stars. She couldn’t see the moon. Opening the door, she got out, and pulled the bag of drugs over her shoulder. Dave went to the boot and popped it open. Alite took one of her blades from the straps at her shoulders. She felt the heft of it in her hand. Made sure she was comfortable. Listening. Vigilant.

Trying to pull herself back to the mind-set of her own world, where everything was a trap and everything was trying to kill her.

Dave came to her side. He gave her a walkie-talkie. “In case we get separated,” he said. Then he returned to the boot and started to tool up like an eighties action hero. Pulled a rope over his shoulder, a shotgun. Handguns.

The two of them walked in the darkness, down the centre of the street. Next to each other. Dave had a shotgun, cocked ready, and Alite had her blade down by her side. Walking in silence, they both kept watch wary over the shadows. The blackness. Alleyways and doorways ajar. More fearful of the people then, than the ghosts.

The bugs … what if they were up there in the city now?

Dave led the way, taking Alite down a side street. She glanced to him, paying one building structure more attention than others.

“What is it?” she whispered.

He looked a little mournfully into the rumble. “I used to live there,” he said.

Alite reached over to him, touching him tenderly on the shoulder. “I know it is hard,” she said.

Dave nodded an agreement, his mind elsewhere. Then a screech. The crackle of a ghost. Alite turned in the darkness, trying to see where it was coming from. Blindly spinning.

The shadow itself, the side of the building moving. A ghost leapt from the blackness, launching into the sky. Alite rolled to the side, and the creature missed her by inches. She toppled to the macadam, the blade clattering away from her, as she dropped it—a rookie mistake.

Dave spun. Gun up. The creature turning quickly preparing to charge.

Dave pulled the trigger, the boom of the gun filling the ruins around them. The creature lurching backwards as the shell hit it square in the chest. The creature’s chest flopping open, its blood drooling from it, gloopy and thick.

Dave fired again, without warning. The second shell landing the same spot. The creature leaping back this time, breathing slowly, it seemed to be thinking about whether they were worth the trouble.

It was gaunt and thin, compared to others they had seen. The food sources becoming scarcer as time passed. It paused. Looking between the two of them, Alite back to a crouch, her second blade secured in her hand and she knew exactly where the first was. Not a mistake she was going to make again.

The creature seemed to be struggling with breath, its whole body heaving up and down as it stood there. Almost pulsing.

Then it turned. Faced away from them. It looked to hobble a little with its walk. Taking a few steps, before turning back and howling at the two of them. Stumbling away, leaving behind itself a trail of goo, gore and viscera. Dave lowered his gun. “What the fuck?” he said.

Alite nodded. She scuttled over to her dropped blade and pulled it from the ground. Slipped it back in the straps on her back. She came to his side. The two of them a little dumbfounded. “They are dying,” she said. “The people that are still here have learnt to avoid them.”

“Think they’ll die out soon?”

“Perhaps.”

“That’ll make this world a lot safer.”

“They will be replaced by the next predator. It is nature’s way.”

“This way,” Dave took her arm and started to hurry to an abandoned building. Rubble. Wreckage. The two of them slipped into the darkness, around the edge of the room. “Be careful,” he said. “Here.” Dave came to a stop at the edge of a precipice heading down, into the blackness. “At the bottom. Two floors.” He started to unreel the rope and lower it.

When enough was down, he tied it off on the wreckage, and footed himself to take her weight.

“You should just leave,” she said.

“Fuck off,” he said. “I’ve already lost too much in this hell.” He waved the radio at her. “When you get to the bottom, right?”

Alite nodded. She holstered her blade and took the rope, parascending down, immediately. She wanted to get to the bottom. Let Dave leave. Get back to the car.

Dave bolstered his weight, holding the rope as she disappeared down into the dark. He waited. She wasn’t heavy. Not with him braced carefully.

After a couple of minutes. The rope went loose. She was down. Dave crawled to the edge and looked over. He knew she had a torch in her bag, but he didn’t see the light. He pressed his finger down on the radio. “You okay?”

“Yes,” the voice came back. “I can see enough without torch light. I will bring ghosts to me if I use it, and I can see without it.”

Dave nodded like she could see him. “Can you see the entrance to the underground?”

“I am there. I can see the light of the doorway.”

“Okay. Good. You’re going to be careful, yeah?”

“You know that I am. I want to thank you, David. You have been a great help to me. It has meant a lot.”

Dave smiled. “You’ve always been there for us.”

He watched the blackness below. No sign of her. No lights. She was just moving in the darkness.

“Goodbye, David.”

Dave swallowed back all the extra saliva he found he had, a sudden sadness. Even though she was going to be fine, he was still losing her. Someone else.

“Look after them,” Alite said.

“You look after you,” he replied. “Goodbye, Alite.”

She didn’t respond. Dave pushed himself back to his feet, and edged away from the hole. In the darkness against the wall. He left the rope where it was, in case she brought her people back this way. It would help. He wiped the tears away from his face. And he went to the hole in the side of the building. Looked out to the night sky. Shotgun in his hand.

This hell had taken far, far too much from him.

It was time to go home.  


CHAPTER 25

Dave stayed close to the side of the buildings, the ruins, stepping over the rubble. He watched the silhouettes of the rubbled crags, the remnants of civilisation, looking for movement. Sure. The ghosts were fucking frail now. Hungry. But that didn’t mean they weren’t becoming desperate.

He heard something.

In the distance, maybe? Or closer, and quiet. He stopped. Listened to his own breathing over everything else.

Damn.

Gun up, he moved. Quick.

Quiet.

A noise. Growl. Then a movement. He saw a creature, coming from the shadows. Instinct told him to fire. The gun rattled out a blast that filled the dead streets, and then a screech from a ghost. Hit. blown back. The thing crashed backwards, into the shadows. Landing on the concrete and sliding through the darkness leaving a trail of insides behind. Dave breathed hard. Staring down at the thing, now pushed up against the side of the ruined building. Couldn’t see it moving.

He waited.

Got a little closer. It was the one he’d shot coming in. Damn. He didn’t expect that thing to reappear. Unless. Another scowl. Another creature moving. A trap. He spun. Fired the shotgun again. Blindly in the direction of the noise. Missed. Maybe? He dropped back, stumbling over the rubble of the building. He fired again. No idea what he was shooting at.

Noise. Again. Above him. More of them. They’d sent out the lame, the injured, to lure him out into the open. Put him off guard.

Dave rolled to the side as another creature slammed into the floor. It would have landed on him had he not moved. He fired. Up close. Blasting the ghosts face clean from its head, taking half the things skull with it. It no longer had the ability to scream out in pain. Lifted by the shot, it flipped over backwards. Dave crying out. Fear. Frozen to the spot, half laying on the bits of broken building, half crawling. He could see the eyes of the second one. Waiting. It was trying to decide whether to jump him or wait or what. Dave aimed the gun at the thing. His mind whirling. What if there was another. Others? He glanced up. A simple look from the creature that stood before him. Enough of an opportunity for it. It leapt at him.

Dave saw it in his peripheral. A quick movement. He pulled the trigger again without looking, the sound of the shotgun filling the air. Then silence as the creature still came.

Missed.

The ghost landed and single kitten bap to Dave, and he was moving through the air like a discarded toy. Pain seared through his whole body. Blood slipping from him, a gash the size of his fist in his shoulder. He was lucky. He was still breathing. Then he slammed into the building. Gun gone. He slumped to the ground, into the shadows. His shoulder gushed blood, bones broken by the wall. He pulled his handgun from the holster on his hip. Hand shaking. The easiest gun to reach for. Aim it in the direction of the ghost. Hard to see the thing. A black circle of darkness rimming his vision. He wondered if he was even going to get close to hitting the creature. If the gun would be enough. Maybe frighten it off. Probably not kill it, not even in its currently weakened state. He waited for it to move towards him. To be able to see the outline of the body. Give him his best chance. Then he fired. The gun jolted in his hand, the bullet going in some wild direction. The creature, knowing what he was doing, screamed out. It pulled back onto its haunches. Ready to leap.

Dave pulled the trigger. Again and again. Bullets slamming down the street towards the creature. It cried out. He must have hit it. Firing until the gun clicked empty, he lowered it. He watched the ghost. It wasn’t sure. He dropped the gun. Tried to roll over and get the other from the leg holster. It was a smaller calibre. It wasn’t going to do any good. He knew that. But it might … do something. The creature tottered. He had hit it. That was something. It was weak. He raised the second gun. Every inch of him hurt. His breathing shallow, burning as he tried to suck too much air in. He aimed the gun in the direction of the creature. “Come on,” he taunted. “Come and get me you motherfucker.” He couldn’t fire until it was closer. Too far from him. It wouldn’t do … any … good.

He was blacking out. Hopefully, that was all. He kept the small gun up. But it was getting heavier.

Then the creature turned away.

Dave watched it limp off, back across the street. Into an alleyway. Then it was gone. He let air from his lungs and the gun lowered, as he was unable to hold it up anymore. Blackness over everything. He tried to stay awake. What if it … came … back? His shoulder.

Losing blood.

So … tired.
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Dave opened his eyes. The light. It burned his retinas, everything was bright white. Moving his tongue around in his mouth, he felt dried blood on his teeth. Tried to move and pain splintered through him. God, awful … pain. He waited for a moment. Got his bearings. He was unmoved from beside the wall. Laying in a pool of sticky blood. Blackening. He must have been laying there for hours. Still had the small gun in his hand.

“Fuck,” he muttered.

He looked down the street. The corpses of the two ghosts still laying there. He managed to roll onto his back. There was indescribable pain in his body. Broken bones for sure. He had to get back to the car.

Blinking away the thought of sleep—the one thing his body wanted to do—he tried to sit. His body not letting him. Bruises covered him. Bones cracked and broken. He rolled, again, onto his front, and managed to get his knees up under him. Up. Onto hands and knees like a baby. He holstered the gun. Keeping it with him, for what it was worth. Mouth dry. He could feel his tongue sticking to the inside of his mouth. Dave brought one knee up, pushed his hand against it and managed to stand. Looking around like a lost child, he stumbled into the shade of the building, hiding himself from the sun. Leant there for a moment. Waiting for the street to stop spinning.

He reached up and tenderly clutched his shoulder. The flesh ripped away. It had scabbed and stopped bleeding, lucky the creature hadn’t hit an artery. He stumbled down the street. There was an underlying whistling sound in his ears.

Something constant. Trying not to focus on it, in case it was the first sign of a brain injury, he continued.

Stay in the shadows, he thought to himself. Those ghosts, attacking at night. What the fuck was he likely to see now, in the day?

He stopped, leant against the wall and took out the gun. He checked it was loaded, his head spinning. A cry in the distance taking his attention, momentarily. A man screaming. Life in the city was getting thinner every day.

Same as the ghosts were.

He prayed for Alite and her people, especially if they were to return there some day. He hoped that her people were still there waiting for her, to be honest.

Dave cradled his ribs. They were pretty busted up. No two ways about that. He turned the corner. Saw the car. Moving slowly to it, too fucked up to not move slowly.

When he heard gunfire.

“What now,” he whispered, trying to speed up. The crackle of an automatic weapon. Getting closer.

Dave hurried to the car. He pulled the door open and slipped into the driver’s seat. Resting for a moment. The pain of folding himself in subsiding in a couple of minutes. He could still hear the gun. He slammed the door of the car and started the engine. The car roared to life. A look in the mirror. He saw a couple of the ghosts on the tops of buildings behind him, in the distance. They looked like they were no longer brave enough to try and get meat out of a can. He put his gun on the dash and floored it.

The car’s wheels spun, the rear kicked out, and Dave started up the main road, back towards the edge of the city, hard and fast.

As he crossed a set of long-fucked traffic lights, he noticed his shoulder was bleeding again, split open by the movement of getting himself into the car. That was all he needed. But he wasn’t about to slow down.

He crossed the city line and out. Towards the south. Tired. He pulled a bottle of water from the glove box. Splashed himself in the face a little. Dashed some of it over his shoulder, causing the pain to flare. He looked down at it. He could see tendon and bone. Fuck. Dave slowed a little. Hoping to make it back to the farm without losing consciousness.


CHAPTER 26

“Well?” Willow asked.

James was sitting at the kitchen table. “It’s good,” he said.

His voice was quiet and muted. But he was speaking again. It was like the continued use of the drug was stitching his neural pathways back together again, slowly, but surely. She was happy with his progress. He wasn’t himself completely, but he was more himself. No longer trapped inside.

He sipped the soup, able to move fairly freely now.

Willow tasted the liquid. Maybe his taste buds were fucked, or maybe he was lying, because it tasted insipid. She added some more salt to the bowl. “Yeah,” she said quietly. It preyed on her mind that Dave was taking so long. She expected him to be back in no more than two days, and he’d been gone three.

James looked up. “Someone comes,” he said. The drugs had done wonders on the pair of them. Not only had it fixed—or at least had started to—their broken bits and pieces, but it was improving things that they hadn’t considered. Their eye-sight was better. Hearing.

Willow listened. It was the car. “Dave,” she said. James moved to stand. “You stay there,” she said. Willow got up and looked out the window. The car came through the rising corn and into the yard of the farm. She smiled. She could only see one person in the car. That was a good sign that Alite had made her journey from this world. She waited, watching. A frown on her face.

“What is it?” James asked.

“Something is wrong,” she replied. Willow hurried from the kitchen. Dave hadn’t gotten from the car. She ran across the courtyard of the farm and to it. Inside the car, she could see the blood. It was rampant over the seats. Everywhere. “Jesus,” she cried. “Dave?” She pulled the door open. He wasn’t belted in. Pretty much sliding out of the car, leant against the door. Willow caught him. “Dave,” she shouted.

James was there. Helping to pull Dave from the car. The two of them getting him up, towards the house.

“What happened?” Willow asked.

“Ghosts,” he said, quietly. “They’re starving. Dangerous.” His words slipped from him, half-conscious. “Alite made it to the doorway.”

James hated himself for feeling some relief at that, with Dave so fucking broken. He pulled him in, through the door of the kitchen. Willow was aiming him at the chairs. “The bedroom,” James said. The two of them helped him through the house. His blood leeching onto Willow. He was pale. Deathly. Barely able to walk. James and Willow helped him up the stairs. To the bed. In. To sleep.

He lay there. Blacking out almost as soon as he hit the bed. Willow was already pulling the syringe from the side. Loading it up. They didn’t have much left. She glanced to James looking for some permission, perhaps, to use some of the little they had.

James nodded. They’d use it all. It didn’t matter. As long as they all survived.


CHAPTER 27

“I somehow don’t feel like we’re ready for this …” Willow tossed another backpack into the car.

“We’ll be fine,” James said. His speech was better now. Not perfect, but far better. He still worried that there was a bullet bouncing around in his bonce, but, well, that would have to wait. Another couple of days wasn’t going to hurt, was it? He pushed his pack in next to hers and Dave’s.

“Yeah,” she muttered.

It was true. They weren’t ready for it. Nowhere near, in fact. Dave was barely able to move above a jog, and even with his shoulder scarred back together, he was struggling to aim a gun. Willow seemed fine. But even she had her days. And James himself wasn’t right. Not really. He just hoped that when the pressure hit, he could perform. He noticed that Willow was looking at him. He smiled and looked away, coy. “The sun will be coming down soon.”

They’d agreed to drive at night, down to the coast. Stop and rest for a few hours. That way there would be less chance of them running into any pissed off and hungry ghosts roaming far from the city. Deal with the bugs when they got there.

James went back to the house. Got Dave from the kitchen. He was loading the carry bag with food. “I really don’t think I should come,” he said. It wasn’t the first time.

“You’ll be fine,” James replied. “We need to see doctors. All of us.”

“You should take Willow and go. Leave me here.”

“Look.” James rested his hand down, gently on Dave’s shoulder. “This is a one way trip. After what me and Alite pulled back there last time, we’re never coming back through. Ever.”

“I’d be fine here.”

“No.” James squeezed, reminding him that they were there for each other. “We go. Home, remember?”

Dave nodded, slowly, and with some reticence.

James knew why he didn’t want to go. He was scared. And he was lonely. He understood, after what they’d all lost. But now was the time. “Come on,” he said, taking the can of peaches that Dave was holding and pushing it in the top of his bag. He zippered it up. Picked it up. He got to the kitchen door, before glancing back. Dave was staring out the window. Out to the vegetable garden. James went to the car and loaded in the bag.

“He okay?” Willow asked.

“Yeah. He’s going to be fine.” James sat on the open boot of the car, and a couple of minutes later Dave came out. Had a shotgun strapped to his back. Two big arse handguns on his hips. Full action hero. James laughed. “Expecting trouble?”

Dave shook his head, dismissing him. “Cheeky fucker.”

James knew why he was armed to the teeth. They’d run out of the drugs. This was it. Ride or die. The bugs. The Tower. It was a lot to ask without getting killed. Then they had to hope that Leanne had managed to keep the doorway safe at home. James shook his head. A lot of asks.

He slipped into the backseat. Dave took the passenger side. Willow drove.

James watched out the back window of the car as Willow pulled away from the farm. Sure. With a following wind, he’d be back at the farm in a few days. Not this one, but one like it. Not his though. Not his and Ellie’s. It was the only thing he was going to miss about this world.

Turning back, he sat in the middle of the seat, looking out the front window.

Dave turned, head back. “I might not be,” he said, “but are you ready for this?”

James thought for a moment. Yes. Yes, he thought he was.


CHAPTER 28

James opened his eyes. They’d rested until the middle of the afternoon twenty miles or so north of the power station. Slept in the car. The car smelly like sweat and farts, the three of them locked in there, in between two trees. Someone’s driveway, originally. Now an over grown mess, thick enough to hide a car. He opened his water bottle and took a swig. Warm, but thirst quenching.

Willow jerked awake. Still behind the steering column, in case they needed a quick getaway. She glanced to Dave. “What’s the time?”

He looked blearily out the window. “I don’t know, a couple of hours till sundown?”

“Hm,” Willow looked at James. “Go now, or wait until tomorrow?”

James looked out the back window. “Go now.”
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They approached the power station and slowed. Willow killed the engine before they were close enough to be heard by the bugs.

The three of them left the car, and geared up. Backpacks on. Torches. Spare batteries. Dave had enough food for a couple of days. They had guns this time. Blades for back up. Even a Taser that Dave had found in the ruins of London weeks back.

They stood and watched the power station, much as James had when he was going for Alite and Ellie. “This is it,” he said.

“This is the easy part,” Willow snorted. “From what you’ve said.”

“Yeah.” James smiled to himself. He’d rather take on a bunch of mindless bugs chasing food than psycho people … armed … and out for blood.

Dave looked to the west, the sun dropping in the sky. “It’ll be dark soon, we should go.”

James nodded. “I agree.” He scanned the horizon again. Nothing. The bugs were all in the chimney. Waiting. Guarding it. Whatever. None of their behaviour was ever going to be explained … the three of them were either about to leave this world for the last time, or die trying. He pulled his handgun. Semi-automatic thing. Hated it. But it worked. He just needed, like the rest of them, to make a path to the doorway.

They made their way across, towards the fencing, to the gates and through. James hunkered down at the corner and watched. Dave at the rear, slower, than the two of them. He whispered to Willow, “Need to keep Dave in the middle.”

She nodded. “No probs, Bobs.” She followed his line of sight to the chimney. “Can’t wait for this.”

James checked his ammo, again. Willow pulled her handgun and did the same as Dave arrived with them. He was breathing harder than he should be. Light was going. They didn’t have time to wait.

“Okay,” James said. “I’m leading the way. Dave, you’re next. Willow at the back.” Willow scooted around behind Dave.

“I can manage,” he said, the sound of hurt at the accusation that he couldn’t, thick in his voice.

“I know,” James said, “but we’re doing it this way. With me.” He got up from a crouch and spidered his way towards the first building. The half-light gave them some protection, but it was hardly ideal. It gave the bugs the same thing. James moved fast. He glanced back. Dave was already too far behind. He slowed, but kept moving. Trying not to look like he was slowing, too much. Dave having a hissy fit about being a danger to them all would cause a significant problem.

He reached the building and leant up against it.

Waiting.

Dave got there, Willow right behind him. He was sweating and tired. He ached. His bones had not healed properly, that much was obvious, but they couldn’t wait. Not for months on the off chance he would get better, and Willow might still get worse. None of them knew if she was cured, or just better, for now.

James didn’t speak. He didn’t know how good the hearing of these monsters were. He slipped along the side of the building and to the edge. Looked around the corner. Nothing. But still getting darker. It was coming in fast. The air feeling thicker. James glanced back, Dave moving close. He started crossing between the two buildings and didn’t stop until he got to the wall of the second one. Gave a look in the windows to make sure they hadn’t nested there. The rooms looked clear. Like they were hardly going to move from the doorway, were they?

Dave reached the building. He was huffing. Exhausted. James looked by him to Willow She looked fine, of course, but James could see the concern in her eyes. It was going to be fine. They just had to get through the doorway. They could rest in the long grass, once they were there.

“Okay?” James whispered to Dave.

He nodded, perhaps because he was unable to speak. Breathing hard.

James glanced to Willow. He waved his gun side to side, intimating that they should be prepared. Dave pulled the handgun from his left holster. He was keeping the shotgun for the next world. This doorway—anything they had that wasn’t strapped to them was likely to be lost. They all knew it. He started off. Towards the sheds, Dave and Willow following. The first out-building. He crouched. Waited. Made sure the way was clear, then he ran for the door into the chimney. Into the shadow of the giant brick column, and down. He waited until the three of them were together. Then he crawled into the darkness.

Along to the end of the corridor, led by the light of the doorway.

He could see the destroyed vehicle from the other world. Bugs crouching on it. Part of their hive now. He watched. Could hear Dave crawling up behind him. Wheezing. This might not work, he thought. Dave was never going to make it.

James looked at the sprint. He’d barely made it himself last time. He looked back, Dave and Willow there behind him. Dave was sweating like he had a fever. Maybe he did? He pointed at him. Then made a gesture. Number one. Then he pointed to the doorway.

Dave looked from James to the doorway and back. Frowned.

James did it again. The same meaning. Dave had to go first. If James ran for the doorway first before Dave, the bugs were guaranteed to get him. If Dave went first, took them by surprise, he might have a chance.

He shrugged, and pulled himself to James’s side. He nodded to himself, one … two … three. Pushed himself to his feet and started running. The whole chimney became alive with the sound of bugs screeching and screaming.

They could see him, running. Slow.

James was up. Gun out in front. Protecting Dave. A bug already coming from the walls. James fired. The bullet might have hit it. Might not. He didn’t know. But the bug veered off regardless. All he could ask for. The sound of the gun reverberated around the enclosed space filling the space like an echo chamber. The bugs flooded out. Willow fired from behind him. No idea what at.

James glanced up. The small light at the top of the chimney—the sky—was gone. The air filled with flying giant roaches. Bugs filling the space between him and Dave. He started firing off his gun. Trying to keep Dave in sight, the doorway. They were all moving so slowly because of him. He made sure not to hit Dave.

A sudden stripe of pain in his leg, and James stumbled. Fuckers had clipped him. More screeching. Clicking. Clacking. Gunfire sounding like it was coming from all directions, disorienting him. Then Willow was there. She had her head up, under his arm, pulling him forward on one side of her body. The other arm out. Firing into the wave of sheen black bug. “Fucking move,” she shouted.

James pushed forward, ignoring the pain, firing his own gun.

Barely able to see where he was going.

Then he slipped into the doorway.

Felt like his soul was being torn from his body.

Blackness.


CHAPTER 29

James opened his eyes. A sudden breath clawing its way into his lungs. He instinctively sat, pulling his second hand gun. His first gone to the doorway. Looked around. There was Dave. Laying unconscious in the field a short way from him. James continued to look. Couldn’t see Willow.

He pushed himself, wobbly, to his feet. Searing pain in his leg. He looked at his shredded jeans. Pulled the material stuck to his dried blood, away. The flesh hanging from around his shin. Blood black and sticky. “Fuck,” he muttered. He knew how far he had to walk next. He hobbled over to Dave and dropped down to the grass next to him. Still looking around for Willow. “Dave,” he said. His hand flat on Dave’s chest rocking him gently to wake him.

Dave opened his eyes and looked around. “Willow?” he said.

James shook his head. He glanced over in the direction of the opening, hidden by the hill, to the doorway.

Perhaps she was down there.

Shit.

“You okay?”

Dave nodded, weakly. “Fan dabi dozy.”

James snorted. “Good.” He rested back on his arse. “She has to be around here somewhere.”

Dave pulled himself up onto his butt, noticing James’s shredded leg. “Jesus, man.”

James shrugged. “It’ll be fine.”

Dave looked from the wound to his eyes. “Doesn’t that shit hurt?”

“Like a fucker,” James replied, smiling. It did. But he didn’t have much of a choice, now, did he? “Come on.” He worked his way off the ground and stood. Helped Dave up as much as he could. The two of them stood there, checking their weapons, the bag of supplies Dave carried on his arm. James took the water from his pack, took a swig and them handed it off to Dave. “This way,” he said. He started towards the hill. Checked his gun was loaded. Dave did the same. The shotgun this time.

They reached the brow of the hill and looked over. The bugs, never far from the opening were swarming the mouth of the cave, the cavern. James nodded at the opening. Then rolled back, out of earshot of the bugs. “She’ll be in there, I guess.”

“You sure?” Dave frowned. He didn’t want them to take on an army of those things. They weren’t in a fit state to.

James bobbed his head from side to side. “Probably?” He shrugged. “She had to have come out somewhere.”

“Did you see her go in?”

James stopped. Time stopped around him. He couldn’t remember. He was blinded by the bugs. The panic. Fighting his way forward. Then nothing. “Fuck. I don’t know.” He looked Dave in the eye. “If she didn’t then we’re gonna have to fight our way back to the doorway and go get her, so either way …” He let the words drop off.

Dave sucked air in. “Agreed,” he said. “Ready?”

James nodded. Dave cocked his shotgun. The two of them crawled forward. Got to their feet. Crossed the brow of the hill.

The first of the bugs saw them. They seemed content circling the mouth of the cave, drawn to the warmth of the doorway, somehow caught between worlds. It turned. Launched into the air. Dave fired a single shot. The blast of the shotgun landing the creature between the eyes. Its head exploded into a mush of brains and blood, gore and viscera, dropping from the air like a broken clay pigeon, hitting the grass hard. The bugs stopped what they were doing. A momentary lull in the chitter that surrounded them.

Then they came.

Launching up into the air like an army of flying ants, they started to swarm from the hole. James brought his gun up. Firing off at the closest one. The bullets thudding in the thing, off its armour. It dived to the side, only to be replaced by another.

Dave’s gunshots, the shotgun, over to the side. Dave squealing out in delight at the revenge he was spreading. Revenge for Tony. The sounds of the creatures blown to bits by the vicious power of the gun. James dodged to the right, rocking to the floor, rolling behind a rock. He kept firing. The clip emptying. He ejected it from the handle of the gun and quickly slipped another from his pocket. Jamming it in. Firing as soon as he could.

Dave still firing.

Then a third set of gunshots.

Willow.

The bugs turned. Confused. Willow was behind them. A gun in each hand, running forward, guns out. Shots cracking from each. Wildly. Blindly. She ran up the hill towards the two of them. James pushed to his feet as Dave was knocked from his. A bug clipping his shoulder hard enough to take him from his feet. He landed hard, winded to the ground. But the shotgun loaded, pointed upwards into the belly of the beast. He fired. The bugs insides becoming outsides as it shat its gut down onto Dave, covering him in its goo.

Suddenly more of the bugs turned on James. Away from Dave like they were suddenly afraid of him. He pushed himself up and fired, but they ignored him.

Coming at James.

James raised his gun. Firing shot after shot. He glanced to Willow. She was doing the same. All the while Dave was firing into them, as they ignored him.

Completely.

James gun clicked, empty. He thrust his hand into his pocket. Empty. “Cock,” he blurted, the gun dropping from his fingers. He reached up. Other hand. Pulled the machete from his back just in time to cleave the mandibles from a bug too close to him. “Fucker,” he grunted.

This was it. There was no way he was going to fight the creatures back. Not for more than moments. One came at him. He ducked, pain in his leg helping with the sudden drop to the floor. Thrusting the blade up. Into the creature as it flew over his head.

The bug screeched out. Dropped from the air.

He pulled the blade from it. Yanking it free.

Dave pushed one of the creatures out the way. The bug completely ignoring him. He fell, exhausted to the grass. “Jesus fucking Christ,” he shouted over the chatter of the bugs coming in. “The guts. The blood. Get it on you.”

James swiped at the nearest bug. Dave was right. They were ignoring him for some reason. He shouted, echoing the words to Willow as she still fired her guns, keeping the creatures at bay. While Dave fired his shotgun, unseen, into the face of another bug, close to James, James rolled to the side and knelt next to the monster he’d just stabbed. Thrusting his fingers into the gash he’d created, he pulled the bug open, its guts stinking worse than a Hoth Wampa. He pushed his hands into the goo inside, indiscriminately scooping it up into his cupped hands and bringing it up to his face like water after he’d just shaved. The goo clung to him. Covering him in a bile like substance. He smeared it over his clothes. Into his hair. Looked to the side. The bugs leaving him. He could see Willow doing the same.

Breathing through his mouth, James waited, watching the horde as it slowed, confused by its prey suddenly disappearing.

They retreated, back towards the warmth of the hole.

James looked at goo covered Dave. Then over to Willow who stood, watching the bugs. “You have something on you,” he said quietly to Dave.

Dave giggled, quietly. Not wanting to alert the creatures to these newly found disguises.

Willow made her way to them.

“You okay?” James asked, as the three of them stood together.

“Fine.” She looked down herself. “I don’t see a mark.”

James smiled, as they walked back to the top of the hill, over to the field where the bugs didn’t seem to roam. “This is ideal,” said James. “On my way to the tower last time I had to watch out for bugs. If we keep this shit on us for the journey, then we should be safe.”

“Oh glory,” said Willow. “Can’t wait.” She glanced back to the brow of the hill and then stepped up to James’s side. She took his hand. “Come on then.”

James limped to keep up with Willow, trying not to let on how much his leg was fucked. It was going to be fine. Dave took the rear.

They walked down the first hill, towards the tower, and as the sun came down, they stopped to rest. In the distance once, a bug, lost, perhaps, trying to find its way back to the warmth of the doorway. It ignored them completely, even though they were out in the open. Invisible to it.

Then as night fell. They rested.

Ate. Drank. Reloaded their weapons from their backpacks.

James waited until Willow was sleeping, before he tended to his leg, told her not to fuss. It looked bad. The water he had didn’t clean the bug goo that had gotten over it. It didn’t hurt, so much. Not now. Which was weird. James wrapped the wound and lay back against the tree. He wondered if the drugs that they had been taking … maybe they were still in his system and they were healing him?

Maybe.


CHAPTER 30

The morning was cool. James opened his eyes and looked around the sunrise. Willow still slept, her head resting in his lap. He watched Dave without moving. Dave was standing. His back to them. Looking out towards the tower. The shotgun nestled in his hands. Guarding them.

That was where he stayed, until Willow stirred. It felt right. The three of them.

James just sat there, thinking.

About home.

Today. Do or die. They were going to reach the tower and leave. Yes. It was going to be that simple.

James knew where the doorway was. If they could get into the tower through the doors that led out to the fields—where him and Alite had left from—then the exit was pretty simple to get to.

Once Willow sat and the three of them had eaten, Dave spoke about their next move. “So we gonna walk up to the front door?”

“I saw you watching,” James replied. “No. We’ll stay at this distance and circle around. Come at the tower from behind. It shouldn’t take all day. It’s only a few miles to the entrance.”

Willow looked up at it. “It’s a fantastic construction.”

“It is. From what I have guessed, they’ve lived in the tower for generations. Going up, rather than out.”

“Makes you wonder why. If the bugs are the only thing out here.”

James nodded. He really hoped it was all going to be that simple. He pointed. “See that hill line? That’s where we’ll travel.”

Willow and Dave followed his finger. “Got it.”

The three of them collected their stuff together, armed themselves, and staying out of sight of anyone who might be watching from the tower began their journey around.
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James was limping badly by the time they gotten to the far side. The walk was long and arduous. Sweat sheened his body, worse than even Dave, and Willow was watching him constantly. “You’re not well,” she whispered as the two walked, a little distance from Dave. Her voice low so he wouldn’t hear.

“I’m fine,” James lied.

“It’s not just fucked is it?”

James looked out, into the middle distance. “No. Bug goo,” he said.

Willow looked down at his leg, covered. “Think it’s been infected?”

James shrugged. That was, however, exactly what he thought. And with what? Fucking hell, there could be anything there. In those bugs blood. Things far worse than on their Earth. He couldn’t help but remember what Alite’s people had been afraid of. Germs. Disease that could wipe them out in less than a generation. But he smiled. “It’ll fine. Let’s rest a little.” He swung his pack from his back and slumped down, pulled water from it, while Willow watched him suspiciously. “I’ll be fine,” he re-affirmed. Trying to look innocent. Hiding the pain. The worry.

Willow sat, and Dave caught up. He wandered through the copse of trees that stood between them and the tower. “We’re pretty close,” he said, returning. “Even at this speed, maybe less than thirty minutes away.”

James nodded, swallowing back the warm liquid. “So. We approach the tower as hard as we can. Get to the base of it unseen. Round to the front. Unseen. In through the front door—”

“Unseen,” Dave interrupted.

“—to the right. Stick with me, we’ll be at the doorway in no time.”

Willow nodded. “Quick and quiet.”

James grinned at her. “Piece of cake.”
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James was at the front, his run more of a hobble-jog. Everything hurt, and he was slow. Too slow. Wiping the back of his hand across his eyes to wipe away the sweat, he glanced back. Willow was taking the rear, by far the fittest of them, but even Dave wasn’t having any problem keeping up.

The tower loomed over them.

They ran in the shadow. As the sun was high. Making sure they didn’t draw shadows themselves. Something that would surely give them away with some ease. He turned back. Focussed on the run. A sickness rolled around in his belly. Probably just the water, but James couldn’t help but think about the infection, festering under the rudimentary wrap on his leg.

He reached the base of the building. His lungs burning. Muscles felt like they’d been torn. Shredded. He almost fell against the building. Sliding down to sit. He pulled his handgun and kept a close eye. Dave was there in moments. Willow trotted up behind them. She was fine. Barely breathing hard. “You’re doing well,” James said as she dropped to sit with him for a few minutes.

“I feel fit as a fiddle.”

Good. That was all James wanted, and he wanted it more than anything. They sat in whispers for a few minutes while James and Dave got their wind back, before dropping into silence for a few moments more. They were so close they could all taste it. Proper freedom. After all this time.

All these losses.

James pushed himself back up. “Come on,” he said. “They’ll still be out in the fields, I guess.” With no prisoners, he had no idea what was going to happen with the tilling. He assumed the lowly guards would have to take the chore. It raised a small smile and a snort from him. If only they’d been more peaceful to the world on the other side of the doorway. In their own basement, for fuck’s sake.

Willow and Dave stood.

All of them armed.

Starting around the side of the building.


CHAPTER 31

James watched from a nook in the side of the building. The three of them hunkered down. There were a few people out in the fields. He couldn’t tell who, from where they were. In the back of his mind he wanted to, though. They may have had a second prison floor for all he knew, that none of them had ever seen. But that wasn’t his concern now. Willow was. And Dave. And him. He glanced down to this leg, stinging and raw. “Ready?” he asked.

Willow dropped in behind him. Dave behind her.

They started around the side of the tower. The sun was coming down. There was shadows and darkness everywhere, and they stayed within it. Guns ready. Low. Fast as James could keep them.

As they rounded the tower, James could see that the people in the fields weren’t prisoners. They certainly weren’t working hard like they used to have to. They looked more like pissed off clerics and nurses. James kept quiet. The door in sight.

If there was no guard, they were in.

Leading them around the next corner, James pushed himself up against the wall and waited. There were two lookouts—guards—close to the door in, but they were hard focussed on looking away from the tower, of course. Like they expected them to be returning. Or that was where the bugs came from. The lost ones.

A quick look in. There were no other guards on duty there. James waved for the two of them to follow and the three of them entered the building. James hurrying around to the right, leading them down the corridors towards the entrance to the basement.

To freedom. 
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James turned the corner, gun up. He was ready. Expecting there to be a couple of guards on the door, like before. Maybe an extra one or two inside the room. They were probably worried about someone coming through, now.

But when he saw the door there was no one on it. Eyebrow raised, he wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth, so he led the three of them to the door. It wasn’t even secured. James frowned. Something didn’t feel right. He motioned for Willow and Dave to wait, while he pushed the door open, just a crack, looking beyond. The stairs down to the basement were dark apart from the light being given off by the doorway itself. The room leeching silence.

James pulled the door open, almost crouching, ignoring the pain in his leg, creeping up across his knee now, down the stairs. To the doorway. He stopped. Looked at it. The pulsing light of the doorway, halfway obstructed. A wall, half build, almost—almost—touching the doorway itself.

There was plenty of room to get over, and in. To the top of the doorway. That would be fine. Willow came up beside him. She stopped and looked around the room, wondering what James’s hesitation was.

Then Dave. He looked at the door. “Looks like we got here just in time.” He hurried to the wall, and placed his bag on the ground. Standing on it, he could boost himself with some ease onto the top. He looked back. “Coming?” he smiled.

James nodded. “Sure. Go. Right behind you.”

Dave closed his eyes and took a deep breath in, then rolled himself backwards, into the light of the doorway. James and Willow crossed the room. Willow boosting herself. She sat there, hand out to help James up.

“Ladies first,” he said.

She clicked her fingers. Inpatient at the comment.

“Go on,” James said.

Willow looked at him. She was balanced on the wall above him. A frown crossed her face. “You’re not coming …” she said slowly.

James sighed. His eyes met hers. “Cure for cancer, right?” He tapped the wall. “Another twenty-four hours and ain’t nobody ever going through this doorway again.”

“Fuck that,” she said. “We can leave.”

James nodded. She was right. But her cancer might not be fully gone. And his leg. And … well … the cure for fucking everything was there. Right in their grasp. “You’re right,” he said. He took her hand. “We can.” Then he pushed her into the light.

The look of betrayal on her face as she fell back, stabbed into his heart.

She’d be knocked unconscious as soon as she hit the other side, he was sure, so she couldn’t come back. He was probably going to have to sleep on the sofa for that one. He smiled to himself. Turned back into the room. Hurried across to the stairs, and up.

At the door at the top, he waited. Listening. They’d obviously finished working on the wall for that night, so he should have some time.

James entered the hallway, around, and went to the lift.

The smell of the fields wafted around the corridors as he went. The doors still open. He slipped in, and up.


CHAPTER 32

The doors opened on the medical floor. James kept his gun out in front. He needed some of the drug. As he turned the corner he came face to face with one of the medics there. The woman looked at him. Her eyes dropped to his gun, then back up to him. There was a look in her eyes that said she didn’t know exactly what the thing was—a gun from another world—but that she had a fair idea. James didn’t recognise her, they hadn’t crossed paths before. She froze. Just stood there, staring at him.

“Turn around,” he ordered. He certainly didn’t want to kill her. Not yet, anyway. He would if he had to, of course.

“Who are you?” The words whispered from her mouth as she turned. She sounded afraid.

Good. That meant she was going to be pliable.

“I want the medicine you use. Along the corridor and to the end. No one gets hurt.”

The woman led him along to the correct door. He already knew it was the right door, but she didn’t know that. That was another sign that she was going to do what he wanted. “In,” he hissed.

She opened the door, the medical bay beyond, dark. The light flickered on as they went in.

James in behind her. He pushed the door shut. In the cabinet beyond her, he could see the drugs just sitting there. He pushed past her and went to the cabinet, pulling it open. He dropped his backpack from his shoulder. Put the gun down on the side and started pulling things from the pack. Making space.

Then she was on him. She grabbed him, one hand around his neck, the other, a fist full of hair. James grunted out as she pulled him back, his pack fallen to the side. He turned, but she leapt up on his back. His fucked leg couldn’t take the weight, and James spun, dropping, the two of them slamming to the floor. James reached out wildly, trying to get a hand on the woman, as she pulled on him as hard as she could. Air disappearing from his lungs as she kept his throat tightly closed, pain in his head as she yanked a handful of hair out and took another.

“Help,” she started shouting. “Bay twelve. Help.”

James swung his feet up and pushed off on the nearest desk, pushing the two of them across the floor and smacking her on the cabinet behind her as she still clung to his back. A lucky elbow. Her nose exploded blood and she loosened her grip just a little. James pulled her hand from his throat, taking in a deep breath, relieving the burning on his lungs. He pushed away from her and turned. Getting quickly to his feet. His leg burning. He stepped into her, still prone on the floor. “Fucker,” he said, leaning into a boot and kicking her hard in the ribs.

The pinking sound of her bone breaking filled the room, as did James’s scream of pain from his leg, possibly hurting as much as the broken rib.

He turned. Grabbed the gun. He pointed it at her. And she stopped moving. Squirming on the floor. Staring down the barrel. “Please,” she whispered.

Then the door opened.

James, taken by surprise, pulled the trigger. The enormous sound of the gunshot filled the medical bay, even making him jump. The woman’s face exploded. Her brains leaping from the back of her head over the cabinet behind her. Blood spraying out over the room. The white of the tiles covered, and then an elongated pool emanating from her still twitching corpse. James turned. There was a man in the doorway. Had something in his hand. Didn’t matter what. James pulled the trigger again, spraying the man’s guts into the corridor beyond.

He staggered backward, slipping on his own juices and falling to the floor.

James stared at him for a moment. Then his eyes dropped to the woman. He could only hear the sound of his own heart beating. “Fuck,” he whispered, holstering the gun. He picked up his backpack from the sticky goo of the woman. Brain and blood mixed together. Then he started pushing vials of the drug into the bag. He didn’t know how much would be enough. He couldn’t think straight. An infernal whistling in his ears from the shots.

Two handfuls of vials? Three?

He pushed in another, and another. Then he zippered the pack back up and swung it onto his back. Pulled the gun again. Surely he’d alerted someone? He returned to the door. Another glance down at the guy on the floor. He was gripping his stomach, but blood pumped quickly from inside him. He groaned softly. Pale skinned, without the blood required inside him to keep him a healthy pink.

“Sorry, pal,” James said, leaving the room and turning out into the corridor. He stopped. There were three people down the end, near the lift. They were just standing there. All wearing white. No security among them. It seemed to take them a moment to process that James was the one who had shot this guy. Then after a moment or two, they turned, running.

James raised the gun. For a split second he had no doubt in his mind that the best thing to do was to shoot them.

But he stopped himself.

Lowered the gun.

Enough killing. He hoped.

James limped down the corridor to the lift and called it.

The door opened almost immediately and he slipped in. So tired, he felt like he already had the drugs running around in his system. He pushed the control on the lift to go to the ground floor. Leant exhausted to the wall and waited.

When the lift slowed, James raised the gun. Half expecting an army standing on the other side waiting for him.

The doors opened.

Nothing.

James slipped out and looked down towards the doors to the outside. The sweet smell of the field still in the air. It certainly seemed that there was no one coming for him.

He smiled to himself. Hurried—as best he could—down the corridor to the door to the basement. He opened it.

Nothing beyond but the light from the doorway. Just as he had left it.

He limped down the stairs. His leg barely able to take his weight. James boosted himself up on Dave’s bag, and pushed himself onto the top.

He could hear people coming. But it didn’t matter now.

He pushed himself into the doorway.

Through.


CHAPTER 33

James opened his eyes. Willow was sitting in the chair next to him. He’d been having a dream about being in a field with her. Must have subconsciously known she was there. They had a kid. He couldn’t quite see her face. Little girl. Blond.

He looked at Willow. She was sleeping. The room was warm. That familiar smell of hospitals. Bleach. Cleanliness.

James opened his eyes fully. Couldn’t quiet move. He felt like he was dreaming still. Maybe he was. Was he home? Had he brought everybody home safely? He looked at Willow, his mouth was too dry to speak. He couldn’t move his head to look around, but he could see, tubes and weird medical shit hooked up around him. He wanted to see his mum and dad again. They had to be there somewhere …

But the darkness called. He’d been awake. He hoped Willow knew.
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James opened his eyes again. It felt like waking from an abyss this time. There had been no dreams, like his body was resetting itself. Trauma effects, he thought. Sure to be. He was alone this time. His fingers curled though. He could move. Something over his mouth. Something pushing oxygen into him. He raised his head. He could. A little.

“Hello?” His voice was weak, but there. Reaching up, he pulled the mask from his face, called again.

The door opened. A man came in. Nurse. He muttered something about being still, looked at a couple of things and then left the room before James had a chance to ask what was going on.

Then a few minutes later a doctor arrived.

He explained to James that they couldn’t give him the drugs he brought back. Willow had been angry. Upset. But they were alien drugs. Untested. They’d been shipped off to quarantine and for testing. But with that had come ramifications.

They had amputated his leg.

James blinked as the man spoke, only taking in half of the words. They’d taken his leg? Was this the thanks he got for going back? He would have been angry, but he was too tired. Anaesthetic, he assumed. Probably pumped up on a thousand painkillers.

“I shouldn’t say anymore,” the doctor said.

There was more? What more? James coughed. “Tell me,” he whispered.

The doctor leant forward. “You’re probably going to be here sometime,” he said quietly. “You had an alien infection when you arrived. And you’ve been pumping alien drugs.”

James shook his head.

“They’ve closed off the doorways.”

James looked at him. “What do you mean?”

The doctor looked over his shoulder quickly, like he was making sure he wasn’t being watched. “They’re closing them all permanently. They’re too high risk now.”

“But …” James said. “There are people through there. Good people. And medicines …” His voice got quieter. “… worlds.”

The doctor rested his hand on James, a subtle gesture telling him to relax. Take it easy. Wait for another day.


PROLOGUE

James sat at the table in the farm. His mother in the yard, working with Willow. Father was making lunch.

“I don’t understand,” he said. “I never will.”

“No,” his dad said. “Me either. But they’re gone now. Forever.”

“Just as the government wanted.”

His dad nodded. “How are the crutches?” He asked the same thing every morning.

“Fine,” James said. His standard reply. They’d never heard anything about the drug. He’d tried making waves, but they’d shut him down. Forced him to sign non-disclosure agreements. Threatened him with military prison when he’d said he’d go to the press and tell everyone that all the people that were missing—everyone who disappeared that day—was out there somewhere. Only a day or two’s travel from there. And that the military were blocking up the doors.

Because they were afraid.

With no answers.

No reason any of this had ever happened.

He looked to the side. There was a car coming down between the fields. Ellie. She was coming today with her mother.

Good.

It would be lovely to see her. 
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