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And I will punish the world for their
evil and the wicked for their iniquity;
And I will cause the arrogancy of the proud to cease,
and will lay low the haughtiness of the terrible.

—Isaiah 13:11

What’s that coming over the hill is it a monster?
Is it a monster?

—The Automatic


Chapter One

‘I’m so hungry, man. When do you think they’re going to feed us?’

There was a long pause during which the prisoner’s cell mate didn’t answer. Instead, Blane Gentle-King sucked his teeth quietly and peered out through the bars at the silent gantry. His eyes narrowed. He’d been in lockdowns before and knew the routine inside and out, but this one was different. It hummed through every molecule in his body. Someone had either done some serious shit like stabbed up a guard, or something was very wrong. But he couldn’t figure out what, and that annoyed the fuck out of him.

‘I mean, how can they only feed us once a day? That’s got to be against our fucking human rights or something.’

His eyes shutting for a moment, Blane drew in a deep breath. The Brixton nick governor must have some kind of sick sense of humour putting him in with a chubby nothing of a thief like Arnie Black. And word in the yard was that Black was a grass. That in itself had put Blane in a difficult enough position every day of the three months they’d been locked up together. People expected Blane to take care of it; just on remand or not. He had a reputation to live up to and maintain, even in a nick on the other side of the river to his own. And, if he was honest, most days he’d be happy to gut the man. Grass or no grass, Arnie Black was still a fucking pain in the arse. Some days, Blane was amazed at his own restraint.

His light brown fingers squeezed the metal bars. On second thought, maybe the governor wasn’t so dumb. Maybe he just wanted to make sure he got Blane locked away for good whether for the murder outside, or for one inside. Either-or, the outcome for society was the same. Maybe the governor thought that Chubby Black was expendable if it got Blane Gentle-King off the streets for the next twenty years.

Irritated, he flashed a look over his shoulder at the pale man whose prison T-shirt carried too many underarm stains to wash out, and where new ones were forming even though it was only ten in the morning. His nose wrinkled a little with disgust. His words were soft.

‘Quit chatting your breeze or I swear I’ll rip your fucking tongue out and feed it to you myself. You won’t be so hungry then, fat boy.’ The last word drew itself out, filling every corner of Blane Gentle-King’s Jamaican drawl.

Arnie Black’s swallow was loud in the confines of the cell. ‘Sorry, Blane,’ he muttered quietly, withdrawing into the shadows of his lower bunk. ‘I just wish we knew what was going on. That’s all.’

‘Take it up with your fucking lawyer.’ Not that either Blane or Chubby Black had seen either of their lawyers for over a week. Flu. Stomach bug. All weak white-man shit as far as Gentle-King was concerned.

He turned his attention back to the gantry on the other side of the bars and forgot about Arnie Black, instead concentrating on seeing as much as he could of the prison. The top bunk would give him a better view and lithely jumping onto it, he pressed his back against the wall and tilted his head, peering down into the main thoroughfare of the old building.

He frowned. Right at the far edge of his vision was one of the screws’ stations; two old wooden desks in a steel-wire cage. The table lights were on, but he couldn’t see any part of any guards. Sliding farther down so he was almost horizontal, his long legs dangling over the side, he stared. Nothing. There was no one there. It was a two-man post, and Brixton had learned its lessons the hard way. They didn’t cut corners. The prison riots of twenty years ago weren’t out of working memory for some of the older staff. Brixton prison officers worked with old-school army thoroughness, no one wanting anything to go down on their shift. And yet here it was, a two-man post with no one on it at ten in the morning. It didn’t make any kind of sense, no matter how he looked at it.

He came down from the bed and walked the three feet to the other cell wall, looking out from that angle. His vision was limited. He crouched down on his haunches, but it was no better.

‘What are you doing, Blane?’ Black crept forward on his bunk like an overweight, nervous puppy.

Blane ignored him, and standing up he tapped on the wall. ‘Hey, Jonesy. You awake?’ The plaster smelled of damp and piss and the various frustrations of hundreds of men that had seeped into it over the years.

‘Yeah. Too fucked off and hungry to sleep,’ a disembodied voice growled back. ‘Not like the lazy little twat underneath me. He’d sleep through a bloody nuclear war given half the chance.’ The man banged on the metal bedpost to make his point, and then paused. ‘What can I do for you, GK?’

‘Can you see the left-side lower guard station from there?’

There was a heavy thud and the sound of shuffling feet, followed by a moment’s silence.

‘I can see the edge of the desks if I get down on the floor,’ Jonesy grunted.

‘Any guards at them?’ Blane wished he could slide through the paint-tatty bars and see for himself. A second ticked by, and then even from eight feet away, he heard Jonesy suck in a breath.

‘Well, fuck me. There ain’t no one there.’

Blane rested his head against the wall joining the cells. ‘Same at the other end, bro.’

‘What the fuck does it mean, GK?’

Blane’s brain raced in circles, each idea crashing into a black space of nothing.

‘No idea,’ he said eventually. ‘But whatever it is, it ain’t fucking good.’

Divided by thick brickwork, neither man spoke, and even Chubby Black stayed quiet, his nervous eyes watching the tall figure of his cell mate.

‘How many screws have you actually seen over the past few days?’ Blane spoke to the wall, his eyes narrowed. ‘I mean since they started this lockdown shit.’

‘I dunno.’ A lighter clicked and the pungent smell of rolled-up cigarette tobacco drifted out into the empty gantry. ‘O’Halloran’s been around a couple of times. Tight-lipped bastard. If he tells me to mind my own business one more time, I’ll fucking have him next time they let us out in the yard.’

Blane ticked the older guard off on his mental list. He’d seen him too. ‘Who else?’

‘Munro brought the slop that passes as food around yesterday. And the day before. Sweating like a pig he was.’

‘Yeah, I saw that.’ Blane had. Munro was not a man designed to be a prison warden; word was that Brixton nick was his first job and Gentle-King figured it would be his last. No balls. Munro wanted to be everyone’s friend, guards and inmates alike, ending up with no respect from either. Blane had no time for screws in general, but he hated screws that showed their fear. They made his teeth grind with a quiet rage that he knew was excessive but could do nothing about. There was one pussy guard in every nick, and Munro was Brixton’s.

‘Jackson and Morris were about, but I don’t think I saw them yesterday. Maybe they’re on night shift. That’s about it. Can’t think of anyone else.’

Blane sighed and sucked in the ghostly taste of cigarette smoke as it passed his cell. He had enough tobacco for a couple of smokes left, but he was saving it. ‘Neither can I,’ he said eventually.

Someone coughed down on the lower level which was enough to set off a few shouts and calls from angry inmates demanding to be let out of their cells. Under their indignation, Blane was sure he could hear the echo of their underlying fear. Soon the prison would stink of it; sour like an old woman’s piss. He wasn’t the only one sensing that something was going wrong.

‘Four guards?’ Jonesy’s voice had lost its growl of street meanness. ‘What the fuck is that about? If some fuckers have fucked a guard up surely the prison would be crawling with them? How can there only be four?’

Blane said nothing, but understood the other man’s incredulity. Without answering the question, he climbed back up onto the top bunk and stared thoughtfully at the wall. His mind wandered back through the memories of the past couple of weeks and things became clearer. They hadn’t noticed how few guards there were because the numbers had been slowly dwindling for a while. If he hadn’t been so busy trying to keep his head down and not stabbing up Arnie Black, then he’d have picked up on it. But why were things changing? What the fuck was going on?

From under his pillow he pulled the small cigarette tin that housed his remaining tobacco and small lump of Moroccan black. Maybe this was the right time for a smoke after all.

By six P.M. any buzz Blane’s hardened system had got from the hashish resin was merely a lingering aftertaste. His head was clear. It wasn’t just Arnie Black that was whining about being hungry, half the block had joined him, rattling their tin cups against the bars while demanding feeding and exercise, when underneath it all was that fear; its smell growing ranker and sweet. No guards had patrolled all day; not a single command had been barked at the inmates, and the lack of both echoed and laughed mockingly throughout the cells.

Blane clenched and unclenched his fists, needing to release some of his own tension, but not wanting it to show. The men could live without food for a day, but it seemed to Gentle-King as he listened to their catcalls, that the unwilling residents of Brixton nick were slowly realising that without the guards to manage their lives they were completely powerless. And crazy as it sounded Blane wondered at the possibilities of them all eventually starving to death.

Down below on the first level someone shouted for insulin. The voice was weak. No response came.

‘Do you think maybe there’s been a nuclear war or something?’ Arnie Black was snivelling, snot running down his chin.

Blane considered weaving his strong fingers into that greasy mop of hair and hammering the fat face to a bloody pulp against the solid brick wall, but restrained himself. If no guards had come around by this time tomorrow, there’d be plenty of cell mates killing the shit out of each other, and they’d all be able to get their lawyers to claim some kind of cause like self-defense. That was the kind of shit they paid their lawyers for. Blane would jump on that bandwagon and smash up Black then, but not before. It wouldn’t look good to be the first to crack. Not with his reputation and while already waiting on a murder trial.

‘If there’d been a nuclear war, we’d all be fucking dust.’ The purr in his even tone was heavy with menace. ‘We’re in London, you thick shit. They’d bomb here first.’ He paused. ‘And who the fuck would bomb us anyway?’

‘Then where is everyone, Blane? Where are all the guards? They can’t just leave us here.’ The panic rose in his voice and the bottom bunk creaked as his rocking backward and forward became more intense, pushing the old springs into reluctant action.

‘Just shut the fuck up, Arnie.’ Blane peered down over the thin edge of the mattress. ‘Everything you need to be scared of is right in here with you. Just remember that, you fat fuck.’

Arnie Black lay on his side and curled up, having the sense to keep his mouth shut. The sound of his quiet, wet sobbing still irritated but it was better than listening to his pointless questions. How the fuck was Blane supposed to have any answers?

By nine o’clock the man calling out for insulin had gone into some kind of coma according to the shouts of his cell mate and that had pretty much quieted everyone else down. No guard came and the prisoners, Blane Gentle-King among them, waited with their breaths held to see if the man died. There was no concern in their anticipation; Blane didn’t give a flying fuck if the man’s head exploded or he got up and did an Irish jig, but if he died then they could no longer kid themselves that things were fine and that the guards would be along any minute, having just been held up with a minor emergency elsewhere. If the man died then they were all going to have to admit that things were seriously fucked up.

Somewhere along his line a toilet in one of the cells must have blocked and the stink of sewage slowly crept along the length of the gantry. Blane’s eyes narrowed, his breathing shallow against the stench. His money was on insulin man dying. He didn’t have a fucking clue what was going on in the nick, but the place was fucked up badly; every cell in his body screamed it.

The tense silence cracked as footsteps pounded up the stairs from the lower level, and as much as he prided himself on his cool, Blane Gentle-King’s heart thumped into excited life in his chest.

‘Hey Munro! Where the fuck are you going? Come the fuck back here!’

‘Hey fucker, stop! When are you fuckers going to feed us?’

‘Let us out, pig!’

‘Who the fuck’s he got with him? They ain’t no guards.’

The calls were full of the righteous indignation of the guilty, but Blane could feel the ripple of sweet relief every one of the prisoners felt at the sight of the guard.

‘Oh thank fuck …’ Arnie Black muttered behind him, and for once the sound of his voice didn’t bring instant thoughts of violence to the fore of Blane’s mind. In that moment, Arnie was inconsequential. The heavy footsteps were coming their way and Blane strained against the bars to catch a glimpse, but the figures were out of sight. Despite the protests and threats that poured from cells on every level, the men kept their strides even and didn’t stop. Not until they came to Blane Gentle-King and Arnie Black’s door.

Blane’s grin widened. Things were suddenly looking up. On the other side of the bars, two large men in heavy leather jackets flanked Munro. Between them, short and insignificant, the guard sweated, his furrowed brow creating a network of tracks for the salty liquid to run through. Blane ignored him, looking instead from the almost–midnight black face on one side of the runt, to the white one on the other.

‘You surprised to see us, boss?’ Jude’s large teeth shone out from his ebony face, and although Blane smiled back at him, it was the other man he spoke to. His right-hand man, Charlie Nash.

‘What’s happening, Charlie? I never thought I’d see you on the inside of no nick.’

‘I was missing you, man.’ Charlie barely cracked a smile. But then he rarely did. Charlie had been a serious kid and was a serious man, but Blane trusted him. And he didn’t trust anyone else.

‘So where’s my money?’ Munro looked up at Charlie Nash, his pink tongue darting out and licking his lips. ‘I need to get the hell out of this city. Get on a plane or something. Go somewhere where things are … normal. While they’re still normal.’ His words erupted fast, his breath hitching between their gushes. He was scared, Blane knew the signs. But what of?

Charlie pulled an envelope from the inside of his jacket, lifting the flap to show the guard the thick wedge of notes crammed inside. ‘It’s all here.’

Munro made a clumsy grab at it, but Charlie Nash pulled his hand swiftly back. ‘Don’t be greedy.’

‘Yeah.’ Whereas Charlie was an island of still, Jude hopped slightly from foot to foot. ‘Open the fucking door first.’ He grinned at Blane for approval, and from within the cell, Blane gave him a small nod. The boy was obviously fucking high, but he figured not too much, otherwise Charlie wouldn’t have brought him along.

Munro fumbled through a ring of keys on his belt and Blane watched him. Why the keys? The doors worked on electric. Had the system failed? He looked up at Charlie.

‘What’s going on, man?’

Charlie raised an eyebrow and for a moment looked lost for words. ‘Fuck knows. You’ll have to see it to believe it. But I thought it would be best to get you out of here while we still could.’

‘We’re getting out of here?’ The breathless voice cut in from behind, and Blane gritted his teeth. Charlie frowned.

‘That your cell mate?’ He paused, taking in the sight of the snotty, chubby man. ‘Must have been a long couple of months.’

‘You have no idea, my friend.’

As Munro rattled the keys, finally sliding the correct one into the creaking lock, the calls of the prisoners surrounding them grew louder and more urgent. The metal door swung open and Blane stepped out onto the gantry. Finally smiling, Charlie Nash pulled a handgun from his jacket and tossed it to him. ‘Welcome back.’

‘And my payment?’ Munro’s voice had lost any hint of confidence it may once have held.

Charlie pulled a second gun from the back of his trousers, priming it swiftly as his arm rose. Munro didn’t have time to move, his widening pupils and fallen mouth the only clue that his brain was desperately trying to compute the imminent danger to his frozen legs. Charlie Nash pulled the trigger and the gunshot echoed down the full length of the old building, ricocheting back at the men from the high ceilings.

The cells fell silent, just a few barked expletives chasing the ring of exploding metal. The thud of the bullet punching through Munro’s uniform and into his untoned chest was decidedly less dramatic, but had far more impact. His eyes still wide, they lost their focus as his legs crumpled under him, his heavy body collapsing with a muted thump to the chipped floor. For a moment there was silence, and then Arnie Black appeared in the doorway to the cell, his double chin wobbling slightly as he shook his head from side to side.

‘Shit man, he shot a screw.’ He looked up at Blane, his breathless voice almost disbelieving the evidence in front of him. ‘He shot a screw.’

‘He fucking did, didn’t he?’ As he raised his own gun, Blane smiled. ‘And now I’m going to shoot you.’ The echo of the first gunshot had barely faded before the second rang out. Arnie Black’s brains and part of his skull fled back into their two-man cell while his body toppled forward, landing softly on that of the dead guard.

Blane sniffed loudly. ‘Fucking bent screws and grasses. They do my head in.’ He looked up at the two men waiting for him. ‘Let’s get the fuck out of here, shall we?’

‘Hey, GK.’ Jonesy pressed his pockmarked and scarred face to the bars as if he could somehow squeeze his head through them. ‘Chuck us those keys.’ His hooded eyes glanced down to the heavy chain that lay next to Munro’s lifeless body, and then back to Blane. ‘Go on. Be a mate.’

Blane didn’t like seeing desperation in a man like Jonesy; it didn’t sit right with their lifestyle. And what did the other man really expect? That Blane was going to set them all free? Half of London’s players were locked up in this nick. Why would he let that amount of competition back on the streets? He had his own empire to build and that was best served leaving the heavy ring of keys exactly where they were.

As he walked he length of the gantry the air filled with angry screams and shouts. He didn’t look back.


Chapter Two

London was quiet.

That was the first thing Blane Gentle-King noticed as the car slipped through the open gates of the Brixton prison. Whatever was wrong inside the prison, it was wrong outside it too. Charlie steered the Mercedes along the empty streets that normally throbbed with life. It should have disturbed him, but all Blane felt was relief. After Charlie had broken him out, he figured it would be straight to Heathrow with one of his dodgy passports to hide out in Jamaica until the heat had settled. With the way the world stood silent around him, he was reevaluating that prospect. Maybe he would get to stay in London after all. He sucked his teeth. Things might look bad, but there was always an upside.

Night was falling and although it wasn’t yet dark, an eerie grey gloom filled the wide spaces between the dirty buildings of the inner city. A solitary black cab cruised past them in the other direction, its speed half-hearted. The orange light was on, but the driver looked half-asleep, with one arm hanging out of the open window trailing his fingers in the evening air.

In the backseat Jude rolled a fat spliff and passed it forward. Blane took it without a word; inhaling the sweet smoke deep into his lungs. This was proper sinse, not the ordinary shit the prisons were filled with, and his head rushed, tingles flooding through his veins. His brain hummed like electricity, the buzz tickling his ears. He was out of practice. But as he felt the tension ease out of his shoulders for the first time in months, he smiled. The high felt good.

Charlie Nash took them over the river and headed along its curve back toward Newham, only three other cars passing them as they went. Two men stumbled along the embankment, one about a hundred feet in front of the other, and Blane peered out of the window at them as the car purred past. The first wore a suit and gripped his briefcase tightly as he weaved along the wide pavement, his frowning eyes focused on moving himself forward. He was drunk, that was obvious, but he wasn’t a happy drunk. Just a blind drunk. Any fool could see the difference and Blane wasn’t no fool. Raised in the hard life of the estate, he’d seen plenty of drinkers, back in the day before the crack took over those in need of serious mental and emotional wipeout.

The second man was in jeans stained with grease and oil, his yellow jacket declaring him London Underground staff. He was drunk too. And just like the first man, he didn’t look pleased about it. Up against a black cast iron City of Westminster bin a pile of unsold Evening Standard newspapers stood high, the top one fluttering its pages in the breeze. Blane sucked in another brain-rushing mouthful of smoke. The scenery was surreal. Were they even today’s newspapers? How long had they been sitting there unwanted?

Jude sniffed. ‘Streets is even quieter than this morning.’ He’d rolled a second joint and more pungent smoke filled the car. Blane took another toke on his before passing it to Charlie. He’d had enough; his throat ragged and rough as sandpaper. Normally, they’d never even think to spark up while out on the streets whether it was day or evening; it wasn’t worth the arrest risk, but it seemed that not even the police were out tonight.

‘What the fuck is going on?’ He finally organised his fuzzy thoughts into words. ‘Where is everyone?’

‘Staying inside, we reckon.’ Jude leaned in between the seats and amid the smell of burning weed Blane’s nose crinkled at the sharp scent of stale sweat. Jude needed to clean up if he was going to stay useful. ‘I’m telling you, man. London town is seriously fucked up.’

Suddenly Arnie Black’s whining didn’t seem so outlandish. ‘Are we at war? Has someone dropped some kind of fucking germ bomb on us?’ For the first time, Blane felt a brief flash of fear, or at least something close to it.

‘Maybe.’ Charlie’s voice was all North London mumble. ‘Maybe it’s something like that causing it. It’s all the birds, you see.’ He paused. ‘They started getting fat.’

‘Not just fat,’ Jude cut in. ‘Fucking American-style fat. Like those freaks you see on hospital shows that can’t fucking walk. Charlie got most of them out of the block a couple of days ago. They was giving us all headaches.’

‘Fat?’ Blane turned to Charlie. ‘What the fuck do you mean they started getting fat?’ He wished that maybe he’d stayed off the weed until he’d got home. Maybe he was tripping out a little. ‘Women always get fat. It’s what the bitches do.’

Charlie shook his head. ‘Not like this, man. Something’s happening. They’re changing.’

‘Just wait and see, Blane.’ Jude sat back in his seat, taking his body odour with him. ‘Wait and see.’

Pressing the small button by the gear stick, Blane opened the sunroof. He pushed his head through, his feet stepping up onto the bucket seat and standing tall, his torso fully out. Wind sent his dreadlocks flying backward and he squinted to look around him. Here and there people shuffled like zombies heading anywhere and nowhere. They didn’t look like Londoners. Londoners walked fast, head up and focused on the next deal or on just barging past the people that were in their way and shouldn’t be. These men just looked lost and tired. Something was wrong, and they all knew it.

Up ahead the grey tower blocks of the estate loomed high as they passed the graffitied sign that under all the tags and sprayed abuse had once said WELCOME TO THE LONDON BOROUGH OF NEWHAM. Blane had never cared that the words were barely legible. They were a lie. No strangers were welcome in his manor. Not unless they knew who the boss was.

Climbing out of the car, Blane paused to pull on his long leather coat. The night air was surprisingly warm, but his coat was his trademark, and he wanted the residents to know he was back. He looked up. London wasn’t perhaps as dead as it seemed. Although many of the flats seemed dark and empty, several curtains and blinds twitched flashes of yellow electric light as occupants peered nervously out.

He stood in the full beam of the headlights for a moment before Charlie cut the engine. The outline of his coat and hair was instantly recognisable to anyone who lived in a five-mile radius, and to plenty who lived farther afield. Blane Gentle-King was back and he wanted anyone who was looking to be in no doubt about that.

Since the age of twelve he’d been working hard to run this estate, no mean feat for a mixed-race kid with a yardie father and a white-trash hooker mother. Seventeen years on and with still six months to go before turning thirty, his dream was well and truly achieved. He’d been kingpin for five long years, and anyone that thought they could try and take anything from him had been dealt with severely, although not very often swiftly. Examples had to be made, and with Charlie by his side, that was something they did well. It wasn’t very often that Blane was challenged—even during his brief stints inside. No one was ever that sure of themselves or whom they could trust. And Charlie was always there watching for anyone who looked like they might even be thinking about making a move. The estate may not be much in the eyes of the outside world, but it was Blane Gentle-King’s kingdom, and he’ll come calling for any fucker who tried to make it otherwise.

Behind them, past where the Thames Barrier rose its silver domes up from the river, the sleek steel and glass blocks of Canary Wharf had spread down river to the Victoria Dock Road where they sneered down on Blane’s small empire. In those buildings there were no flats, only apartments. LUXURY APARTMENT LIVING is what the banner that hung down the side of the newest block, erected only a few hundred yards but a million light years from the Crookston blocks, proudly stated. Those flats or whatever the fuck they wanted to be called were the pinnacle of Blane’s dream. By the time he was thirty-five he intended to be running his business operations from there or even the wharf itself. No more cheap junkie hookers struggling to earn him a couple of hundred a night, and twenty-quid-a-night crack addicts that would happily rob him just to buy more gear from him. He had plans for an international operation. Big volumes shipped in and sold on. No more face-to-face dealing, and only top-class girls with first-class degrees working out of sleek offices in the West End where no one gave a fuck if the girls were taking Arabs three at a time as long as they were doing it in Park Lane and they were all paying their taxes. That, he’d decided, was the fucking life for him.

Tonight though, even the elegant apartments looked gloomy; not that many lights blazing from their vast glass windows and walls. If the people weren’t on the streets then they must be inside, but why the fuck would they be sitting with the lights off? A bin lid clattered to the ground somewhere in the shadows to his left, and he crouched instinctively, his hand gripping his gun. No one appeared, and after a second or two he shrugged his jumpiness away. Must have just been one of the flea-ridden stray cats that hung around the recycling bins and the garbage room, scavenging when their owners in the flats high above them got bored of the litter trays and chucked them out once the cuteness of kittenhood was gone. A throb started at the back of his head, and he turned back to face the gritty walls of his own empire.

‘Don’t tell me,’ he said. ‘The lifts are out of order.’

Jude laughed. ‘You guessed it, man.’

Blane sighed. It was going to be a long walk up to the nineteenth floor.

They stopped on the seventeenth outside the door to what had been one of Charlie Nash’s flats. He had two in the block and the council never complained. One was technically Charlie’s mum’s but her brain had long ago turned to mush from cheap vodka and too much weed and she’d moved in with some shit Glaswegian drunk on an estate on the other side of Newham. Blane doubted they ever fucked. They were too fucked to fuck, and that was probably the only thing that stopped Charlie killing the fat bastard who would never be good enough to replace Charlie’s old man, who had been gone since Charlie was four but still occupied some sainted position in the man’s head. And on a practical level, if the Glaswegian was dead then Charlie’s mum would have to come back to her council flat and Charlie had spent some decent money making it his own. His other flat was used as business premises. Hence the heavy metal-reinforced door that faced them, having long ago replaced the not exactly flimsy council standard issue. The steel that now filled the space was a almost a foot thick, impossible for the pigs to break through even with a battering ram. If Charlie or one of the other boys didn’t want that door opened, it stayed shut.

Farther along the narrow corridor one of the encased night-lights flickered and buzzed trying to keep itself alight, and in its shallow beam Blane studied the door and frowned. It had been changed. Instead of the locks and bolts being on the inside, they were now securely done up on the outside.

He looked up. ‘And you’re telling me you’ve got Janine locked up in there?’ He stared incredulously at Charlie. ‘Because the bitch got fat?’

The white man nodded. ‘I didn’t know what to do with her. She’s your girl, so I couldn’t kick her off the estate and I didn’t want to put her in the flat along there’—he nodded along where the row was swallowed up by the dark indoor night—’with the other junkie girls we got working.’ He shrugged. ‘This made sense.’

‘You didn’t get rid of the girls?’

Jude shook his head. ‘Nah. They still want the rocks, man. We figured they could run up a tab and work it all off when whatever this shit is that’s happening is over.’

‘I figure we got rid of maybe half the women. Some wouldn’t come out.’

‘I can’t believe you did that man.’ Blane shook his head. ‘Didn’t any man fight back for his woman?’

Charlie reached for the small letterbox-size sliding hatch on the front of the door. It was normally opened from the inside to pass out packages of drugs to the skinny desperates that passed over their government benefits for just one more fix.

‘Take a look for yourself. Then tell me I shouldn’t have been worried.’

The metal slid back, the sharp sound clattering into the night. Jude stepped away, his eyes shifting nervously from side to side. ‘All yours, man.’

A sickly rotten smell far worse than the young black man’s stale sweat poured thick from the small opening and Blane held his breath as he peered in. For a long moment he said nothing at all, before eventually his mind connected with his mouth.

‘Jesus fucking Christ.’

That thing was not Janine. It couldn’t be.


Chapter Three

Janine.

Her name was Janine. She was …

For a moment her mind fogged. Hungry. She was hungry. And she needed. She needed so badly it was making her whole body ache.

Eighteen.

That was the word. Her name was Janine and she was eighteen. For a moment happy with that, she shifted back on the pile of stained duvets Charlie Nash had thrown in with her before locking the heavy metal door. How long had she been here now? Time gone past blurred into an unimportant grey haze. She didn’t know and she didn’t care. Scattered around the darkened sitting room were empty packets of cheap meat. Not enough.

She sighed and felt another loose tooth fall free under her tongue. She spat it out and looked down at the huge bloated thing that she had become. For a while, at some point in the vagueness that was the past, she’d been worried. No—more than that—she’d been scared. Now she could barely remember the shape of her thin legs and flat stomach. They belonged somewhere else. To someone else. Now, as she looked at the vast expanse of flesh, she felt simply contentment. Everything was as it should be. Soon this body would slough off and she would become …

… What?

Eighteen. And not eighteen. So much older. Sometimes she was sure she could feel the soft sand of the ocean bed shifting and the icy chill of salt water pressing against the sack that was stuck so deep in the alien earth. Sometimes it seemed as if the spores had slept there forever. They weren’t her memories, not Janine’s, because however fucked up she’d got on the rocks, she knew for a fact that she’d never seen an ocean, let alone sat at the bottom of one, but the memory was real. It wasn’t just her that had it. All the girls did. It was part of their changed memory.

WE NEED …

The thought buzzed into her head; the words carried angrily along the empty corridors of their minds from the women locked up in the other flat. In a flash she could see them inside her head: five fat women, age and looks unrecognizable, quivering in a dank, damp room. At first she’d had to think hard to see the others, but now … it came so easily. She smiled, feeling the sagging fat jowls of her cheeks jostling for space as her mouth stretched. Now she could feel all of them, everywhere. The network was endless.

Mainly though, she could feel the ones like her. The ones that needed. They were different, she knew that. Maybe, they were even BETTER.

Her skin itched on the underside. The need of the others was carrying into her own roaring addiction, and it made her angry. Her belly rippled. It was nearly time. The itch grew stronger and she frowned. When was Charlie coming back? Or Jude? Or any fucking one of them? She didn’t care which, just as long as someone was there to feed her the sweet smoke she craved.

Her head tilted suddenly.

Outside. There were people outside; she sensed it even before the metal hatch rattled open. Was it her own ears that made out the three sets of footsteps climbing up from the ground floor, or was it her new collective hearing? It was so hard to tell. She did know the others looked to her. The others like her. But they always had, even when they were out on the streets. Janine got the best punters, the flashiest car drivers, and Janine always got her rocks first. Because after all, Janine—who at fifteen had been the prettiest girl on the block before the drugs and the fags and the fucks took that certain sweet glow—was Blane’s favourite girl.

And that counted on the Crookston blocks. It counted for a lot.

Hauling her enormous frame to its feet, she lumbered out to the hallway, where a fresh breeze fought its way inward. It felt good on her greasy skin, cooling the strange slime that oozed from her pores.

Brown eyes flecked with hazel peered through, sparkling jewels in a golden brown desert, and for a brief moment what was left of her human heart paused. There was no confusion, the name burst into her rotting mouth. Blane. It was Blane. He was out. She tried to smile, staying a few feet from the door so he could see her properly. His Janine.

‘Jesus fucking Christ.’

Her toothless grin stretched. He could see her then. Something under her stomach shifted, more of whatever she would become adjusting itself as it absorbed her, and the ripple echoed across the once-baggy jumper that now stretched too tight over her torso.

‘Hey baby.’ Her voice was low and guttural and she liked it. It was stronger. The man’s eyes flinched against its gristly rattle. ‘I need a rock baby. Just one.’

What remained of her teeth clenched against her jaws, wobbling against their bleeding foundations. The eyes just stared back.

Inside, the new her writhed, her need its need, and it made her angry. The men were nothing. Soon they would be just … just what?

She frowned. The fog wouldn’t clear. It didn’t matter. They would be unimportant, she knew that. But they had the drugs she and the others needed, and she hated them for that.

‘I said I need a rock.’ She spat the bloody words out, the spray hitting the metal door like a gauntlet thrown down between them.

The eyes narrowed. ‘Sure baby.’ The sweet tone rang false and the newer improved-and-so-much-cleverer Janine realised that it probably always had. She’d just been too fucked up and stupid to realise. The ghostly ache of every bruise he’d ever given her stung her throbbing body.

‘Charlie.’ The eyes turned from the small opening. ‘How do you do this? She got a pipe?’

Voices mumbled and then those beautiful irises were back. She wondered momentarily how she could see the thousands of shades of brown in them so clearly given the shroud of night that wrapped itself around the unlit flat, and then her focus shifted to the small cellophaned package that fell through the door. The small lump of sickly yellow shone like a diamond in her mind’s eye. A second thump delivered a fresh pipe and cheap lighter.

‘Knock yourself out, baby.’

She looked up, and smiled seductively, licking her thick lips with her black tongue. ‘You gonna let me out, honey? I’ll be good to you.’

A dry swallow.

‘Not until you’re better.’ The sweet voice was unsteady. ‘I’ve got a … a headache coming.’

There was a brief glimpse of a white hand and then the opening slammed shut. Charlie. Charlie Nash wasn’t stupid.

‘The others!’ she shouted at the disappearing footstep. ‘The others are hungry too!’

Leaning against the peeling wallpaper, her thick fingers fumbled to free the rock from the stretched plastic. Eventually, she secured it in the metal head of the pipe and with shaking fingers, lit it.

Her gummy mouth sucked the sickly sweet smoke in.

The anger faded a little and as both the monster inside and out was soothed, the ripples stopped.

Just for a while.


Chapter Four

Craig’s legs burned as he ran up the far stairwell, the heavy rucksack banging into his spine. The steps on the lower levels were rank with the cheap beer and drunks’ piss that had stained them so often that no amount of bleach would shift it. Not that many had tried. He avoided touching the walls, a habit learned from early childhood. By the fifth floor the smell had weakened, and even inside the seventies structure, the air was cool against the cheaply council-painted walls.

The estate was never as quiet as it had steadily grown to be over the past week or so, and Craig couldn’t shake the creepy feeling that followed him deeper into the body of the tower block. There was no laughter or arguments or mums screaming out the window for their kids to ‘come in right now, you hear me!’ No music blaring from at least one flat on each level. Just silence and the occasional drip of water from a leaking pipe and the rattle of the breeze against the thin glass windows.

Some of the lights on the different levels still glowed, but in the main the corridors he passed hid themselves in darkness. They weren’t all empty. They couldn’t be. So what the fuck were the people inside doing? All he could see in his head was fat. Just like when he’d gone around to his own mum’s, he couldn’t see her or his sister anymore. They were lost inside the fat monsters they’d become. His dad’s tired red eyes had been screaming something at him from the doorway as he’d mouthed the words ‘get away’ from behind his wife’s back. Craig Goldsworthy didn’t have to be told twice. After ten minutes in the tacky sitting room of the low-rise council flat half a mile or so from the block, his head had been throbbing as if he’d sat in a petrol barrel all afternoon. Maybe Charlie Nash hadn’t been so crazy when he’d cleared the women out of the two towers, despite their crying and screaming and saying they had nowhere to go.

Charlie Nash. He gritted his teeth. Charlie was the least of their problems now.

His feet moved steadily upward, taking the concrete stairs two at a time until he saw the number thirteen daubed in red paint on the wall above him, barely visible in the night that crept through broken windows into the south London tower block. His breathing ragged, he pushed the heavy metal door open as quietly as he could. Blane and his crew had been over by the right-hand open stairwell, but Craig didn’t want to take any chances on them hearing his movements even if it was nigh on impossible. He let the door click shut before letting go of the handle.

The lift in the main corridor wore a neatly printed out of order sign, under which what the fuck is new? had been sprayed across the metal doors. Courtney had done that the day before yesterday and it still made Craig smile in the gloom. Courtney was like that. He was funny. And a clever fuck. He could probably go to university and all that other stuff that people on the estate didn’t do, if he really wanted to. He was supposed to be getting straight As and Bs in his GCSEs. Craig felt a tremble of fear in the pit of his stomach. If they ever got their exam results. Somehow that big day didn’t feel like it was coming. Exams had finished two weeks ago, just about when the world started to feel like it was really spinning funny, and things had only got stranger since then.

His sneakered feet trotted to the farthest door and knocked. Twice, then a pause, then three times. The lock clicked on the other side and a face appeared in the gap. Leke.

‘You took your time, dude.’ White teeth flashed a friendly grin from the boyish ebony face, but Craig pushed past him.

‘Let me in, and shut the door quick.’

‘What’s up with you?’ Leke pushed the front door shut, turned the bolt, and then pulled the chain across. People on the estate didn’t take any chances with their security and Courtney’s family wasn’t any different.

The small hallway and lounge were well lit and cosy, but where the small rooms were normally spotlessly clean and tidy, empty takeaway and crisp packets reigned now on the sitting room carpet. Still, the boys had three weeks before Courtney’s parents got back from Jamaica and that was plenty of time to get cleaned up.

Craig dumped the rucksack on the sofa. ‘We’ve got a serious problem.’

Courtney appeared from the kitchen. Unlike Leke, who had the thicker build of a defender, and whose hair was pulled back in rows of plaits tight against the skull, Courtney was tall and slim; a fast runner, and always the goal-scoring forward in the under-sixteens school team all three played on. His skin was deep milk chocolate and his afro hair was cut short against his head, no designs shaved into like so many of the other boys had. Once, he’d had the Nike tick carved into it, but that was only for the interschool final. Courtney was too cool for that shit.

He held a chicken-and-mushroom Pot Noodle in one hand and a fork in the other.

‘More of a problem than whatever the fuck is wrong with the world? I tried my mum again. No answer. Same with my auntie in Pimlico.’ He shook his head. ‘And she was too fat and lazy to leave the house before all this shit started.’

Craig shrugged. ‘This problem is more immediate.’ He looked over at Leke. ‘I just saw Blane getting out of a car downstairs.’

‘Blane Gentle-King?’ Leke’s eyes widened and he sank into the sofa, one hand gripping the rucksack as if it had some magical power to change what Craig had seen.

‘How many other Blanes do you know?’

‘Oh fuck.’

‘Holy shit.’

Craig nodded. ‘We’re fucked.’

The Pot Noodle forgotten, Courtney leaned against the wall. ‘If he knows you’re here, he’ll kill you.’

Leke looked up and let out a mirthless laugh. ‘No shit, Sherlock.’ He ran a hand over the lines of hair on his head. ‘Shit man.’ He looked up. ‘The police were supposed to tell me way before he got out. And how is he out? There hasn’t even been a trial yet.’ He moaned slightly. ‘I wish I’d never seen that shit go down. And I wish I’d never told.’

Not knowing what to say, Craig looked over at Courtney. What Leke had done was brave, but maybe also more than a little bit stupid. But then Leke and his dad lived on the other side of Newham in a nice semi-detached with a garden. They didn’t really understand the estate, so when Leke had left Courtney’s that afternoon all those months ago and seen Blane stab up that school kid over some drug shit, the first thing he’d done was tell his dad, who’d made him tell the police and the ball had well and truly started rolling. Blane Gentle-King had been arrested despite his protests and everyone on the estate knew
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