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      My name is Iain and I am an alcoholic. I started drinking in earnest in my late teens/early twenties. I developed the habit in university (and dropped out because of spending all my money partying). It seemed that when I was looking at potential universities, the thing they advertised most was the nightlife. It was certainly a great time, but all that fun led to a stealthily acquired need to get drunk whenever socialising. Thanks for that university!

      My drinking increase further when I started dating the woman who would later become my wife. She turned me onto white wine. Oh, how I love white wine. We both do. It’s so refreshing and easy to drink. Before you know it, you’ve polished off a bottle and a half. Each. Every night. For a decade.

      Yeah, that sounds bad, doesn’t it? The good news is that today I am two weeks sober and not even thinking about alcohol all that much. I’ve quit before, during both of my wife’s pregnancies in fact, and it’s nice to know I can still quit now. But, still… I’m sure there will be alcohol in my future.

      There are apparently different types of alcoholics. I suppose I’m high functioning like the character, John, in this book. My wife and I only drink when the kids are asleep and we enjoy it. We don’t argue or fight. We get up in the morning and work. We are good parents. Good people. Drinking just helps us relax.

      But we drink way too much wine.

      It wouldn’t be a problem if not for the cost, the hangovers, and the effect it has on our bodies. Me the day after drinking is only 60% of me clean and sober. I write more. I smile more. I do more.

      I don’t want to die young. My weight has already ballooned and my heart and liver are no doubt unhappy. I love my family and I want to spend as much time as possible with them. I love them so much.

      I love alcohol.

      But bejesus do I hate alcohol.

      It’s evil stuff. It can ruin a person’s life in so many ways. It can make them uncharacteristically violent. Make them unfaithful to their partners. Make them shirk their responsibilities. Make them lose their jobs. Make them ruin their marriages. One drunken mistake can echo through a person’s entire life forever.

      My wife’s brother is a seedy, abusive, manipulative alcoholic — a man who tells lies as if they were the truth. A man who has never been faithful to a partner for more than a day. A man who is so deluded that it’s almost humorous. He will happily tell you that he won’t ever stop drinking. He doesn’t care who he hurts. My wife’s brother is a lost cause. So is the poor woman married to him.

      My own sister is an alcoholic. A woman who has barely worked a day in her life. A woman who lets taxpayers cover her bills. A woman who is, nonetheless, a kind and caring person usually — but drinks vodka and ends up getting arrested… in her forties.

      Alcohol is evil. I hate it.

      But bejesus do I love it.

      If alcohol came along today, it would be outlawed. I truly believe it wrecks lives on a grand scale. Nearly every family has an alcoholic. Crime is no doubt exacerbated greatly by the substance too. It makes us feel good, sure, but I can tell you that I feel so much better about myself when I’m off the stuff.

      I don’t want my kids to be around alcohol all the time. That’s how my wife and I grew up — and now we have dependency issues. I gave up drinking two weeks ago because I want to be healthy and I want to be a role model to my children as they grow. I hope I can keep it up. So far, I’m beginning to think I can. My wife is sober too. It’s great. Life is great.

      I’m one of the lucky ones though. Like the characters in this book, many don’t have the strength to make the changes they need. Alcohol has them trapped like a sadistic jailor.

      As much as it’s their fault, it’s also not.

      It’s the fault of a society that lets alcohol run riot.

      It’s the fault of delicious delicious wine.

      But, alas, this is the world we live in. We can’t change it There will always be heroes and villains.

      To me, alcohol is both.

      God, I love it.

      But bejesus do I hate it.

      Enjoy this book, and if you you have problems with alcohol yourself, know that you are not alone. There are many of us hiding in shame, wishing our heads weren’t full of whispers telling us how much we deserve a drink after a hard days work.

      Maybe you can’t stop today, and that’s okay, but tomorrow is a new day. It’s never too late to make a change.

      It’s never too late to stop.

      This book is about what happens next.
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      “We’ve got a body here.” Mike used his boot to move aside the charred remains of a teddy bear and stepped up to a blackened bed. Lying on it was the body of a child, barbecued flesh still smoking.

      Danielle entered the room behind him and groaned. She yanked off her helmet and shook her head. “Damn, I just found the mum next door. Smoke inhalation by the looks of it.”

      “Looks like smoke inhalation did its job here too.” Mike pulled his cloth neckerchief up over his mouth and nose to combat the smell of cooked meat. “At least they didn’t suffer.”

      Danielle didn’t seem comforted by that, but Mike felt better knowing the child had been tucked up in bed, fast asleep and oblivious to the inferno ravaging the house. Boy or girl, this child probably knew nothing. A mercy, if still a tragedy.

      Flames had gutted the child’s bedroom, furniture reduced to cinders, walls painted in soot. A bedside lamp sat on a narrow table, twisted and burned into an almost demonic shape. A small patch of the child’s bedspread was miraculously unburned and Thomas the Tank Engine peeked out of the ash. The fire had taken four hours to contain. It would be morning soon.

      “I’ll go tell Steve to call in a report,” said Danielle. “He thinks the fire started in the kitchen from a chip pan.”

      “A chip pan? Who was cooking in the middle of the night? You found the mother in bed, right?”

      Danielle nodded. “Asleep the whole time from what I can tell.”

      “Are there no smoke detectors in this place? It beggars belief there wouldn’t be.” Mike studied the dead child and decided it had been a boy. Mike’s own son, Conner, was three years old. This dead boy could’ve been the same age. It sickened him to the bottom of his soul.

      Mike had seen bodies before, but it was rare. The life of a firefighter wasn’t always as heroic or dangerous as people assumed. Most times they turned up to a small fire easily contained or a large fire they would have to hose down from outside. Rarely was a person trapped inside a burning building screaming for rescue. Most people got out in plenty of time, and when they didn’t, smoke inhalation usually got them before the flames. The last body he’d discovered had been a pensioner who’d fallen asleep beneath a knitted blanket in front of a ceramic heater. The blanket caught fire and the old lady lit up like a torch. That had been three years ago. Bodies were rare.

      Tonight was worse than all the other times. Tonight, a mother and child died asleep in their beds. If they had only known what was happening… Why hadn’t they been woken by smoke alarms? What kind of parent didn’t have them?

      Danielle nudged him. “Let’s get out of here. The structural engineer hasn’t cleared upstairs, so we shouldn’t be up here.”

      True, but Mike and Danielle had run upstairs anyway, determined to help anybody who might be in need. But they had been too late, finding only a blackened ruin and two dead bodies.

      Mike turned away from the child and stomped out of the room. The carpets on the landing were obviously flame retardant as he could still feel the pile beneath his feet. The plastic fibres had melted and formed swirling patterns in the soot that were quite beautiful. While fire consumed and destroyed, leaving behind unbearable stenches and choking dust, it could also create. Television screens curled inwards like dying flowers. Lamp shades wilted and crumpled into curious shapes. Fire was a force of nature. Its lick could be transformative.

      Mike didn’t need to check on the dead mother Danielle had discovered in the adjacent room – couldn’t bear it – so he followed her down the creaking staircase, through the hall, and into the kitchen. A grimy veil covered the lower floor and caused everyone to lower their visors.

      The kitchen was long, with a table and chairs at one end where the wife and son must have eaten breakfast each morning. As Danielle had explained, a chip pan appeared to have started the fire. The large steel bowl had buckled and lost its plastic handle, still glowing faintly with heat. The stove beneath was a darker shade of black than anything else in the house, which suggested it had been the scene of a white-hot inferno. The glass of the oven had shattered under the pressure.

      Steve, the watch manager, stood by the kitchen counter using a metal spike to sift carefully through the debris. When he saw Mike, he turned and lifted his visor to speak. “What’s it looking like up there?”

      Danielle spoke before Mike got a chance, which was good because he didn’t feel like talking. “The fire’s all out,” she said. “Two bodies – female adult and a child, possibly male.”

      Steve sighed. “Tonight’s been a bad one. I best call the coroner. The police are out front waiting for our report and we need to clear out for the structural engineer, so we won’t be getting home for a while yet.”

      Mike grunted and then pulled up his visor, deciding to endure the dusty air. “This should never have happened.”

      Steve nodded. “I know.”

      Nothing else to say, Mike headed for the back door. Danielle called after him, puzzled. “You want to check out the garden?”

      “I just need some air, and I don’t want to deal with gawking neighbours right now. There’s probably a crowd out there.”

      “There is,” said Steve. “I’ll check in with you in ten. You okay?”

      “I’m fine.” Mike reached for the handle. He just wanted to be alone with his thoughts for ten minutes. He needed to get the stink of burnt wood and smouldering corpses out of his nostrils.

      But Danielle appeared at his side. “I could use some air too. That okay?”

      With a sigh, he held open the door and stepped out after her. The nip of the chilly night air was immediate, but beneath his jet-black fire suit his skin was sweating. The house had been oppressive and hot. Dirty. The crisp air of the garden was pure and refreshing.

      The outdoor space was half-paved, with a small lawn lit by a row of cheap solar lights, of which only half were working. It was a family garden with a plastic slide set up in the middle of the grass. A small structure stood behind it: a shed or some kind of garden room. A light was on inside.

      “Hey, what do you think that is?”

      Danielle shrugged. “An outdoor office or something? Lots of people have them. Cheaper than an extension.”

      Mike stepped off the patio and onto the lawn. Danielle asked what he was doing, but he ignored her as his curiosity got the best of him. The outdoor room was too well lit for the middle of the night. Perhaps the mother forgot to turn off the lights – or perhaps it was something else.

      He crept up to the structure’s door, peering through the windowpane. Inside was a lounge or chill-out space. A large flat screen took up one wall and a minibar took up another, while a small two-seater sofa took up the middle. A man lay asleep on the sofa, his legs dangling over the armrest.

      “Danielle, there’s a man inside here.”

      Danielle hurried across the lawn. “You’re shitting me? Is he hurt?”

      “No, he’s just… sleeping. Let me try to open the door.”

      The door was unlocked. Mike stepped in and the stench of stale alcohol slapped his face. A bottle of whiskey lay on its side beside the sofa. The sleeping man was snoring loudly.

      Danielle slipped inside beside Mike and huffed. “He’s drunk.”

      “He must have been lying here the entire time while his family burned to death twenty feet away.” Mike shook his head and tried to make sense of it. From the sheer number of empties in the room, the man was apparently a heavy drinker – so much so he had built himself a man cave in the garden. Soon, he would wake up to the biggest hangover of his life. His wife and son were gone. Forever.

      Jesus Christ.

      Danielle pointed to a small round table beside the sofa. There was a plate of overcooked chips on it. “Look at this. Do you think…?”

      Mike closed his eyes and took a deep breath, trying not to scream. “Yeah, I do think.”

      The sleeping man’s eyes suddenly opened and the unexpectedness of it made Mike flinch. Then he sprung up on the sofa and looked around frantically. “What? Who?”

      Danielle knelt in front of the man and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Sir, just stay calm. There’s been a fire, but you’re okay.”

      The man’s eyes widened. “A f-fire? Katy! James! Are they—”

      The man attempted to get up, but Mike eased him back down. “Sir, I’m afraid we have some bad news.”
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        * * *

      

      Adam stood and took a breath before studying the semi-circle of people sitting in front of him. They were people he knew well but would never call friends. Each gave their full attention because he had something important to share with them. Something that required celebration but was awful by its very nature. “My name is Adam French, and today I am one year sober.”

      Three-hundred-and-sixty-five days of exhaustedly struggling to stay clean. This is my life now. Hooray!

      The group applauded. The sobriety leader, Patrick, stood and clapped loudest of all, a beaming smile stretching across his face. “Congratulations, Adam. I can’t believe the change I’ve seen in you these last twelve months. You should be extremely proud of yourself. Well done! Well done indeed.”

      Adam smiled, but it was more of a grimace. He wasn’t proud of being sober because it only reminded him of all the years he hadn’t been. Celebrating the fact he was, at this current time at least, no longer a danger to himself or others didn’t make him worthy of praise. A savage mongrel that resists biting people for a while doesn’t deserve a pat on the head. It should still wear a muzzle.

      It can never be trusted.

      Patrick remained standing and let his clap fade until his hands were in the pockets of his light blue jeans. “While most of us here know your story, Adam, why don’t you tell it again for us tonight. It’s important to speak our truth regularly so we don’t lose sight of it.”

      Adam sighed. Everyone knew his story, which was why telling it always felt like an unnecessary ordeal, but a newcomer had joined today, and Patrick always liked newcomers to hear stories from the group. It made it easier for them to tell their own.

      Come on in, we’re all screwups here.

      Some more than others.

      The newcomer tonight was a young black woman, who was deceptively attractive despite her attempts to hide it. A purple ribbon held her frizzy brown hair in a bunch behind her head, but it was the only colour she wore. Both her jeans and oversized hoodie were black, as were her Dr Martens boots. It looked like she had googled the word ‘depression’ and decided this was how she was supposed to dress.

      When the truth is that you’re supposed to wear tracksuit bottoms and week-old underwear like me. Also, if you’re a man, only shave once a month.

      Adam edged back against his seat, wishing he could sit back down instead of having to endure Patrick’s enthusiasm any longer. “I-I don’t think I need to reopen old wounds. I’m just happy to be sober.”

      Patrick removed his thin round spectacles and closed his eyes long enough to cause an awkward silence. Eventually, he reopened them and beamed. “We can only heal, Adam, when we tell our truths without fear or shame. Your past is a scar you can’t erase. But scars are only a reminder of a wound; they can’t hurt us.”

      Adam grunted and stared at his shoes. He wasn’t getting out of this. Talking was why he came to the group – why he came every week – so, with a sigh, he began his tale of misery. His stomach turned with every word. “I’ve been an alcoholic for as long as I remember… since I was a teenager really. I would go on the lash every weekend with my mates, always the last one standing, refusing to call it a night. By the time I met my wife, Kat—” He couldn’t say her name. It would burn his lips to even try. “I, um, I was drinking every night. I moved on from beer and turned to wines and spirits. Whatever would give me a buzz the quickest.” He took a break, surveying his audience. John, the group’s high-functioning alcoholic, turned his gaze to the floor as he often did when he heard tales of woe. Sitting next to John, Kevin was far more attentive, chubby cheeks dimpling as he gave Adam a supportive smile. These people weren’t his friends but they wouldn’t judge him. They were the only people who didn’t, even when he spilled out his worst secrets.

      “When my wife got pregnant,” Adam continued, “she gave up the booze. I did the same to support her, but when my son arrived—” His voice hitched and he had to start again. “When my baby boy came along, my wife never went back to drinking. Our son was her entire world. Mine too, but I also found it hard. The lack of sleep, the lack of rest… It made it even more difficult to relax at night, so whenever I had downtime, I drank harder. Eventually, it started to annoy my wife, and the television late at night would keep her awake, so I built a room in the garden to be by myself. Really, it was a place to hide how much I was drinking. Most evenings, I would pass out on the sofa in my garden room instead of making it to bed. My wife started to fall out of love with me then; I could see it every time she looked at me. It was like I had punctured her heart, and her love oozed out a little more each day. That hurt me so much I started drinking even more. Eventually, I was so drunk so often that she stopped cooking dinner for me. One night, I hadn’t eaten all day, so I was hungry. I crept inside the house to cook some chips. By that point I had already necked most of a bottle of Scotch, and when I took the chips back to my garden room, I left the chip pan on the stove and forgot to turn it off.” He shook his head and sneered. “The most pathetic thing is that I passed out without even eating the chips. When I woke, two firefighters were standing over me. The house had burned down with my family inside. I killed my wife and child over a plate of chips I never even ate.”

      The new girl gasped and covered her mouth. She probably had a story of her own, but few were as appalling as Adam’s. He couldn’t meet her gaze. A special place in Hell existed for men who killed their families.

      Patrick knew this was the end of the story, so he began nodding. “Thank you for sharing that truth, Adam. I know it pains you, but it’s important to say the words out loud. Things on the outside can’t hurt us like things on the inside, and most of us here turned to booze because of the thoughts in our heads, not the words in our mouths.” He turned to the new girl. “One of the important things to learn in this group, Tasha, is that we must never internalise our feelings. This is a place to share without judgement. Adam’s tale might shock you, but he is a good man. That is the demon we call alcohol. It makes monsters of good men.”

      “Yeah, okay,” said Adam, feeling his checks burn as he continued standing in front of everyone. “I’m done now, right? It’s good to meet you, Tasha, but I’m not a good man, I’m sure you agree.”

      No point pretending.

      I see the disgust in her eyes.

      The new girl shifted in her seat, seeming to dislike the sudden attention on her. She cleared her throat and sat upright. “Yeah, well… What you did sucked, but you’re paying for it, right? No one can make you feel any worse than you already do.”

      Adam nodded. Got it in one.

      He proceeded to sit, but Patrick shook his head and waved a hand to keep him standing. “I’m sorry, Adam, but there’s one more thing I would like from you.”

      “What?”

      “I’d like you to speak the names of your wife and son. You avoided it while you were talking, and I don’t think it’s healthy.”

      “You already know their names.”

      Don’t make me say them, Patrick, you sonofabitch. Please.

      Don’t.

      “Adam, you can do this. I know you can.”

      I can’t. Adam bit down on his lip. His fists clenched as he felt that all too familiar defensive rage welling up inside. He fought it down as he had learned to do because anger had no use. It only made the pain worse. But so did saying the names of his dead family. The family erased by his own selfishness.

      It should be me who’s dead.

      I would do anything to trade places.

      Patrick stared at him expectantly. His light blonde hair was only a shade darker than Adam’s, but that was where the similarity ended. While Adam was average build, Patrick was tall and skinny. Adam rarely smiled, but Patrick was all beams and chuckles. “Please, Adam,” he said now. “I know you have the strength. Speak their names for us. Share them with us.”

      Thunder boomed.

      The lights in the community hall flickered.

      Adam sat down quickly, letting his head hang between his knees as he fought to keep his stomach from turning inside out. He couldn’t do it. Not now.

      Not tonight.

      Patrick glanced at the window and chuckled. “Looks like the storm has caught us. Wasn’t supposed to arrive until later.”

      “That’s the weatherman for you,” said Kevin, laughing as if he had just told a hilarious joke. He was the very definition of ‘jolly fat man’ – impossible not to like. While alcohol made some people bitter, Kevin never spoke a negative word.

      “Okay,” said Patrick, clapping his hands together. “I think that takes us about halfway. Let’s get ourselves some coffee.”

      Adam hopped up before everybody else and hurried to the picnic tables set up beneath the serving hatch of the kitchenette. Printed in black lettering on the whitewashed bricks above the hatch was: Sumner Village Community Centre.

      Where the party never starts.

      Underneath the print was a smaller line that read: BUILT 1847 BY REV. SAMUEL GOGGINS.

      Adam had no idea who reverend Goggins had been, but he had obviously also built community halls when not preaching about God. He probably had nothing better to do. The village was boring enough in 2019, let alone the eighteen hundreds.

      Sumner was little more than a main road with a group of houses at either end and a community hall and garden centre in the middle. It was a quiet place with few residents. An ideal place for someone like Adam, who had recently moved into the small cottage his parents had left him when they’d died. He and Katy had planned to raise a family there, but it had needed doing up first. It still needed doing up, but he no longer cared. No children would ever live there.

      It doesn’t matter how high the weeds get.

      Doesn’t matter if there’s mould.

      Adam poured himself a black coffee, hissing when scalding water splashed his hand, then moved aside so that others could get to the canteens. Tonight had brought doughnuts, brownies, and muffins, but he didn’t fancy them. He wasn’t much of an eater, especially not late at night (half nine according to his watch), so he took his coffee back to his seat. Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted the new girl about to do something terrible. “No!” he yelled. “Don’t touch those!”

      Tasha froze, her hand hovering over the brownies. “Shit, sorry, do I need to, like, earn the privilege or something?”

      Adam shook his head and smiled to show that everything was okay. “Sorry, I just mean that you shouldn’t eat the brownies.”

      She pulled her hand back. “Why not?”

      “Because they’re mine,” said Kevin, waddling up to the table and glaring at her. Then he broke out in fits of giggles. “It’s sugar-free chocolate. I have diabetes, so John always orders these for me. You’re free to have one, but I would heed Adam’s warning. They’re terrible.”

      “Think I’ll go with the doughnuts,” said Tasha, half-smiling and taking a plain ring before biting into it. With sugar on her lips, she tilted her head conspiratorially. “You said John orders these? Do I need to chip in? Is there a kitty or something?”

      Adam glanced around and saw John coming to join them. He was smiling in that proud, confident way that he always did. “Here he comes.”

      “Did I hear my name mentioned?”

      Kevin gave John a playful nudge. “Tasha wanted to know if she needs to chip in for the food, but I was about to explain that our resident snob covers the cost every week.”

      John mimed being offended. “Snob? Why, I’m downright humble. By the way, those muffins were baked fresh today at a lovely little place down the road. The owner rents a two-bed from me on Chesters Avenue.”

      Tasha chuckled. She looked John up and down, probably taking in his gold cufflinks and crisp white shirt, then said, “No offence, but you don’t look like an alcoholic. I guess that’s the danger of the disease though, right? It can infect anybody.”

      Adam sipped his coffee and sighed. Only those who let it.

      John waved a hand dismissively. “I am what you would call a ‘high-functioning’ alcoholic. Why, the day I became a millionaire, I must have polished off three bottles of champagne, and yet the very next day I was up at dawn doing deals. My wife loves me, and both of my daughters are at university. As far as life goes, I’ve done rather well.”

      Tasha raised her eyebrow at him. “So why are you here? Doesn’t sound like you have a problem with alcohol.”

      “And you’d be right. My life is wonderful and exactly how I want it – which is why I’d prefer to keep on living.”

      Tasha frowned.

      “Allow me to explain. I got a health checkup last year, you see, when I turned fifty. Turns out I have about three years to live if I don’t change my ways. Apparently, my liver isn’t able to keep up with my indulgent lifestyle. Too much rich living takes its toll. More’s the pity.”

      “So you just have to quit drinking and you’ll be fine?”

      John smiled. “No problem at all, right? Except it seems I have a small problem with abstinence. I simply can’t resist the call of a satisfying snifter of cognac after a hearty meal at Saul’s Bistro. If you haven’t been, you really must try the mussels in white wine sauce.”

      Kevin patted John on the back and grinned at Tasha. “I could cry for him, couldn’t you? Such a hard life.”

      Adam managed a smile. “I’m still trying to get over the day Jaguar Land Rover provided him with an Evoque as a courtesy car while his Sport was in for repairs. I’m surprised he coped.”

      Kevin hooted with laughter while John gave a mock glare. “How could you bring up such painful memories? Come on, Tasha, let me introduce you to the others. We’re a friendly bunch, I assure you.”

      “Yeah, I see that.”

      John pointed. “That beauty over there is Betty. Betty, come over here, my love, and say hello.”

      Betty, the group’s oldest member at sixty-six, came hobbling over. She had short auburn hair that was turning grey at the sides and a permanent frown that left wrinkles around her mouth. Adam wasn’t particularly fond of the woman, as she had an abrupt way of speaking that often bordered on impolite.

      Not that I’m a social butterfly myself.

      “Hello, dear,” said Betty, a tad icily. “You’re a young one, aren’t you? How old are you?”

      Tasha shrugged. “Twenty-six.”

      “Then you must tell me which moisturiser you use, because you don’t look a day over twenty-two.”

      “Oh, thank you. It’s nice to meet you, Betty.”

      “No, it isn’t. Nobody’s here because it’s nice. We’re here because a thing we love is killing us. Thank God for that little irony. You believe in God, or that other one, Allah?”

      Tasha shifted awkwardly. “Um, neither really.”

      “Probably for the best. They’re not a lot of use to anyone in this day and age.”

      “Moving on,” said John, raising a course black eyebrow. “That handsome, Greek Adonis over there is Costa. He joined about, what is it now, Adam, six months ago?”

      Adam nodded. “Yeah. I remember because I got my six-month token the day he joined. He’s about your age, Tasha.”

      “And single,” said John with a wink.

      Tasha blushed. “I imagine two alcoholics getting together would be a bad idea.”

      “You’re right,” said Adam. “Glad you have your head screwed on.”

      Maybe there’s hope for you yet.

      Probably not for the rest of us.

      “Anyway, that’s our little club,” said John. “It’s not as posh as the Heath Vale golf club, but you’re welcome all the same. Do you happen to play golf by any chance? I can get you guest passes if you’d like?”

      “Oh, no, I don’t play. Never tried.”

      “A pity. Nothing beats a good game of golf.”

      Adam rolled his eyes. Except for just about anything else.

      Kevin came over with a mouthful of disgusting sugarless brownie in his mouth. “So dry,” he said through the crumbs. “So very dry.”

      Tasha laughed and then grinned at Adam. “Thanks for saving me. They really do look bad.”

      “You’re welcome. You can buy me a drink sometime.”

      Tasha frowned. “That’s alcoholic humour, right?”

      Nope. I would actually love nothing more than for you to buy me a drink. “Yep, just a joke. Funny, right?”

      Patrick clapped his hands over by the chairs. “Okay, everyone, let’s take our places. That storm wants us out of here, so we’ll have to make this brief.”

      As if to prove his point, another round of thunder cracked. The lights flickered again. This time they went off completely. Rain beat against the windows, ball bearings on a metal sheet. Adam enjoyed the sound of rain – calming – so he turned his gaze towards the nearest window and—

      What the fuck!

      His heart jumped into his throat as a chalk-white face stared at him from the other side of the glass. Its sunken eyes were darker than the night, but its skin was entirely without colour.

      What the hell am I looking at?

      What the hell is looking at me?

      The lights came back on.

      Nothing at the window except rain-soaked darkness.

      The window was next to the fire escape, which backed onto a small community vegetable garden. Perhaps all he’d seen was a tree branch brushing up against the windowpane. A trick of the light.

      Definitely just my imagination.

      Either that or a year of sobriety has finally sent me loopy.

      No, it’s just my mind conjuring images. It’s a dark and rainy night, after all.

      Adam shivered. His jacket hung over the back of his chair so he went to retrieve it.

      “You okay?” John asked him. “Looks like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      Seriously, that’s the worst choice of words. I might actually have just seen a ghost. “I’m okay, John. Just a bit chilly.”

      “Yeah, I think tonight will be a cold one. Wrap up warm.”

      Adam put on his jacket and nodded. He couldn’t help but stare over at the window.
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        * * *

      

      The rain grew angrier, hammering at the windows on all sides. It was like standing inside the centre of a drum. Nonetheless, Patrick appeared determined to soldier on with the meeting. He marched over to Adam’s chair and thrust out his arm. Several moments passed, long enough to make Adam fidget with discomfort. Finally, Patrick opened his hand and revealed a dark blue one-year sobriety chip sitting on his palm. Adam took it and quickly slid it into his jeans pocket. “Thank you.”

      Did you have to be so dramatic about it though?

      Yeah, I suppose you did. Celebrate success, right? Celebrate our successes and forgive our failures, that’s the company motto. One of about a thousand. A bon mot for every occasion.

      You don’t need alcohol to have fun.

      You are in control of whether you take a drink. You are not in control of what you may do afterwards.

      Just say no.

      “Nice one, Adam,” said Kevin with a wink. “Shell’s at a hen party tonight if you want to come back to my place to celebrate. I have the finest zero-alcohol wine you’ll ever find.”

      “I think I’ll pass, Kev, but cheers anyway.”

      “Okay!” Patrick clapped his hands. “Who else would like to share with the group tonight? Costa? You’ve spoken a little about your past previously. Do you feel you’ve come to terms with some of the things that have caused issues in your life?”

      Costa – young, olive-skinned, Costa – didn’t seem like a man with problems. He was calm, and often charming, but Adam detected a hint of aggression beneath his handsome smile. Right now, he slouched in his chair, legs crossed, with one white trainer up on his knee and his red leather jacket hanging open. “I’ve been doing better lately,” he said, “almost like I’m ready to put the past behind me and start again. Haven’t had a drink in almost two months. I feel positive.”

      “That’s excellent,” said Patrick, beaming. “I believe your mother’s anniversary is coming up. How long has it been now?”

      Costa cleared his throat and put down his leg. Both of his knees peeked out through his ripped jeans. He sat stiffly. “A year next month. I get home some nights and go into her bedroom still expecting her to be there. The other day I…” He shook his head. “This is silly, but I found some of her medicines in the bathroom cabinet, and for a moment I just stood there holding them with a smile on my face. It was like the months I spent caring for her had been quality time. I actually miss it.”

      Patrick nodded as if he understood fully. Perhaps he did. “You were there for your mother, Costa. She raised you alone, struggling to pay the bills, but at the end you were there for her. I think it’s understandable that you miss nursing her through her cancer. It was your way of paying back all of that love she gave you. It’s a bittersweet memory and entirely understandable.”

      Costa nodded, his dark eyelashes lowering. “I’m just ashamed. I would rather her still be here suffering than gone completely.”

      Adam found it hard to empathise with that statement. Katy and James were gone, but he would never wish them back if it meant they would suffer. He didn’t judge Costa for it though; it merely highlighted how complex and individual grief was. And yet, the outlet for everyone in this room was the same – alcohol. Alcohol was the medicine they chose, and it was killing them all.

      Hell of a way to die, but no way to live.

      Patrick kept the conversation going. “You told me a few months back that you tracked down your birth father after your mother’s death. How has that relationship been going?”

      “It’s going okay. I knew nothing about him growing up, but when mum got sick, she didn’t want me to be alone. She told me about him a month before she died. When I tracked him down, he was happy to see me, which was a surprise. We’ve even started working together recently. Family business, I guess you would call it.”

      “Wonderful news. I suspect this new relationship is helping you move forward instead of looking back. That’s something we can all learn from. A big part of being an alcoholic is routine and habit. If we mix with the same old people in the same old places, it becomes very hard to alter our behaviours. Therefore, new friends and new relationships can be therapeutic. We should all try new things as much as possible – perhaps one new thing a week would be a good goal to set ourselves. Betty? Have you tried anything new recently?”

      “Booked a cruise,” she said.

      “Excellent,” said Patrick.

      “Then cancelled it.”

      “Oh dear. Would you not like to get away?”

      Betty had her arms folded, and she didn’t make eye contact as she spoke. A fleshy pink mole on her nose twitched. “What would be the point? Every holiday I ever had was with my Ron. Without him…” She shrugged, still staring down at her hands. “What would I do all by myself on a cruise? Everything in this world is made for two.”

      Adam looked away. That’s not true. Loneliness is made for one.

      Patrick shook his head. “I don’t believe that, Betty, but wouldn’t it be an even greater reason to make a connection? Could you perhaps try to make a new friend?”

      “What for?”

      Adam rolled his eyes. Making friends was probably difficult when you were so consistently negative. As much as he hated his life, he did enjoy interacting with other people. Sometimes, during the most mundane of conversations, he might forget all about his past and would, for a brief second, be his old self again. Just a normal person chatting. Not the husband of a dead wife and father to a dead son.

      Not a monster.

      Betty shrugged her shoulders and sniffed. “I don’t want to make a new friend. I’m too old. Only reason I wake up in the morning is to kill time until I’m reunited with my Ron. We fell in love at fourteen, do you understand that?” She thrust out a wrinkled hand, showing off the obscene ruby on her wedding finger. “It’s like I lost both me legs and you’re telling me to go run a sodding race.”

      Kevin chuckled, brownie crumbs falling on his chest. He began to cough and splutter.

      John leant forward with concern. “You okay, big guy?”

      Kevin fought for breath, patting himself on the chest with his fist. “Ahem. Y-Yeah, sorry, the brownies… They’re so dry!”

      “Well, if you do insist on being diabetic,” said John. “Inconsiderate, if you ask me.”

      Kevin chuckled again. He’d gone red in the face and a bead of sweat had appeared on his cheek. Adam wondered how it must feel to be morbidly obese, to break a sweat from merely coughing. To be that unfit. Adam reminded himself that he was no gymnast himself, but he still struggled to comprehend what life must be like in a body twice the size it should be.

      Exhausting, I imagine.

      The lights flickered once more as thunder boomed even louder than before. Everybody flinched, and Adam’s mind travelled back to the early days of his marriage when he had booked a log cabin in Leicestershire during the winter. Their first night had seen torrential downpours, so they spent the evening drinking wine in a hot tub beneath a bamboo canopy, watching the rain hit the lake. Every happy memory he had involved alcohol.

      Every bad one too.

      Kevin started coughing again. Betty reached over irritably and started whacking him on the back until he stopped. Meanwhile, the rain outside fell harder, drumming on the windowpanes.

      “I think we may have to cut tonight short, folks.” Patrick’s eyes seemed genuinely sad behind his spectacles as he peered around the group. Adam often suspected these meetings were the highlight of his week. “Tasha, I had hoped to learn more about you before we wrapped up. Is there anything you would like to share quickly?”

      She shifted awkwardly in her seat as she had the last time attention had turned on her. Her hands were buried in her baggy sleeves, and the neck of her hoodie rose almost to her mouth. She sat forward. “Um, do you, like, want the short version of why I’m here?”

      Patrick put his hands together in a prayer gesture and used them to point at her. “Whatever you would like to share, Tasha. What does alcohol mean to you?”

      “It means… being numb, I guess. It means forgetting all of the bad shit that’s happened in my life. That I was there and couldn’t help him. It means tricking myself into feeling okay for a while, even if it’s not real. But it’s bullshit, right? That’s why I’m here. To get help before it gets worse. I don’t want to end up like… well, you know?”

      “Like us,” said Kevin, patting his blubbery thigh and cackling. He only stopped because another coughing fit came over him.

      Geez. Sounds like he’s about to hack up a lung.

      Patrick thanked Tasha for speaking. “I look forward to going further with you on your journey, and I promise we will all be here to support you. Okay, folks, let’s call it a ni—”

      The lights blinked off again.

      They waited in silence for a full minute before Patrick sighed. “Blast it. There goes any chance of setting the alarm before we leave. I’ll have to pop down the road and let Margaret know we couldn’t lock up tonight.”

      Thunder boomed again. In the darkness, it took them even more by surprise and Tasha actually yelped.

      “Easy there,” John told her.

      The lights came on and everyone sighed with relief.

      Kevin coughed again, a great phlegmy splutter that threw him forward. A second cough sent him off his chair entirely and onto his hands and knees. Betty shook her head and tutted, but John leapt up and started patting the big man on the back. Adam leapt up too. Something about the sound Kevin was making was wrong. He’s in trouble.

      The coughing changed to strangled gagging and Kevin began to grasp at his throat. Adam tried to get the man onto his side, but he was too big and strong. He threw out his arms in every direction and Adam took a knock to his jaw that sent him sprawling. Only adrenaline kept him on task. “Kevin, you need to calm down. Kevin! Kevin, stop struggling.”

      Kevin jerked upright and stared into Adam’s face. The terror in his eyes was indescribable. His round cheeks were an angry purple. He’s fighting for his life and he knows it.

      Still clutching his throat, Kevin went completely still. John swept around behind him and applied the Heimlich manoeuvre, but no relief came. Kevin’s cheeks remained purple. The terror remained in his eyes. He hitched once. Twice. Then his entire body slumped, like a battery had been removed. His chin dropped against his chest and his arms flopped. Kevin’s weight was too much for John, so his large body slipped free and collapsed onto the ground face first. Everyone gasped in horror. Then shocked silence filled the hall.

      This isn’t happening. This isn’t real. Kevin!

      Adam rolled Kevin onto his back and slapped the man’s cheeks, shoved his fingers down his throat and beat at his huge chest. He didn’t know what he was doing so he just did anything.

      We need a doctor.

      Somebody, call his wife. Shit, she’s at a hen party. She’s probably having a whale of a time with no clue that her husband is face down on the ground.

      John placed an ear against Kevin’s gaping mouth and listened. After a moment, he moved away with a wide-eyed expression. “I-I think he’s dead. He’s not breathing.”

      “Lord no,” said Patrick. “Somebody, call an ambulance.”

      “We can’t,” said Costa. “There’s no signal here.”

      “He’s right,” said Betty. “I used to get at least one bar, but these last few weeks there’s been no blinkin’ network at all.”

      Patrick put his hands against his cheeks and raked them downwards, ghoulishly stretching his face. “Does anybody have a signal? Anybody?”

      Everyone checked. Everyone shook their heads.

      The lights flickered and went off again.

      “Christ, that’s all we need,” said John.

      “I’ll go get help,” said Costa, already on his feet and moving. “I’ll go in my car.”

      Adam stood and put a hand on Costa’s back. “Drive fast. He needs an ambulance.”

      Or maybe a hearse. Jesus, Kevin.

      Costa rushed for the rickety wooden doors that led into a small foyer at the front of the building where the toilets were, along with another pair of double doors that were pinned open against the outside walls. Adam watched him disappear and then turned his focus back to Kevin. No signs of life. His chest wasn’t moving.

      Has he choked to death?

      Does that actually happen with grown adults?

      “Oh, Lord,” said Patrick.

      “It’s so bloody dark in here,” said Betty. “Can’t you get the lights back on?”

      “The power’s out. There’s nothing I can do about it.”

      Adam pulled out his mobile and activated the torch app. “Everyone, light up your phones.”

      One by one, the group took out their devices. Betty didn’t know how to activate her torch, so Tasha helped her. Then they propped their phones on the chairs in a semi-circle, creating a spotlight around Kevin. It wasn’t perfect, but at least they could see each other.

      “Oh, Kevin,” said Patrick, hand over his mouth and shaking his head. “I always told you that you were eating yourself to death. Our bodies are such precious things. We can’t abuse them without repercussions.”

      John groaned. “All right, Patrick, let’s not blame the victim just yet. We don’t know what happened, do we?”

      Patrick looked at him like he was an idiot. “He choked to death. Isn’t that obvious? He wolfed down a plate of brownies and choked.”

      Adam frowned because that didn’t seem right. “I only saw Kevin eat a single brownie, and when he started coughing, he’d already finished it. How could he eat a brownie and choke ten minutes later?”

      “It was probably stuck in his throat the entire time,” said Patrick.

      John cleared his throat and rubbed at his forehead. “Like I said, we don’t know what happened. Maybe he had a heart attack. Maybe it was his diabetes.”

      Betty tutted. “Half the women at bingo have diabetes. You don’t just keel over and die. Kevin knew how to control his condition. The poor dear just dropped dead out of nowhere.”

      “We don’t know he’s dead,” said Tasha hopefully.

      “Yes, we do,” said Betty. “He’s gone. Look at him.”

      It surprised Adam to notice that Betty’s eyes were glistening. Perhaps she’s not the bitter old bag I had her pegged as. “Costa’s gone to get help,” he said, trying to provide comfort. “This time of night, he should make it to the hospital in less than twenty minutes.”

      “If he has a brain,” said John, “he’ll stop as soon as his phone has a signal and call an ambulance.”

      Adam groaned. “I didn’t think of that. I hope it occurs to him.”

      Why didn’t it occur to me? Stress of the situation?

      Yeah, I feel pretty damn stressed.

      “Costa’s a bright boy,” said Patrick. “He’ll bring help.”

      More thunder boomed.

      An omen?

      The lights flickered, but only for a second, enough to highlight everyone’s grim expression. Then the darkness returned, broken only by the torchlight from their phones. The rain beating at the windows sounded like a furious crowd trying to get in. The night had descended into horror, and Adam wondered if he would awake soon, screaming and throwing off the covers from his empty bed. But that would mean he would’ve had to have gone to sleep, which was something he rarely managed. In his dreams, his family were still alive, and every time he woke up, he lost them all over again.

      Adam shivered and pulled his jacket tighter.

      The double doors flew open, making everyone yelp. The light of the phones didn’t reach the entryway, which meant it was still bathed in shadow. The moon outside cast only enough light to reveal the silhouette of a man staggering towards them and moaning like a zombie.

      Jesus Christ. What the hell is happening? Adam’s hand trembled as he reached for his phone on the nearby chair. He swivelled it around, pointing the torch at the thing shambling towards them.

      Betty gasped. “Sodding hell!”

      Costa staggered towards them, bleeding and clutching his side. “Help me,” he pleaded. “Please, there’s something out there!”

      Everyone began talking at once, but Adam fixated on those flimsy wooden doors now hanging wide open. Outside, thick sheets of rain sliced through the darkness and assaulted the tarmac like machine-gun fire. A white face stared back at him from the car park. It had no expression.
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        * * *

      

      Adam rushed forward and grabbed the two doors. Before he slammed them, he took one last look at the rain-drenched night – and saw nothing. Once again he questioned whether he’d imagined seeing a bright white face staring in at him from the car park. This time he was less unsure, and he immediately felt better once the doors were closed again.

      Whatever is out there can stay out there.

      And what exactly do I think is out there?

      He turned back to the others. “Will someone please tell me what is happening, because I think I’m going insane.”

      “Costa’s been stabbed,” said Tasha matter-of-factly, as if it didn’t particularly surprise her. Costa was slumped in a chair and she was checking him over, rolling up his sleeves and pulling at his clothes. The blood seemed to come from his left arm.

      Betty stood nearby with her arms folded, seemingly irritated, but the cracks were showing. Her left hand was trembling as it cupped her elbow, making that giant ruby ring shake. “What d’you mean, he’s been stabbed? Don’t talk nonsense.”

      “Oh, Lord,” said Patrick. “Has he really been stabbed?”

      Adam moved in front of Costa and performed a cursory inspection. A deep, bloody gash ran along his forearm that might very well have been a stab wound. “You said someone is out there?”

      “No,” said Tasha. “He said something is out there.”

      Adam rolled his eyes and ignored the comment. As freaked out as he was, he wasn’t ready to believe in ghouls and ghosts. “Costa, tell us what happened.”

      Costa shook his head over and over with a far-off stare. His olive skin had turned decidedly paler. “I-I don’t know. I was heading for my car and something j-just leapt out at me. It had this smooth white face, like a… like one of those dummies you get in a clothes shop.”

      Adam flinched. That’s exactly what I saw.

      “A mannequin?” said John, raising an eyebrow as if he had never heard such absurdity.

      “Bloody nonsense,” said Betty. “I don’t appreciate it one bit. What game is this?”

      Adam stared at Kevin. The big man was almost certainly dead by now, which meant he’d died right in front of them. Gone in a matter of minutes. “I don’t think this is a game, Betty. Kevin’s dead. Costa’s hurt.”

      Attacked by some unnatural creature outside.

      Don’t be stupid. This is real life. And real life is mundane and painful, not supernatural.

      “Am I going to be okay?” asked Costa. His throat bulged like he was about to be sick.

      Adam leant closer to peer at his nasty wound. Layers of flesh had parted, exposing pale globules of fat. “I’m not a doctor, Costa, but I… I think you’ll be okay. You’ll need stitches. Probably a few.” But the blood would be squirting and gushing out if you were bleeding to death, right?

      I have no idea.

      Tasha dumped herself on the chair beside Costa and rubbed his back in a sisterly fashion. “Why would someone do this to you? We need to call the police and catch the bastard.”

      “No signal, remember?” said John. “Which means the only way to fetch help is to get in our cars.”

      “Don’t go out there,” said Costa. “Please!”

      Adam put a hand on the lad’s shoulder. “No one is going anywhere until we understand what the hell is going on.”

      “I need some coffee,” said Patrick. “Can I get anybody a hot drink?”

      Adam frowned. “A hot drink? Are you serious?”

      How about some cake and biscuits? Let’s make a night of it.

      “We could all do with something to calm the nerves,” said John. “I’ll help Patrick make some tea while we try to figure this out.”

      Patrick smiled. “Yes, thank you, that would be… yes.”

      Adam watched the two men head to the picnic tables. It worried him that they were stepping out of the light of the phones, but nothing could happen to them, surely?

      Who the hell is outside and why did they stab Costa? Was it to stop him getting help for Kevin?

      Adam asked a question. “Costa, is there anybody who would follow you here tonight to get the jump on you?”

      Costa shook his head. A tear fell down his cheek. “I don’t even know anyone. I joined the army right from school and only left to take care of my mum. I have no friends and no enemies. No one had any reason to do this to me. Shit, it hurts.”

      Adam raised an eyebrow. “You were in the army? I never knew that.”

      That’s usually something you mention, right? I know Kevin is – was – an accountant, and that Betty used to work at a strip lighting firm, so why didn’t I know Costa was an ex-soldier? Why did he keep it a secret?

      Because he has the right. No one has to share anything they don’t want to.

      Costa shrugged. “Not much to tell about it. I was a communications specialist in the Signals. It was dull and I was glad to leave.”

      “I’m sorry about your mum,” said Tasha. “Sounds like you were a good son. Family’s important. I would jump through fire if it meant my brother would be alive.”

      Costa seemed unsettled for a moment, but then he gave a thin-lipped smile. “Thank you. Bet you wish you’d never joined our group, huh?”

      Tasha shrugged.

      “We need a plan,” said Adam. “I saw someone with a white face in the car park just like Costa described. Someone’s out there that possibly wants to hurt us, and we have no way of calling for help.”

      John shrugged. “So what do we do?”

      “I have no idea.”

      Tasha shrugged. Rather than afraid, she seemed pissed off. “If there’s one lonely dude outside looking for a fight, let’s give him one. How many of us are there?”

      “I’m not getting in a fight,” said Betty. “Stupid girl.”

      “Betty, that ruby on your finger could do some real damage, but even without you there’s five of us. We should arm up and go deal with this piece of shit.”

      Adam tittered. Tasha’s spirit was reassuring, but her lack of planning was less so. “Let’s put a pin in that until there’s no other option,” he said. “Whoever’s out there has a knife. If we rush outside, one of us could get hurt.”

      And it could end up being me. As much as I want to get out of here, I don’t fancy getting stabbed. Even though I probably deserve it.

      I deserve worse.

      “We should look out the windows,” said Betty. “There’s nowhere to hide out front, so let’s see what we’re dealing with before running around like lunatics.”

      Adam thought it was a good idea. “The building backs onto woodland, but you’re right about the car park, Betty. There’s nowhere to hide out there.”

      “Tea’s ready,” said Patrick, his voice a high-pitched whistle. “Come get it while it’s hot.”

      Adam found Patrick’s fixation on making hot drinks a tad bizarre, but it was probably just his way of coping. To help facilitate, he took a mug of tea from the table and asked Patrick how he was doing.

      “Oh yes, I’m fine, thank you, Adam. I just don’t like violence. Y-You know I used to beat my first wife, yes? I’ve shared that in the group?”

      Adam winced. “Yeah, Patrick. We all know about that, but that’s not you any more, right? That was the alcoholic you left behind eleven years ago. It’s in the past. The distant past.”

      Nothing’s ever truly in the past. We carry our actions with us wherever we go – a scorecard of our soul.

      Patrick blinked as if he’d just woken up. “Yes, you’re right. I’m not sure why I just brought it up. Samantha and I have been married for four years now, and I’ve never once raised a hand to her. I can barely believe I ever did such vile things. I tried to make amends to my first wife, of course, following the steps and all that, but she told me the only way I could help was by never coming near her ever again. She had every right to say that, I suppose. Still, I tried.”

      “It’s not always possible to make amends,” said Adam, wondering why he was suddenly counselling his counsellor. “Some crimes can’t be forgiven. We just have to live with them.”

      Or die with them.

      “Yes, of course, but after trying so long to find inner peace, violence makes me feel rather ill. I can’t… I can’t deal with it very well at all. I can’t be around it. It brings back too many memories.”

      Adam put a hand on Patrick’s arm. “You’ve been clean and sober for a decade. You haven’t raised your hand in anger once since getting clean. You’re in control, Patrick. Just stay calm and help the rest of us like you have been doing week in week out. You’re a good man and we trust you.”

      Patrick looked Adam in the eye. “I’m not a good man. I’ll never get to be one either, will I? Not after the things I’ve done. Even if it’s in the past.”

      Adam raised his tea and took a tiny sip. The warmth gave him a little tickle along his spine. “Stop wallowing, Patrick. Wallowing is what made us alcoholics in the first place. We’re going to take a look out the windows and see what we’re up against, okay? Then we’ll face our problems head-on.”

      “Yes, of course. I’m with you, Adam. All the way.”

      With a mumbling curse, John turned and looked at them from further along the picnic table. He appeared concerned. “I think you should both check this out.”

      Adam shuffled over. “What is it?”

      John pointed. “The brownies. After what happened to Kevin, I wanted to see if they were really as dry as they appeared. I broke off a piece and… Well, just look.”

      It was hard to see with only the harsh glare of the nearby mobile phones, but with a slight effort Adam’s eyes adjusted and he could make out the plate full of sugar-free snacks. True to what John had said, one of the chocolaty squares had been snapped off at the corner. A filling oozed out, fizzing as it reacted with the air. Adam lifted the brownie to his nose and sniffed. The smell was peculiar but not unpleasant – a mixture of cocoa and… almonds?

      “You think someone poisoned the food?” asked John.

      Adam rubbed his forehead and tried to figure things out. “Did anyone have the doughnuts or muffins?”

      Patrick had been listening and he nodded. “I had one of each before the meeting started. Betty had a muffin too.”

      “And Tasha had a doughnut,” John added.

      “It was just the diabetic brownies then,” Adam deduced. “The thing only Kevin would eat.”

      Did somebody want him dead?

      John folded his arms and glanced back over his shoulder. He spoke in a whisper. “You think this is all about Kevin? But he was harmless.”

      “He was an alcoholic,” said Patrick. “Who knows what misery he’s caused.”

      Adam didn’t like the theory, even though it was valid. All alcoholics had the capacity to cause pain, even lovable ones like Kevin. “He came here because he realised he was killing himself with food and drink. He drank at home with his wife, so what harm could he have caused?”

      Patrick sighed. “One thing I know about alcoholics is that they keep secrets and tell lies, even to themselves. We have no idea who Kevin was outside of this group. Clearly, someone planned to murder him – successfully, I might add.”

      Adam closed his eyes and took a needed breath. Were they really talking about murder? Was it an actual possibility?

      This is all going to click and make sense in a minute.

      It has to.

      John sipped his tea and frowned. “If this was about Kevin, then why stab Costa?”

      “To keep us from getting help,” said Adam, staring into his mug and wishing it was a portal home. “There’s a chance whoever was outside is gone now, which is why we need to look out the windows and make a plan.”

      John nodded. A second later so did Patrick.

      Adam turned back to the others and noticed Betty was wrapping Costa’s arm with a pair of tights. When she saw Adam’s questioning expression, she shrugged. “At my age, it always pays to carry spares.”

      I don’t even want to know why that is.

      Costa was grunting in pain, and he looked away as if he couldn’t face the sight of his own wound. For an ex-squaddie, he was apparently squeamish. “Is that thing still outside?” he asked.

      Thing? Does he really think it’s a thing? We’re getting hysterical.

      I’m getting hysterical.

      “We’re about to go check the windows,” said Adam. “See what’s out there. Tasha, you up for that?”

      Tasha stood and nodded. “I’ll go check out the window over there.”

      Adam watched her head over to the far side of the hall, near the entrance. For a young girl – and an alcoholic, no less – she seemed to have her head screwed on, but she didn’t seem to consider the risk of her actions. She was rash. Angry.

      Like a lot of us when we first join the group.

      Alcohol loves an angry host.

      Patrick and John were checking the windows near the kitchenette, so Adam took the wide double window at the centre of the front wall. Rain cascaded hypnotically down its glass, tracing patterns from top to bottom, silver streams cutting through the black beyond. Its large panes made Adam feel vulnerable as he approached, and his anxious mind conjured the image of a terrible monster smashing through the glass and dragging him out into the night.

      I’m being ridiculous. Let’s just deal with things one step at a time. I’m good at following steps.

      Step one: I am powerless over alcohol.

      No… No, I’ve been clean for one whole year. I’m not powerless any more.

      But I am getting cold. Brrr.

      Even with his jacket on, Adam was shivering. It occurred to him that, with the power off, the heating would’ve probably died too. November wasn’t a great month to be stranded in the dark without warmth.

      He made it to the window, the toes of his trainers touching the wall. Nothing moved outside besides the rain. Their cars were all parked off to one side, impossible to make out beyond a murky block of shadow. An old elm tree grew ten metres from the entrance, enclosed in a circular brick wall. Its thick branches swayed like some eldritch abomination, but it was familiar enough not to frighten Adam, so he looked past it.

      Nothing there. No white face. No dangerous psychopath. Just an empty car park.

      “Hey,” he shouted to the others. “Anybody see anything?”

      “No,” said John. “Looks clear to me.”

      “Same here,” said Tasha.

      Patrick let out a loud sigh. “Do you think it means we can get out of here? Is it safe?”

      Adam pressed his nose against the glass and squinted. “Maybe whoever was out there ran away after they—”

      A stark white face appeared at the window, its nose separated from Adam’s by only half an inch of glass. He leapt back and screamed, mortified by the featureless mask staring back at him.

      What the hell is it? What the hell is it?

      Everyone else started reacting to Adam’s fear, screaming and chattering over one another. “What’s happening?” Patrick wailed. “Please, will somebody tell me?”

      Adam turned to them, hoping his expression conveyed his horror. He pointed at the window behind him. “There’s a… there’s a…” He turned back, but the face had gone. This time there was no doubt in his mind about what he’d seen. “There’s something out there. It was right at the window. A face.”

      Thunder boomed. Close. Loud. It made everyone flinch.

      Adam repeated himself, making sure everyone heard. “There’s something out there.”

      And it’s terrifying.
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        * * *

      

      “I’ve had enough of this.” Tasha marched over to the double doors and yanked them open, rattling them on their hinges. Rain rushed into the foyer, almost like it was falling sideways, but the girl stepped out and let it soak her. She screamed into the night. “Who the fuck is out there? What the hell do you want? Come on and show yourself, you pussy.”

      “She’s mad,” said Betty. “Mouthy and mad.”

      John folded his arms and shrugged. “She’s got backbone, though, you have to admit.”

      Adam raced across the wooden floor and grabbed Tasha, pulling her back from the foyer. “What are you doing? You want to get yourself killed?”

      “Killed? I ain’t getting killed by some dickhead hiding in the bushes. Enough with this shit. Kevin’s dead and Costa’s hurt. We need to put an end to this shit and leave. Come on, let’s group together and get to our cars.”

      “There’s something out there,” said Adam. “It was… frightening.”

      I sound like an idiot.

      “Some loser in a mask? As long as we’re all cowering in here, he’s winning. We’re only afraid because he’s playing mind games with us.”

      Adam put a hand on her shoulder, perhaps to keep her running off. She was so angry, and it was making her behave rashly. “Why are you so eager to take a risk?”

      Do you want to be punished for something?

      I get it, but you have to fight it.

      She shook her head at him, annoyed. “Because letting fear control you gets people killed. My brother died in an accident because the people he relied on were running around like headless chickens instead of dealing with the issues in front of them. If we had kept our wits and faced things head-on, maybe my brother would still be alive.”

      She blames herself for his death. Poor kid.

      “I’m sorry. What happened to your brother? How did he die?”

      “Long story, and probably not one you’d believe.”

      “Try me.”

      She rolled her eyes and sighed. “Just over a year ago, we went exploring with some friends at an abandoned theme park. The whole place was run-down and in the middle of nowhere, but we thought it would be a laugh. There was this old dark ride we broke into so we could drink and party. It was dangerous and stupid and we paid the price – my brother most of all. He got trapped inside the ride and… he never made it out. Your typical tale of foolish young people trying to get a buzz. It’s so cliched, it’s fucking tragic.”

      All death is cliche because it happens so often. “I’m sorry for your loss. I can see how you might blame yourself for not being able to do anything, but this is different. Someone is targeting us.”

      “Exactly. It’s just a person out there. Our fear is allowing him to fuck with us, but if we man up and head out in a group, what’s he going to do? Stab all of us?”

      Maybe. I’m not much of a fighter. “I… don’t know.”

      “I say we do it,” said John from a few feet away. “I don’t enjoy being a victim, and my family will worry when I don’t come home.”

      Adam blinked slowly, not understanding why everyone was so eager to take a risk. “When you’re late, they’ll call the police. We should wait here.”

      “I agree,” said Betty. “No point running into trouble.”

      John shook his head. “How long would you wait before you called the police? They’ll worry, sure, but they won’t call the police until they’re absolutely positive something is wrong. It could be past midnight by the time they finally dial nine-nine-nine.

      “It’s freezing in here,” said Patrick. “I don’t think we can stay much longer.”

      “I’ve survived colder than this,” said Betty. “Mankind survived a long time without central heating, you know?”

      Mankind survived a long time without deodorant. Doesn’t mean we should let ourselves stink.

      “You should all stay,” said Costa. His arm was completely bound in Betty’s tights now, but blood stained his clothing. Luckily his leather jacket had been red to start with.

      “Should we vote?” asked John.

      “No,” said Tasha. “This isn’t an assembly. I’m getting the hell out of here and I think you should all do the same. What if this maniac sets fire to the place with us inside?”

      Adam shivered and had to look away to keep the image of roaring flames out of his mind. He suddenly felt very afraid. Close to panic.

      Don’t think about fire.

      “I’m staying put,” said Betty, folding her arms and looking away. “I’m too old to risk going out there. I can’t fight or run or do anything that would help.”

      “I’m staying here too,” said Costa.

      John rubbed his eyes and then cleared his throat. “Well, I say we confront this head-on. If we arm up and leave together, we’ll be more trouble than we’re worth, surely? Besides, whoever’s out there isn’t here because of me.”

      Patrick pushed his spectacles further up his nose and folded his arms. “How do you know that?”

      “Because I don’t get involved in nonsense like this.”

      Costa grunted. “And you’re saying I do? I didn’t deserve this.”

      John shrugged. “Perhaps not, but I don’t really know you. This is somebody else’s mess. I don’t intend on getting caught in the middle.”

      “Okay,” said Tasha. “Who else is with me and John?”

      “I am,” said Patrick. “I think I’ll go mad if I stay cooped up in this dark. Adam, you should come as well.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re the strongest here. You work with your hands.”

      Adam pulled a face. “I’m a part-time carpenter, not an coal miner.”

      “But he’s right,” said Tasha. “You’re fit and healthy, and the more of us that go the better.”

      “What about Betty and Costa? We can’t just leave them here alone.”

      Maybe I should stay here with them. You can all take the risks and I’ll wait for you to bring help. That’s cowardly, right? Yeah, definitely cowardly.

      Or is it smart?

      Costa stood. He looked better than he had since staggering in bleeding, but he was still unsteady on his feet. “We’ll be okay,” he said. “I’ll close the doors after you guys leave and block them with some chairs.”

      Adam glanced at the windows and wondered what was out there. A disembodied face of a ghost? Or a nutcase with a knife? “Okay, fine,” he said with a defeated sigh. “This is the stupidest idea ever, but I want this nightmare to end. Grab whatever you can find. We’re heading out.”

      This is a really bad idea.
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        * * *

      

      Most of what they found came from the storage room at the back of the hall. They searched the space with their phone torches. Other than a locked fire exit, the space had no windows or openings, which gave the illusion of safety. Adam considered staying put and waiting there until someone came along in the morning to let him out – perhaps Margaret, the caretaker. Surely she would come by eventually to check on the place. But then he decided being trapped wasn’t such a good idea. What if the psychopath outside torched the place like Tasha had suggested?

      What if I burn to death like…

      Like they did.

      Adam armed himself with a metre ruler he found leaning against a stack of shelves, while Tasha pulled the handle off a broom. Patrick found an unwieldy pole used for opening the high windows in the hall and John grabbed a metal leg that had fallen off one of the chairs. Together they resembled a group of medieval pikemen.

      If imagined by Monty Python.

      It was time to go, but Adam spotted something else of use that caused him to pause. He grabbed the thick brown blanket from one of the shelves and took it to Betty and Costa, who were still sitting outside in the main hall, illuminated by their mobile phones. It was getting colder and the blanket might take the edge off Betty’s old bones.

      Costa looked a lot better now, and he nodded to Adam as he approached. “Any trouble, run right back inside. Whatever, or whoever, is out there isn’t playing around.” He lifted his bound forearm as an example. “Maybe I should go with you.”

      Adam shook his head. “You’re hurt, and we can’t leave Betty on her own. I’m sure an ex-soldier is the best person to protect her, anyway.” It still surprised Adam to hear about the young man’s service record, and it made him realise how little they all knew about each other besides what they chose to share at the group. “Did you, um, leave the forces to look after your mother?”

      Costa sighed, his dark eyelashes lowering. “By the time I got out, she didn’t have long left. She’d been ill for months without telling me. If I’d known sooner…”

      “You did the right thing as soon as you knew it needed doing. I’m sorry you lost her.”

      Costa nodded. “Be careful out there, man.”

      “Will do.”

      Nobody had seen or heard anything in almost twenty minutes, which was a good sign, but he still had a bad feeling about this. Yet the thought of waiting inside and letting others take the risk was unpalatable, even for him.

      He turned to take one last look around the hall, desperately hoping a better idea would present itself, but none did. He noticed Betty had used the blanket to cover Kevin’s large unmoving body instead of wrapping it around herself. Apparently, she would rather be cold than leave a corpse on display.

      She’s doing it for Kevin.

      Giving him his dignity.

      Tasha pulled open the front doors and stared out into the darkness. It was still raining hard, and the muted drumming turned to a hiss as it splashed against the tarmac outside. Moonlight flooded into the foyer and cast a silvery glow that made Tasha look like a ghost.

      “Hold on,” said Adam. “Wait for the rest of us.”

      “You see anything?” asked Patrick.

      Tasha lifted her broom handle in front of herself like she was about to take a swing, but she shook her head. “Looks all clear. You ready?”

      “I suppose it’s now or never.” Adam stepped out into the foyer with her and spluttered as the rain hit his face. “It’ll be hard to see two inches in front of our noses out there.”

      “Same goes for anyone who might be hiding outside,” said John.

      “Let’s get this over with,” said Patrick.

      And so the four of them stepped across the threshold, leaving the cold, dark foyer and entering the freezing, pitch-black night. The rain lashed at them angrily, warning them to go back inside. But they soldiered on. Tasha went to break off alone, but Adam grabbed her arm. “Stay close. Last thing we want is to lose each other in the dark.”

      “Is anybody out here?” Patrick looked around, holding his window opener like a tightrope walker’s balancing pole. “Adam, do you see anything?”

      Adam squinted and tried to see through the sheets of rain. He saw the swaying trees that lined one edge of the car park, and he could make out the main road at the opposite end, but nothing else. Where was the chalk-white face? Part of him wanted to see it again, just so he knew he wasn’t going mad. Part of him wanted to see a maniac holding a knife because it was better than doubting his own sanity. But there was nothing out there with them. “I don’t see anything.”

      “Okay, good,” said John, patting his metal chair leg against his palm. “Let’s hurry and get to our cars then. I’m getting soaked out here.”

      It felt liberating to be outside, but in a terrifying way – like reaching the summit of a rollercoaster. The urge to run screaming was prominent in his thoughts, and the further from the hall he got, the more Adam felt like a sudden fall lay ahead.

      Slowly, their cars came into view. The seven vehicles were all parked together, side by side. First in line was Betty’s little red hatchback. Its round headlights looked like big bug eyes in the dark. Next was John’s sleek Range Rover. Its colossal bulk blocked the view of whatever vehicles lay on the other side of it, but Adam knew it was his Citroen next in line. He could almost feel the warmth coming from its dashboard vents and the glow of the interior lights. Sanctuary – and he was almost there.

      John pulled out his keys and pressed the fob. Adam had seen him unlock the Range Rover before – its wing mirrors extending, lights turning on like an alien spacecraft coming to life – but this time nothing happened. The luxury SUV remained unlit and still.

      John grunted and pressed at the fob again. “What the hell?”

      Adam looked around, suddenly feeling exposed. Still no sign of anything out there with them, but it didn’t feel anywhere close to safe. While John cursed at his vehicle, Adam wasted no time and hurried over to his own car. He tucked his metre ruler under his armpit and pulled his keys from his pocket. He pressed a button.

      The Citroen didn’t respond.

      Adam examined the plastic keys on his fob. The little open padlock was the one he wanted, and he thumbed it several times. Nothing happened.

      John grunted. “Why won’t it unlock? Come on, damn you.”

      Adam had a sinking feeling in his guts. “My car won’t unlock either.”

      “Or mine,” said Patrick, clicking frantically at a liveried white van that belonged to his wife’s cleaning company. Costa’s nondescript grey Honda sat on the other side of it.

      Adam stepped closer to his Citroen, trying to work out why it wasn’t obeying him. Everything seemed fine until he noticed the slightly raised bonnet. Acid rose in his throat as he reached out and lifted it up. At first, he saw only a normal engine block, but then he realised something vital was missing. The battery. “Somebody has tampered with our cars.”

      Patrick lifted the bonnet on his Range Rover and cursed when he saw something equally amiss. “My battery’s gone. Who’s doing this? I’ll ring their necks.”

      Adam turned to Tasha. “How about your car?”

      She lifted the bonnet of a small white BMW and inspected the engine. “I don’t really know what I’m looking at, but my car is dead too. How did someone get to our batteries without setting off the alarms?”

      “I don’t like this,” said Patrick. “Oh, Lord, I don’t like this at all.”

      Adam couldn’t stop looking around. The rain hitting the tarmac made it seem like the ground was dancing. The trees swaying made it feel like they were being watched by silent giants. They were vulnerable out there – caught on a rainy night on a quiet stretch of road. Deers in headlights. It was all wrong. Very wrong. “We need to get back inside. Right now.”

      “No way,” said Tasha. “I’m not running. Let’s get to the road and flag someone down.”

      Adam checked his watch – almost eleven. “There might not be another car go past all night.”

      “He’s right,” said Patrick. “There’s nothing here but a few cottages and a garden centre. Everyone uses the bypass.”

      “Okay, fine,” said Tasha. “Then let’s just walk to the nearest house and use their phone.”

      Rain dripped from Adam’s hair, and he wondered if he could walk and get help, then decided he would run ten miles if he had to. “Okay, let’s make for the road and get help. Maybe we can even get a signal.”

      Thunder boomed.

      The windscreen of John’s Range Rover shattered. Everyone turned to look at it, but no one spoke. No one understood.

      John frowned. “Was that a—?”

      Thunder boomed again.

      The windscreen on Betty’s hatchback shattered.

      Thunder boomed a third time.

      Adam’s windscreen shattered. He ducked down in the gap between his Citroen and John’s Range Rover. “Shit, somebody’s shooting at us.”

      The others leapt into the gap to join him, scurrying towards the back of the vehicles where the car park met the adjoining woods. Adam tried to peer across the tarmac but could see nothing except the trees lining the main road on the opposite side.

      John shuffled up beside Adam. “This is insane. Why is someone trying to kill us?”

      “They’re not trying to kill us,” said Tasha. “Three shots and three windscreens blown out. Whoever’s doing this is playing games.”

      “But why?” John’s usually calm voice had become loud and insistent. Was he panicking? Of course he was.

      Another boom and another sound of a windscreen shattering.

      “We need to get back inside,” said Adam.

      Patrick laughed manically. He was no longer holding the window opener because he’d dropped it on the ground before ducking between the cars. “And how do you suppose we do that?”

      Adam looked around, searching for inspiration. “We go through the woods. They wrap right around the car park and behind the community hall. The trees will keep us hidden and we can make it back in through the fire exit in the storage room.”

      “That door doesn’t open from the outside,” said Patrick. “Betty was always getting locked out before she quit smoking.”

      “So we bang on the door until Costa hears us and lets us in.”

      Tasha was nodding. “Sounds like a plan. Let’s go.”

      Adam edged along the side of his car until he stepped onto the wet, grassy verge. There was a slight ditch ahead, so he took a deep breath and rushed across the narrow section of open ground, then threw himself against the nearest tree. It was a thin, spindly thing, but he gripped it like a life jacket. Soon the others joined him, scrambling between the thickets with their cumbersome, makeshift weapons.

      It was even darker beneath the trees, and Adam had to put his hands out in front of his face to feel where he was going. Wet leaves and sharp branches slapped at him relentlessly. He beat back at them with his metre ruler. Everyone followed behind, which put pressure on him not to get lost. It was too dangerous to stick closely to the car park, but if they went deeper into the woods, they could lose sight of where they were going.

      “Where do you think the shooter is?” asked Patrick in a whisper.

      “I didn’t see anyone,” said John. “They must be hunkered down between the trees at the side of the road. It’s quite a distance to hit every windscreen first time.”

      “You think it’s some deranged sniper?” asked Tasha. “Patrick, did you ever have any messed-up soldiers in your group? Sometimes they come back and lose their shit, right? PTSD?”

      “It’s a little more complicated than that,” said Patrick, slinking around a knot of thick roots, “but I’ve helped counsel many members of the military in the past. Many do indeed have problems, but that doesn’t make them insane.”

      “Best theory we have so far though,” said John from the back of the line. “You must be a nutter to join the army in the first place.”

      Adam tried to imagine a soldier in the bushes aiming at them through a scope. This had to be more than a crazed squaddie with a grudge. He couldn’t say why, but he felt sure of it. “What about the face I saw? The white face at the window? Costa saw it too.”

      “Fine,” said Tasha. “It’s the ghost of a crazy sniper.”

      John huffed. “You believe in ghosts?”

      “Hell yeah I do, but we can discuss it later. I think I see the back of the community centre up ahead.”

      “You’re right,” said Adam. “We’re coming up on the garden.”

      “Used to be a smoking area,” said Patrick. “Used to have more cigarette butts than vegetables. Thank God for vaping.”

      “I don’t feel like thanking Him for anything,” said Adam. “Come on.”

      They hurried through the trees, panting with both fear and exertion. Was the shooter aware of their mad scramble through the woods? Or were they still fixated on the gap between the cars? Either way, the end of the woods came up on them fast, and suddenly they were back out in the open, hurrying across a small vegetable patch towards the rear fire exit.

      “Oh, Lord,” said Patrick. “Oh, Lord, we made it.”

      They beat across the mud and grass, dodging carrots and tomato plants, and splashing in the expanding puddles. Something darted into the bushes – just a rabbit or maybe even a rat – and then the way ahead was clear.

      We made it. Back to square one, but we made it.

      John cried out in agony.

      Adam skidded to a halt, almost twisting his ankle in the wet mud. He turned and saw John limping and moaning in pain. He had dropped his metal chair leg in the mud. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      “I-I stepped on something.”

      Adam hurried over and got the man’s arm around his neck for support. He studied the ground and noticed a wooden board half-buried in the weeds. Several long nails protruded from it. “Shit, are you okay?”

      John gritted his teeth. “Hurts like buggery. Just get me inside.”

      Adam helped John to the fire exit, where Patrick and Trisha were already banging on the door and calling for help. “Costa! Betty! Open up!”

      Tasha put her fingers in her mouth and wolf-whistled, then went back to hammering at the door. “Hey, hey, let us in! Let us the fuck in!”

      “Why aren’t they coming?” said Patrick. “They must hear us.”

      Adam threw down his metre ruler and joined in, banging hard enough to make his heart rattle in his chest. No way was the racket they were making going unheard. Betty and Costa must hear them.

      The shooter too.

      If they had slipped into the woods without being seen, they had certainly just blown their cover. Whoever was attacking them would know exactly where they were. If the fire door didn’t open in the next ten seconds, they were screwed.

      And maybe we don’t even have that long.
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        * * *

      

      “Why aren’t they opening?” Patrick started kicking the door. “We’re going to die out here.”

      “Calm down,” said Tasha. She was the only one still with a weapon, the broom handle in her left hand. “No one is dying.”

      “Calm down?” said Patrick, madness in his eyes. “There’s a madman shooting at us.”

      “He’s not shooting right this second, is he? So calm the fuck down.”

      As much as Tasha was trying to ease the situation, Adam agreed with Patrick. There had to be a reason Costa and Betty weren’t opening the door, and it could be nothing good. Had something happened to them?

      How can it have? The shooter is out here terrorising us?

      Adam picked up his metre ruler and looked around for threats.

      “We’re dead,” said Patrick. “We’re going to die.”

      “Shut up!” said Tasha.

      “We’re going to die!”

      “Shut up!” Tasha shocked everyone by shoving Patrick hard in the chest. It took him so much by surprise that he tumbled backwards and slipped in the mud. He hit the ground. For a moment he froze, until slowly he turned his head to look at his hand. Sticking out of the meat between his thumb and index finger was a long, rusty nail.

      “Oh my God. Oh, Lord. It hurts. It hurts.”

      Tasha covered her mouth, mortified. “I-I’m so sorry.”

      Adam scanned the garden, paying closer attention. The muddy grass and sparse bushes seemed to glint in dozens of places – sharp nails sticking up out of the ground. “Booby traps,” he muttered. “The garden’s been booby-trapped.”

      John turned away from the door, limping. “What?”

      Adam shook his head, staring in disbelief as he spotted even more nails half-buried in the ground. “This has all been planned out. It’s not some random psychopath out here trying to screw with us.”

      We’re being hunted.

      “Then who is it?” asked John, almost shouting.

      Still sitting on the ground, Patrick pointed a trembling finger past them towards the trees and moaned. “Him!”

      Adam turned and saw that horrible chalk-white face again. It stared at them from amongst the trees, its body cloaked in shadow. Its face glowed like a white-hot coin. Sunken eyes and a hollow, toothless mouth. Yet the face was strangely familiar – a spectre from his nightmares perhaps?

      Is it here for me? Is this my judgement finally catching up to me?

      Adam gripped his metre ruler and stepped towards the creature in the woods, intending to end whatever this was right now. Even the worst torments were less than he deserved, and that fact caused his fear to evaporate. Calmness took over his mind as he realised all his agony could be over in a second if he only gave in.

      I see their faces every second, and it never hurts any less. My whole life is pain.

      So why fight?

      The white face seemed to smile, its cavernous mouth stretching wide, but it didn’t move or show any urgency at all. It remained in the shadow of the trees, watching him.

      “I’m right here.” Adam put his arms out wide. “Just leave these people alone.”

      The face stared back at him, emotionless. Adam thought he saw a slight movement in its eyes, but it could have been the flickering shadows cast by the swaying branches.

      “What is this?” Adam demanded. “What do you want?”

      The face tilted slightly, like a curious cat looking at a mouse. Then it shrieked and rushed out of the woods.

      Adam screamed, his determination extinguished by the sudden shock of the demonic creature rushing towards him.

      I’m about to die.

      Maybe that’s what I want.

      But he knew he wouldn’t be going to the same place as his wife and son. They wouldn’t be waiting for him.

      I’ll never see them again, no matter what.

      Hands grabbed Adam and he screamed louder, but he didn’t open his eyes or fight. It was too hard to summon even an ounce of strength, so he decided to just let it happen. His feet slid in the mud and he fell backwards. Suddenly he was being dragged.

      But it felt wrong.

      He was being carried in the wrong direction – backwards instead of forwards. The sound of panicked voices erupted around him. Door hinges creaked and the air changed. The rain no longer battered his skin.

      He opened his eyes and saw Tasha hurrying to close the fire exit inside the storage room. Costa was bleeding again, slumped against the wall and clutching his head. John was glaring at the young man, cheeks red with fury. “Where the hell were you? We almost died out there.”

      “You don’t know that,” said Tasha. “We still don’t know what this is.”

      John pointed at Costa. “There’s a maniac with a gun out there and we couldn’t get back inside because of you. Where were you? That thing almost got a hold of Adam.”

      “I was unconscious,” said Costa, wincing as he probed the back of his head. His fingers came away bloody. “Betty and I heard gunshots. We tried to come outside to help but someone jumped us in the entrance. I got hit from behind. M-Maybe they were hiding in the toilets.”

      Patrick looked around like a startled whippet. The nail had been removed from his hand, but he was now dripping blood. “Where’s Betty?”

      Costa shook his head. “I don’t know. When I came to, she was gone.”

      “You were supposed to protect her.”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened. You lot were hammering at the back door, so I came as fast as I could. I-I fucked up.”

      Tasha put a hand on his arm. “No, you didn’t. This is a messed-up situation.”

      He rubbed his head again. “Yeah, but it’s always me that seems to end up bleeding.”

      “That’s a good point,” said John, his eyes narrowing as he looked at Costa. “That’s twice you’ve been attacked now. In fact, you’re the only one who has been.”

      Tasha pointed at John’s blood-covered loafer. “You’re hurt, too, John.”

      “Because of an accident. Not because I was attacked.”

      Adam didn’t like where this was going. They couldn’t afford to turn on each other like this. He got back to his feet, using his metre ruler as an aid. Somehow he had kept hold of it. “You stepped on a nail planted in the ground, John. Whoever hurt Costa, hurt you.”

      John glared at Adam, breathing in and out slowly. After a moment, he turned and limped into an area of space at the back of the room. “Heads will roll when I find out who’s behind this.”

      Tasha pulled a chair off of the nearest stack and placed it down beside Costa. “Sit down and rest. We’re all in one piece thanks to you opening the door, so don’t beat yourself up.”

      “We need to find Betty,” said Patrick, fondling his hand where the nail had pierced him. “She needs us to find her.”

      Costa shook his head and sighed. “She made it as far as the front entrance. That’s all I know.”

      Adam studied the fire escape, wondering if that white-faced creature was still out there. Was Betty out there somewhere too? Or is she still in the building? He turned to Costa. “You said you think someone might have been hiding in the toilets?”

      Costa nodded. “It’s just a guess. I don’t really remember exactly what happened. It’s all fuzzy.”

      Tasha rubbed his back. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “I’m going to check the toilets,” said Adam.

      John frowned. “Earlier, you were the reluctant one. Now you’re taking the bull by the horns? What’s changed?”

      “A lot,” said Adam. “Out there, I felt sure, just for a minute, that I was going to die. And it didn’t scare me. I’ve had it coming for a long time, I guess. It felt like a relief.”

      Patrick’s face fell in horror. He let go of his wounded hand and marched up to Adam. “Don’t speak such nonsense. A terrible thing happened in your life, yes, and you may well hold yourself responsible, but you were ill, Adam. You were an addict.”

      I was a selfish piece of shit who thought he could do whatever he liked and to hell with everyone else. Deep down, that’s still who I am.

      “I’m tired, Patrick. Tired of waiting to get what I deserve.”

      “You are not a bad person, Adam. I won’t allow you to contemplate killing yourself.”

      Adam laughed. “Kill myself? You think if I had the guts I wouldn’t have done that already? How many times do you think I thought about hanging myself in my cell last year?”

      Tasha flinched. “You were in prison?”

      Adam swallowed a lump in his throat that might have been shame. Everyone there knew he’d served eighteen months in prison for manslaughter after killing his family, but he forgot that Tasha was new to the group.

      I hate that look on her face. The surprise followed by fear, like I’m going to suddenly lunge and attack her.

      Adam had met Patrick via the prison’s Alcohol Support Scheme (or ‘Ass’ as most of the inmates referred to it). “I went to prison for killing my family,” he said, unable to look Tasha in the eye. “My wife’s family wanted me to get life, and I pleaded guilty, but the court took pity on me – said I was clearly suffering enough. Eighteen months, that’s all they gave me. A year and a half for killing my wife and child.”

      Is that all they were worth?

      Tasha shook her head and huffed. “Jesus, man. Can you get off the pity train?”

      Adam flinched. “W-What?”

      “I get it, you’re a piece of shit who probably deserves to die, but can you deal with that another night? We kind of have bigger issues right now.”

      Adam wanted to launch across the room and throttle her. How dare she be so callous? But she was right. Like an old glove, he had slipped into self-pity with practised ease.

      I don’t have the right to feel sorry for myself. It doesn’t help anyone.

      “I’ll check out the toilets,” he said. “Let the guy with the death wish take the risks, okay?”

      “Unacceptable,” said Patrick. “We are all going to get through this together.”

      John sighed. “The session’s over, Patrick. Let’s assess our feelings later. Adam, I’ll go with you.”

      “We’ll all go,” said Patrick.

      Adam shrugged. “Okay then.”

      More the merrier.

      “Just call us the booze patrol,” said John. He limped for the door and threw it open, then stepped out into the hall. Adam and the others followed after him.

      It was past midnight. Time was hurtling by.

      Will John’s family be worried enough to call the police yet? What time was he due back? Half ten? Eleven?

      It would have been nice if their meetings were in the afternoons, but the point of having it late at night was to keep its members out of the pubs. The irony was that serious alcoholics drank at home.

      Their semi-circle of chairs still lay in the centre of the hall, and Kevin’s large body still rested beneath the fuzzy brown blanket. The way the night was going, Adam half expected it to rise up and attack them.

      All this night needs is a vampire or a werewolf and we’ve got ourselves a full-on creep show.

      Each of them pulled out their phones and activated their torches, but without Betty’s they were one down and the hall was darker than before. Old blood stained the floor, an echo of Costa staggering in with a sliced arm. The poor kid had got it worse than anyone else tonight – and he was an ex-soldier. Whoever was doing this meant business.

      Is it even a person?

      That face…

      Adam had never believed in the supernatural, but tonight, trapped during a dark rain-soaked night, he seriously began to consider the possibility that the ghostly white face outside was more than a man.

      Jesus, what am I thinking?

      “Looks all clear,” said Patrick, his torch trembling in his bleeding hand. “Anyone see anything at the windows?”

      “No,” said Costa. “Nothing. Christ, it’s raining even harder than before.”

      Adam peered through every window, one by one, and then shook his head. “That thing could be anywhere.”

      “Then why are we expecting to find anything in the toilets?” said Tasha. “If the shooter – ghost, or whatever – was in there, they wouldn’t be any more because they were outside shooting at us, right?”

      “What if we’re dealing with more than one person?” said Patrick.

      Tasha slid her broom handle along her palm and chewed on her lip. “Yeah, like in Scream?”

      Patrick frowned. “I never saw it.”

      “Are you shitting me?”

      John grunted, clearly irritated. In fact, since getting back inside he hadn’t been himself at all. John never lost his cool; at least not in the group. “Okay,” he said, “should we check the toilets one at a time or split up?”

      “We don’t split up,” said Costa frantically. “That’s a bad move.”

      “Okay, fine, then let’s go in the men’s.”

      Tasha shrugged and pushed open the door on the left of the entrance area. The familiar pissy smell of urinals floated out, but it was the least of anybody’s concerns. Tasha didn’t go inside, she only held the door so that everyone else could enter. Adam went in first. He rounded the first toilet cubicle and adopted a fighting stance with his metre ruler, but nothing faced him except a narrow wire window set high in the wall and a row of sinks. To the left were three urinals. To his right were two cubicles. The only place anyone could hide was inside the cubicles.

      “Anyone need to take a shit?” asked Tasha from the rear of the group.

      Adam grimaced. “Nice.”

      He shoved open the door and swung his metre ruler into the space. Nothing was there. Just an empty, surprisingly clean toilet bowl and cistern. Everyone behind him let out a sigh of relief.

      “This is so stupid,” said John. “What do we expect to find?”

      “Tonight,” said Adam, “nothing would surprise me.”

      “Well, hurry up and check the other toilet. It stinks in here.”

      Adam moved over to the other toilet cubicle, confident it would be as empty as the other. He nudged open the door and gave a half-hearted swipe with his ruler. Once again, it hit nothing but air, and the only thing that immediately presented itself was an unusual smell – like copper pennies. The toilet’s lid was down, concealing whatever contents might lie within.

      There was blood on the toilet bowl.

      Just a drop.

      “Is that blood?” asked Costa behind him.

      Adam nodded slowly. “Is it yours? Did you come in here after you were attacked?”

      “No, I haven’t been in here all night.”

      “Then the blood belongs to somebody else. I’m going to lift the lid.”

      Everyone fell silent. Even the shuffling of their feet and anxious breathing stopped. Adam placed the ruler in the cubicle’s corner and reached for the lid. A drop of blood on the bowl meant nothing. It could have been there all day from something as simple as a nosebleed or sliced finger. Except the blood didn’t look old. It gleamed and caught the light. Still wet.

      Heart pounding, Adam decided to just get it over with. He grabbed the edge of the toilet seat and flipped it up, opening the twin hinges at the back. The seat hit the cistern and settled in place, leaving a clear view of the contents inside the bowl.

      What is that?

      With only the glare of the mobile phones behind him, the thing inside the bowl was not easily identifiable: a pale lump wedged inside the toilet’s neck, just below the waterline. It wasn’t somebody’s shit, at least, but it shouldn’t be there, whatever it was. It was something bad. The lumpen feeling in his guts told him so.

      Grimacing the entire time, Adam reached into the bowl and fished out the object. The cold toilet water made him shudder with disgust. The soft, saggy feeling of the object made him even sicker. Before looking at it, he turned around so that all could see. Then he raised it for inspection.

      Everyone screamed. Even John.

      Adam threw the body part away in horror. It hit the tiles at his feet with a splat.

      “Oh, my God!” Tasha covered her mouth. “It’s Betty’s.”

      Adam stared at the severed hand lying on the ground between them and knew it to be true. If the saggy, tissue-papery skin didn’t make it obvious, the eye-catching ruby ring did. Somebody had cut off Betty’s hand and tossed it into the toilet.

      But where’s the rest of her?
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        * * *

      

      Adam leant over the sink with the cold water running. He hadn’t been sick, mainly because his stomach was empty, but he wasn’t in any fit state to move for the time being either. He took deep breaths and let the sound and smell of the fresh water calm him.

      That’s it, just listen to the innocent trickling of water. Focus on nothing else.

      Everyone was panicking around him, but they gave off only a low, buzzing murmur. How did you react to a situation like this? Kevin was dead and Betty was missing – except for her hand, which was lying on the tiles in the corner of the room.

      Some psychopath butchered her.

      We are in serious trouble.

      No, just focus on the sound of the water.

      Adam wanted more than anything to just wake up. It was exactly how he’d felt after his wife and son died. He had sat in the police station, his mind in a daze as investigators bombarded him with question after question. He had barely been able to reply. It felt like he’d somehow left his body and was floating above the room. No matter how much he had wished it, he had never woken up. And he wasn’t going to wake up now either. His life was just one long unbroken nightmare.

      “What’s our next move?” John’s tone had changed once again, and he was no longer loud and irritable. He sounded sullen and defeated.

      “We still haven’t found Betty,” said Patrick, sucking at his bleeding hand between words.

      “At least not all of her,” said Tasha. “I don’t think we can help her any more.”

      Adam turned away from the sink. “She might still be alive, but we can’t afford to search for her if it means putting ourselves in more danger. Costa, we’re under fire here. What would you do if you were still in the army?”

      Probably something involving grenades and air strikes, or sending in the SAS. All things we don’t have.

      Costa pulled a face. “Shit, I don’t know. I would have a combat rifle in my hands for one thing. All we have is a broom handle and a wooden ruler between five of us.”

      Patrick was clutching himself. “But you learned more than just how to shoot at people, yes? We have to do something or we’re all… I don’t even think I can say it.”

      “Dead,” said Tasha. “We’re being stalked by a monster or a slasher or – I don’t know what – but it’s clear that we’re not walking out of this place without a fight.”

      “I saw the face,” said Patrick, closing his eyes as if trying to will the images out of his head. “It’s real. The most gruesome, horrible thing I ever saw.”

      “It was just a man,” said John, leaning against the wall with his injured foot up. “I watched it run across the garden towards Adam. It was slow and stiff, not a monster or the goddamn abominable snowman, but a real-life, planning to kill us, maniac. Someone here must know more than they’re letting on. All this madness must be for a reason.”

      Tasha tutted. “Most nights I barely leave my flat. When I do, it’s to grab a bottle of wine and some crisps. I’m no angel, but as far as I know I haven’t pissed off any bedwetting serial killers.”

      “Any secret admirers?” Patrick asked. “I counselled a man once who used to spend hours every night drinking outside his ex-girlfriend’s house, watching her through the windows. He eventually ended up in prison for assaulting a man he saw leaving her house late at night. Turned out to be an electrician fixing a light switch. Some people are beyond help.”

      Adam nodded. Ain’t that the truth.

      John sniffed and looked away. “What a wonderful attitude for a counsellor to have.”

      “Being realistic is as important as anything else when trying to help people. Why waste time on someone beyond treatment when there are those who might benefit more?”

      “Who decides who is beyond helping?” Tasha asked. “You?”

      Patrick tutted. “Yes, as it happens, the person who gets to decide on how I spend my time is me. You want to help people then you can decide how you want to do it.”

      Tasha shrugged. “Fair enough.”

      “What do you do anyway?” asked Adam. “Please tell me you’re a karate instructor or something useful.”

      “No, I’m an, um, student.”

      Adam frowned. “A student? Of what?”

      “I went back to school after my brother died. Life is too short, you know. I’m studying to become a writer.”

      John rolled his eyes. “That’s helpful. Perhaps we can get out of this situation with a poem.”

      “Hey, I didn’t know I was going to need survival skills to live through tonight.”

      “We create a diversion,” said Costa.

      Everyone looked at him. Adam frowned. “What?”

      “That’s what we would’ve done in the army. If we were pinned down inside a building, we would try to direct attention to one place while we exited in another.”

      “Okay,” said John. “How do we do that?”

      Costa shrugged. “That would usually be down to the officers and NCOs. I just followed orders.”

      “Oh great,” said John. “You obviously made quite the grunt.”

      Adam shot him a look. What’s your problem? Besides somebody trying to kill you, that is.

      Yeah, maybe he was right to be grumpy.

      Costa muttered something that might have been a curse. Then he shrugged again. “Look, we need to see what materials we have to hand and find a way to use them. If we can make our enemy think we’re leaving through the back door, we can leg it out the front and make it to the road.”

      A plan at last. Thank you. “Okay,” said Adam. “We can at least be clear that we’re not helping ourselves by standing in this stinking toilet. Let’s go back to the hall and see what we have. There are still things in the storeroom that we never checked out.”

      Maybe we missed a satellite phone or a rocket launcher. Wishful thinking?

      John grunted. “Maybe we can even figure out who’s responsible for all of this, because somebody is, I can assure you.”

      “Maybe,” said Adam, heading for the door.

      Prick.
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        * * *

      

      Costa’s phone died, which left them with only four working torch apps. Inside the storage room they were vital because there were no windows. The rain’s hammering was muted, drumming on the roof ten feet above their heads. They had about two hundred chairs and thirty tables, but there was no use for them. They wanted to create a distraction, so how could a bunch of cheap furniture help?

      Maybe we can build a fort.

      He used to love building forts with his blankets beneath his bed.

      Adam ran his hands over the dusty shelves, unable to see to the back without shining his torch directly. The things he found were eclectic to say the least – a cue ball and a square of chalk; a pair of grey mittens; a carrier bag full of old crisp packets; a screwdriver (which he pocketed); a stack of pamphlets advertising a model railway in a nearby village; and a packet of uninflated balloons. The last thing he spotted was a carrier bag stuffed right at the back of the final shelf. He tiptoed and stretched his arm, getting at it with his fingertips before managing to grab it. He pulled the bag out and looked inside.

      “Oh dear,” was all he could say.

      Oh yes!

      “What is it?” John asked.

      Adam reached into the plastic bag and pulled out a half-empty bottle of Scotch. Right now, the thought of breaking his sobriety was beyond temptation. If ever he had needed a drink it was now. How could it make things any worse?

      No. No way.

      No…

      John beamed. “Thank the heavens, my prayers are answered.” He reached for the bottle. “Give it.”

      Adam shied away. “You’re not drinking this, John. You’re an alcoholic.”

      “No, I am a man with a weak liver, and a few swigs on that isn’t going to make much difference.”

      “That’s why you’ve turned into an asshole. You’re desperate for a drink. You’re an alcoholic, same as the rest of us.”

      You just happen to be a successful one.

      John threw his head back and let out an irritated laugh. “I am no such thing. My drinking does not cause me to descend into a debauched stupor. I don’t cheat on my wife or start fights. I’m not like any of y—” He stopped himself and shook his head with a sigh. “Forget it.”

      Adam huffed. “Not like us, huh? Is that what you were going to say?”

      John lifted his head and faced Adam defiantly. “Yes, that’s exactly what I was going to say. You people need to avoid alcohol because it turns you into monsters. I don’t have that problem.”

      “Really? You’re fifty-first birthday is coming up, right, John?”

      “I don’t see what it matters, yes. It’s next month”

      Adam nodded. “So drinking yourself to death before you’re fifty and leaving your family alone isn’t monstrous? Your daughters having to bury you thirty years early isn’t monstrous?”

      John’s upper lip t9witched like a snarling dog. “Be careful, Adam. If you want to talk about being a good father and husband, I believe I have you beat.”

      Adam recoiled, a flood of chemicals pumping through his veins and provoking anger, despair… remorse. Rather than act on any of those emotions, he turned away. He placed the bottle of Scotch on the shelf and said, “You want it, drink yourself stupid, but don’t kid yourself that you’re any different to the rest of us, John. You’re an addict.”

      There was a pregnant pause, a tense silence. Then John turned and walked away, leaving the Scotch sitting on the shelf. Despite wanting to punch the man in the face, Adam was glad he had talked him out of taking a swig. You couldn’t take what an alcoholic said too personally. Anger chose its own words.

      Costa appeared beside Adam. “You okay? That was uncalled for, what John said.”

      “I’m fine. He didn’t say anything that wasn’t true. The important thing is that he didn’t take a drink.”

      “If he had taken a swig, I think I would have too. This is an extreme situation.”

      “No understatement there. How’s your arm?”

      Costa raised his hand, showing off the bloodstained tights Betty had wrapped around his forearm. “It’s not so bad, long as I don’t knock it on anything.”

      “And your head?”

      Costa fingered the top of his scalp. “Not the first concussion I’ve had. I’ll live. How are you doing? Tasha said you kind of gave up outside.”

      “I think I hit my terror limit. Suddenly, it was like I just stopped caring. I froze.”

      Did I freeze? Or did I truly give up? Was I ready to die out there?

      “I saw that happen to a few guys,” said Costa. “Usually greens on their first engagements. There wasn’t a lot of fighting while I served but I did go on a peacekeeping tour in Afghanistan that got a little hairy. A bunch of ISIS pricks had set up in the hills and started taking potshots at us. None of us took a bullet, but I saw a young lad about nineteen just crawl into a ball behind a wall. His eyes were wide open like his mind had gone someplace else. We had to carry him out of there. He got a beating a few nights later, but I always thought it was unfair. Nobody knows how they’ll act in a life or death situation until it happens. That kid never intended to freeze.”

      Despite his age, Adam saw wisdom in Costa’s eyes. He was an intelligent young man – a thinker. “Did you ever have to shoot anybody?”

      Am I standing in front of a killer is what I want to know? No, Costa is the one standing in front of a killer. I had no right to ask.

      Costa frowned. “Shoot anybody?”

      “Sorry, I shouldn’t have asked.”

      “No, it’s okay. To answer your question, no, I never shot anybody. By the time I enlisted, we were pretty much out of the Middle East. Some guys might have left the army with psychological scars, but not me. I don’t know where my drinking came from, but I’m not trying to blot anything out from my army days. I just like the way booze feels. Problem is, I get angry. I fight. To be honest, I spent the last three months of service in a military prison cell because I beat up a local during a training weekend in Wales. When I got word of my mum’s cancer, they let me leave on short notice. I think it was a good excuse for them to get rid of me.”

      Adam grunted. “Wow, I never would have guessed that about you. You don’t seem—”

      “Like a violent nutcase? Isn’t that why we’re all here? To not be what we were before?”

      “Yes.” Adam didn’t say more because it was true. They were all there to put the past behind them. He had lied, however, when he had said he would never have guessed Costa was a violent man. There was an edge to him – a narrowing of his eyes from time to time – that spoke of an inner rage. At least Costa was trying to deal with the issue.

      “You find anything useful back here?” Costa asked, perhaps wishing to change the subject.

      “Snooker balls and some mittens? Any idea how to create a distraction with those?”

      He shook his head. “Not a clue, but I found something else we might use. Come take a look.”

      Adam followed Costa over to the other end of the storage room. He hadn’t noticed it before, but there was a small closet. Patrick stood next to it, and he seemed like he’d been waiting for Costa to return. He was, once again, sucking on his injured hand.

      Costa nodded. “Open it back up, Patrick.”

      Patrick pulled the handle and opened the closet. It was made from cheap wood on ancient hinges, and it dragged along the floor. Inside was a single shelf, high up. Beneath the shelf was a vacuum cleaner and an assortment of other cleaning items. Nothing immediately helpful.

      We could try and polish our enemy to death?

      Costa reached in and pulled out an old torch. It was one of the ones with a crank handle to charge it. “My phone is going to die soon, and I’m sure everyone else’s will as well, so this is going to be helpful, but what’s really cool is the other thing I found.” He reached onto the shelf and retrieved a pair of bulky handsets resembling ancient mobile phones.

      “Actually, I found them,” said Patrick.

      Costa shrugged. “Yeah, okay, fine, but it was me who knew their value.”

      Adam grunted. “Just tell me what you have.”

      Costa held up his find – a pair of walkie-talkies. “These are exactly what we need to create our distraction. The only problem is that someone will have to put themselves in the firing line.”

      “I’ll do it,” said Adam.

      “No.” Costa patted him on the arm. “It’s going to have to be me.”
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        * * *

      

      “I still don’t see why you need to be the one to take the risk.” Adam had been trying to convince Costa to let him carry out the distraction for the last five minutes now, but the kid wasn’t budging.

      I really am eager to get myself killed, aren’t I? I didn’t know that about myself until tonight.

      Costa smiled, seemingly relaxed about what he was planning to do. “I have training that you don’t. I might not have ever crept around in a jungle trying to remain undetected, but the army trained me for it anyway. I’ll be able to stay hidden better than you. Also, your part of the plan involves a lot of running, and I don’t think I can do that. I’ve been dizzy ever since I got hit in the head.”

      Adam ran his fingers through his messy, wet hair then leaned back against the shelving. “Okay, fine, so run through the plan one more time. I want us all to be prepared.”

      “Okay,” said Costa. “I’ll head out the back and try to make it into the woods without stepping on any of those nails you told me about.”

      John lifted his blood-soaked loafer. “I advise extreme caution.”

      Costa nodded. “Once I make it into the woods, I’ll snap a few branches, kick a few trees, and try to get our enemy’s attention. Once I catch sight of him, and I know his attention is on me, I’ll click the walkie-talkie three times. That’s your signal to leg it out front as quickly as you can, Adam. Make it to the road and get us some help. Make a call if you get a signal.”

      Adam liked the thought of beating it down the main road and away from this place, but he had some reservations. “Then what happens to you? You’ll be out there in the woods with a madman – a madman with a gun.”

      “Or the ghost of a dead sniper,” said Tasha. She was probably trying to lighten the mood, but Adam wanted assurances, not jokes.

      Costa seemed completely calm. “I’ll be okay. I don’t intend on being spotted, but if I am, I’ll head straight back here. Patrick will be at the door waiting for me.”

      Patrick nodded. He was holding the wind-up torch in his bloodstained hand. It gave off more light than all the mobile app torches combined.

      “What can I do?” asked Tasha. “I’m with Adam, right?”

      “You keep a lookout. If you see anything, call Adam back right away.”

      “And I’ll sit and take a load off if you don’t mind,” said John. His brow was sweating and he kept wincing in pain. “I’d rather not lose my foot to gangrene.”

      Costa looked at him. “You’ll be fine, but yeah, you sit down and rest if you need to.”

      John snapped off a lazy salute which Adam thought was disrespectful. He’s a good kid trying his best. Why be an asshole about it?

      “Okay,” said Costa. “We all know what we’re doing. Only thing left is to pull the trigger. Everyone ready?”

      Adam looked at the walkie-talkie in his hand and wondered if it would even work. Costa had given them a test, which was successful, but who knew what the range of them would be? They had no alternatives he could think of, though, so he reluctantly nodded. “Good luck out there, Costa.”

      “You too, Adam.”

      Do we shake hands? Hug?

      No, let’s just leave it at words.

      Patrick opened the fire escape. The rain lashed in. The thunder had stopped, but the downpour was no less fierce. The buried nails outside glinted like gemstones. There was no white face. All clear.

      Costa took a few steps outside and then stooped. He ran his hands through the muddy puddles and began soaking himself all over. Mud streaked his cheeks, and he kept on going until he was filthy. Even his clean white trainers ended up dull and brown. Adam had to admit, he blended in with the darkness a lot better now. Costa knew what he was doing.

      “I can’t tell if you look like a commando or a tramp,” said Tasha. “Captain Hobo.”

      Costa gave her a grin through the mud caked on his face. He lifted his walkie-talkie and gave it a quick squeeze. It hissed with life. “I’m all set. See you when all this is over, yeah?”

      Adam held up the other walkie-talkie. “I’ll be waiting for your call.”

      Costa kept low and moved across the garden with his head down. Several times he had to step over nails, but then he was at the trees. He stopped to look back at them, only his eyes clearly visible, and then he was gone.

      “Okay,” said Adam. “Patrick, close the door most of the way, but keep an eye out. Tasha, let’s head to the front.”

      John remained where he was, leant up against the wall in the storage room, but Tasha kept close to Adam as they went out into the hall. Once again, the chill had worsened, and they both had to rub themselves to keep warm.

      “I had no idea group counselling could be this dangerous,” said Tasha. “I knew I should have gone to the Wednesday group.”

      Adam pulled a face. “No way. That group’s full of deadbeats and losers.”

      “Right… Okay, so as soon as we get the signal from Costa, you’re going to leg it for the road? How much battery do you have?”

      Adam checked. “Fourteen per cent. Plenty to make a call.”

      “Good. Be careful, all right? After tonight I never plan on seeing any of you people again, but that doesn’t mean I want to see you get hurt.”

      “Thanks, I think. Don’t give up on the group though, okay? Even if you need to find another one. You’re young, and clearly in pain, but you have your whole life ahead of you. Don’t waste it like… like me.”

      Tasha looked at him like she wanted to say something kind, but obviously nothing came to her so she just nodded and averted her eyes. For a moment, she appeared guilty, like she was once again blaming herself for something.

      The walkie-talkie clicked.

      Clicked again.

      Clicked a third time.

      “That’s me,” said Adam. “Hopefully I’ll see you later in the safety of a police station.”

      She pushed on his back. “Go!”

      Adam slid between the two front doors and exited into the foyer. He took a quick breath and then exited into the rain. This time, instead of being a shock to the system, the wetness was bracing. It made him feel connected to his body, ready to run like he had never run before. And that was what he did.

      Feet don’t fail me now.

      Thank God I’m wearing tracksuit bottoms and trainers. My scruffiness has proved useful.

      He dashed towards the main road, only thirty metres away. It was the middle of the night, which meant there was little hope of flagging down traffic, but the nearest house might only be half-a-mile away.

      All I need to do is bang on a door in the middle of the night and hope the owners don’t come out and attack me.

      Hey, the lights.

      Adam realised that the lampposts on the far side of the road were lit. The power wasn’t off. It was only the hall that was in darkness.

      What did that mean?

      It means someone cut the power only to the hall.

      That feeling of having a beast at his back returned. It made him sprint even faster. A panicked moan escaped his lips between pants, and he wondered what state of mind he would be in after all this was over. He already felt insane. Then he thought about Costa. Was he okay? What had he seen to make him click the walkie-talkie three times? A white face in the dark? Where was their attacker now? Still stalking Costa? Or heading back across the car park after Adam.

      I hope you’re safe, kid.

      I hope I’m safe too.

      Adam beat his way towards the road. He had made it so far without getting a sniper’s bullet in his back. Now all he had to do was get onto the road and disappear. I’m almost there. Just a few more seconds. Don’t slow down.

      Tasha started to shout something behind him, but he was running too hard, with too much blood rushing through his head, to make out her words. It was too late to do anything now but keep running. The road was right in front of him.

      Don’t slow down.

      It’s right there. Freedom.

      The white face appeared in front of him. Emotionless. Judging.

      Unnatural.

      Something rumbled. Something growled.

      Something squealed.

      The world lit up and Adam’s vision was assaulted by an unbearable glare. He threw up his arms, closed his eyes…

      Lost his balance.

      Something hit him so hard it sent him airborne.
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        * * *

      

      Adam’s skull throbbed like his brain was trying to get out through his ears. He wasn’t sure whether he had struck his head on the tarmac or if it was the light green vehicle that had hit him. He lay there in the road, confused and in pain. Headlights lit up the rain-drenched world around him and made it impossible to see anything beyond. Someone else was there with him.

      “I didn’t see you! Are you okay? Oh Jesus.”

      Adam was surprised to discover that he was okay. His head hurt and his left elbow was white-hot with pain, but everything moved and he was able to pull himself up onto his side. Whoever had run him over now reached inside the car and switched off the engine. The lights dimmed and Adam could finally make her out. An older lady with short dark hair and wearing a waxed green jacket. She was horrified as she looked at him.

      “What are you doing out here in the middle of the night? You’re not here to rob the place, are you?”

      Adam was confused. His thoughts were coming slowly like they were being dragged forward through glue. “W-Who are you?”

      “Margaret. I’m the caretaker here. I got a call from the alarm company telling me the power has gone off.”

      Footsteps sounded nearby and Adam turned to see Tasha rushing through the rain towards them with her broom handle. “Oh my God. Adam, are you okay?”

      “I don’t know. I… I can’t think straight.”

      “You need to help us.” Tasha was talking to Margaret. “There’s a psychopath trying to kill us. We need to get in your car and fetch the police.”

      Suddenly, Adam’s thoughts gathered speed. The force of the impact had knocked him silly; so silly that he had momentarily forgotten the threat they were facing. “Margaret, put Tasha in your car and get the hell out of here. Right before you hit me, it was here.”

      Margaret frowned. “What was here?”

      “The white face.”

      “I’m sorry, I’m afraid I don’t follow.”

      Adam started climbing up off the wet tarmac. His entire body ached and his elbow burned. Tasha helped him stand and then they both faced Margaret in the pouring rain. The old woman seemed more confused than frightened, so Adam tried once more to make her understand. “A member of our group, Kevin, is dead, and another has been stabbed. We need the police. If we don’t get out of here right now—”

      Margaret looked towards the community hall, using a hand to shield her eyes from the rain. “There’s somebody dead inside?”

      “Yes!” Tasha was flapping her arms urgently.

      “Look, I don’t know what’s going on here, but perhaps we should go inside and talk sensibly. It’s raining cats and dogs and it’s one in the morning.”

      Margaret started headed towards the building, but Tasha grabbed her by the arm. “Are you even listening to us?”

      “Yes, and it’s a little hard to stomach. I’m going to go inside and see for myself what’s going on. Now, would you kindly let go of my arm?”

      Tasha didn’t let go of her. “What’s going on is that there’s a madman trying to kill us, and you’re wasting time we don’t fucking have.”

      Margaret glared at Tasha, but then she seemed to finally get it. Her expression gradually fell. “We’re really in danger? You’re being serious?”

      Tasha nodded. There were tears in her eyes – desperate, pleading tears. “Please, just get us out of here and to the police.”

      Margaret nodded. “Okay, get in the car.”

      Finally. Adam let out a massive sigh of relief. So did Tasha, and then they were both rushing for the car. Adam yanked open the front passenger door and threw himself down onto the warm seat while Tasha threw down her broom handle and jumped in behind him. The slamming of the door was like a promise of safety, the windscreen like a shield. Perhaps their attacker had fled when Margaret arrived.

      Please let it be over.

      Margaret was still standing in front of the car, illuminated by the sidelights. She stared off towards the community centre, maybe considering their story one last time. Then, mercifully, she turned towards the car.

      The thunder returned.

      Margaret’s head seemed to evaporate in a crimson mist. The rain on the windscreen turned red, and globs of flesh slid down the glass. In the glow of the sidelights, Margaret’s body slumped to the tarmac.

      Tasha screamed in the backseat.

      A white face appeared in the darkness.

      Adam cowered in his seat. We’re not getting out of here alive.
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        * * *

      

      Adam cowered in the front passenger seat, staring at the body of a dead woman. The third death tonight, assuming Betty wasn’t still alive somewhere.

      We haven’t found her yet.

      The white face watched them from the edge of the glow cast by the car’s sidelights. It seemed in no rush to approach them.

      Tasha punched the back of Adam’s seat. “Drive! Drive us out of here!”

      Great idea.

      Adam clambered over the handbrake and gear lever, knocking his injured elbow on the dashboard and making himself nauseous. He slid down behind the steering wheel and looked ahead. The white face had gone, moved out of the light, but he knew it was still out there somewhere watching them.

      It’s toying with us.

      It’s enjoying this.

      No, not it. It’s a person. Just a man.

      Adam reached for the ignition key, but there was nothing there, only a silver button. “H-How the hell do I start the engine? There’s only a button.”

      Tasha leaned forward between the seats. “It’s one of those keyless start thingies. Just press it.”

      Adam thumbed the small round button but the engine did nothing. A message flashed up on a small screen behind the steering wheel: PRESS BRAKE. He shoved his foot down on the pedal and tried the button again. The engine still didn’t start, but this time the message on screen was different: NO KEY ID.

      “What the hell? Why won’t this stupid thing start?”

      “The key,” said Tasha. “Margaret must have it on her. It won’t start unless you have the key in your pocket.”

      Adam punched the steering wheel, which shocked his elbow again and made him want to throw up. “Goddamn this stupid little car and its stupid technology.”

      “We need to get the key.”

      Of course we need to get the key, because the alternative is to sit here and do nothing until we get shot or stabbed or eaten. “Okay, I’ll go. Just… sit tight.”

      “Yeah, I’ll take a load off.”

      Adam opened the door and let the rain in. The warmth of the car left his bones and he was once again in the cold. His shoes came down in a puddle and it soaked right though to his socks. He wouldn’t have thought he could be any more miserable.

      Margaret’s body was on display, lying in a wide triangle of light with glistening streaks of rain falling down on her. It was almost beautiful, until you looked at the red and grey mush where her head had been. She was wearing a dark green anorak. Was the car key in one of the pockets?

      Only one way to find out.

      Adam kept his eyes on the darkness ahead, searching for that white face. He moved towards Margaret, his hip creaking with each step. Being hit by a car was actually one of the least concerning parts of his night, and he was just glad to still be breathing.

      He knelt down next to the body and reached for the hip pocket.

      Blood exploded from Margaret’s chest as another gunshot cracked.

      Adam froze, his hand still outstretched. He knew he should leap for cover, but he was caught out in the open. Once again, he froze, but this time it was from pure terror.

      Another shot hit Margaret’s body, sending another plume of blood into the air.

      The next shot hit one of the car’s headlamp arrays, cutting off half the light. The following shot hit the other side and brought back total darkness. Tasha was inside the car, yelling out. “Get back inside.”

      Adam reached out, needing to get the key. Without it they were doomed.

      It must be right inside her pocket.

      Another bullet struck Margaret’s body, only an inch from Adam’s fingertips. He had no choice but to give up. He was being warned. Don’t go for the key.

      He turned and ran back to the car, throwing himself into the driver’s seat and ducking down. Tasha was in the footwell at the back. “That didn’t go well,” she said.

      “I’ll admit, I was hoping for a different result. Are you okay?”

      “Better than Margaret.”

      Adam sighed. The sight of the headless woman would stay with him for the rest of his life – but that might not be so long. “Poor lady. She only came here to check on the alarm. I thought this was about our group, but it seems this psycho is prepared to kill anybody.”

      “You still think it’s some guy with a screw loose?”

      “If I was ever close to believing in monsters and ghosts, it would be tonight, but supernatural beings don’t tend to unload on people with rifles, do they?”

      Tasha narrowed her eyes and paused a moment. “When that thing came at you in the vegetable garden, it wasn’t carrying a rifle.”

      “Maybe it left it in the woods.”

      “I don’t think that thing with the white face is the one shooting at us.”

      Adam groaned. “So we’re back to the two people theory?”

      “Or maybe one person with a gun and one ghost with a grudge.”

      “No, if there are two people doing this, they must be working together. The white face was right there before Margaret hit me with her car, but the shot that killed her came from the woods.”

      “So what did Costa see when he signalled for us to go? Did he see the white face, or a man with a gun?”

      Adam tried to get lower in the seat. He feared a bullet taking off the top of his head at any second. “I’ll ask him when I see him. What are we going to do, Tasha? You were motivated earlier to face this threat head-on. Still think that’s the right call?”

      “That was when I thought we were up against a guy with a knife. High-powered rifles aren’t really something you can face head-on. Just ask Margaret.”

      Adam groaned. “You have a real gift for speaking ill of the dead, you know that?”

      “Better to joke about something than actually think about it. I have enough survivor’s guilt as it is.”

      “Your brother?”

      “Yeah. His name was Ben. He was in a wheelchair his entire life and I looked after him. We were close. I was so used to basing my life around his needs that when he was gone, my life just seemed suddenly…”

      “Empty. My wife’s name was Katy. My son was James. I spent most of my time avoiding them, hiding in shame while I drank. I always thought there would be time to get clean later – to make it up to them. Once they were gone, it was like I lost the air I was breathing. They were the only part of me that was still human – the only part of me that hadn’t been completely eaten away by the booze. When they died, they took the only good part of me with them. Now I’m just a pointless shell.”

      “Who’s one year sober. You’re doing the best you can.”

      “I just wish I’d done that when they’d been alive.”

      The car shook. Adam dropped down lower in the seat. The car shook again, rocking back and forth on its axles. They were mice at the mercy of a cat.

      Then the shaking stopped.

      Several minutes went by.

      Tasha whispered from the rear footwell. “What’s happening?”

      Adam could see nothing from low down on the seat. “I don’t know. Maybe he’s gone to torment the others.”

      “What should we do? Run for the road?”

      

  




The windscreen shattered, raining glass down on them.

      “Maybe not,” said Adam. “Looks like our sniper has come back to play.”

      “Then we’re stuck in this car,” said Tasha. “At his mercy.”

      “Maybe not. We’re safe inside the car, right?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “I have an idea. Just… stay low.”

      And try not to die.

      Tasha squashed down as much as she could, but when Adam opened the car door, she asked what the hell he was doing.

      “Moving us somewhere safer.” He leant over the driver’s seat and released the handbrake, then heaved against the steering wheel while sliding his legs out of the car and pushing with his legs against the tarmac. At first it seemed like the car wouldn’t budge, but slowly it began to roll. Once it was moving, keeping it going was easy.

      Get your motor runnin’…

      Head out on the highway…

      Lookin’ for a sniper, and a ghost that’s ruining my day.

      I’m losing my mind.

      Adam flinched as a shot hit the car. He pushed harder, his legs already stiff and battered. Tasha remained completely silent in the back, probably wondering why they were suddenly moving.

      Adam dared a quick glance over the dashboard and adjusted the steering to direct the car towards the community centre. Another shot cracked from the direction of the woods, but he was fully committed now, kept on going, and saw the building come into view through the broken windscreen.

      This is actually working. It’s a mobile shield.

      The car bucked and came to a sudden halt. They had hit something, and Adam wondered if he had pushed them right into the building, but they were still several metres away from the community centre.

      They had struck the low circular wall that housed the elm tree outside the community centre. It meant they were positioned right outside the front entrance. Ten feet short of safety.

      Another shot hit the car and the open driver’s side door rattled. Adam wondered how close the bullet had been from passing through the steel and hitting him.

      “What the hell just happened?” Tasha rose up slightly from the footwell. “Are you okay, Adam?”

      “We’re right outside the front doors of the community centre.”

      “You think we can make it back inside?”

      “If we’re quick, maybe. Hard to hit a moving target, right?”

      Doesn’t mean it’s impossible though.

      Tasha crawled over the centre console and halfway into the front of the car. She looked up at Adam. “How should we do this?”

      “Climb down into the passenger footwell and open the door.”

      Tasha pulled herself forward with her hands, keeping her head below the dashboard. Awkwardly, she managed to dump herself into the front passenger footwell. She reached up and opened the door, shoving it open. “Okay, now what?”

      Adam moved behind the open driver’s door. “I’m going to have to race around the car, but you’ve got a straight shot to the doors. After three, run as fast as you can. I’ll be right behind you. Understand?”

      “Yeah. I’ll be waiting for you at the doors.”

      “Okay, after three. One… Two…”
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        * * *

      

      “Three!” Adam heard another gunshot and prayed it wasn’t aimed at Tasha. To his relief, by the time he made it around the back of Margaret’s vehicle, Tasha had already made it to the front entrance. She rushed inside the foyer and grabbed the interior doors to the hall.

      Thank God.

      Now it was his turn to make a mad dash across open ground. He moved up behind the passenger door that Tasha had left open and tried to control his breathing. The thought of exposing himself to the sniper made him pant in fear. But he’d made his decision; he had to follow it through.

      “Okay, here goes,” he told himself.

      And then he ran.

      He let out a low wail as he moved, knowing he might die in each second that followed. Would the sniper ever run out of bullets? Or had he brought an endless supply? Where did you even get guns and bullets in rural Britain? A shotgun he could understand, but a rifle?

      A crack sounded and the pavement spat up in front of him. He wailed louder, his psyche snapping like a handful of twigs.

      Then he was inside the unlit foyer.

      I made it. Shit, I actually made it.

      Tasha was waiting at the double doors for him, urging him inside. The sniper could reposition at any moment. He couldn’t slow down. He headed for safety.

      A door opened to his left. The women’s toilets.

      A white face appeared.

      Adam felt a thud against his ribs and it stopped him cold. His momentum should have kept him going, but he had run into an immovable object and was now face to face with a nightmare. A pair of dark eyes bore into him. Adam’s body went cold, warmth seeming to escape through a hole in his side.

      “Your judgement has arrived,” said a gruff voice barely louder than a cat’s purr. Adam realised then that he’d been stabbed, because the white-faced attacker raised a bloody knife between them. “Enjoy Hell, Adam.”

      It knows my name.

      It knows what I’ve done.

      Adam was powerless, his body numb and cold. The only part of him that moved was his right arm, which he threw out desperately. His thumb jammed into one of those dark eyes while his fingers raked at a bright white cheek. He clawed furrows, not in flesh, but in some sort of waxy substance. The white-faced monster recoiled, clutching at its eye while swiping the knife through the air defensively and missing Adam’s throat by a hair’s breadth.

      I hurt it. Ha, I hurt it.

      Him. I hurt him.

      Tasha leapt out from the doorway and grabbed Adam, pulling him backwards into the hall. Then she slammed the doors shut and slid a stack of chairs up against them. She finished it all up with an angry yell. “Motherfucker!”

      Footsteps at the back of the hall made Adam flinch and turn around. It was Patrick, waving his wind-up torch and looking frantic. “Thank the Lord you’re both okay. All those gunshots…”

      “The plan failed,” said Adam, lowering himself to the ground while he bled. “Margaret arrived to reset the alarm. She’s dead.”

      Her head was blown off.

      Patrick reached out a hand to the nearest wall to steady himself. He clutched his stomach and moaned. “No, I don’t believe you. Not dear old Margaret.”

      Adam groaned. “Can we focus on me bleeding to death, please? I’m hurt.”

      Tasha dropped to her knees. “Let me take a look.”

      She ran her icy hands under his shirt and started rolling it towards his neck. Seeing his own blood sent a wave of revulsion up through his guts that ended in his bulging throat.

      “Don’t puke on me, Adam. It looks horrible, but I think you’re okay.” She prodded at his naked torso, wiping away blood in gory smears. It was too dark, and too acute an angle for him to study the knife wound himself, but Tasha leant closer and squinted. “It’s quite deep,” she said, “but it’s low down on your side. I think it’s mostly just flab.”

      Adam grumbled. “Are you really calling me fat?”

      “No, just middle-aged. And lucky. You aren’t about to die, so stay calm.”

      Yeah, sure, no problem. I get stabbed all the time.

      Patrick seemed to take that as his cue to talk again. “Are you sure Margaret is dead? It was definitely her?”

      “She turned up in a light green hatchback,” said Tasha. “A Renault, maybe?”

      Patrick nodded and doubled over. “Yes, yes, that’s her little runaround. She only just got it.”

      “Yeah, it was pretty new. We almost couldn’t work out how to start it.”

      “What? You mean you have her car? We can leave?”

      Adam shook his head. He felt nauseous and a little feverish. Every part of his body was soaked in either blood or rainwater. “Margaret has the key, and the sniper out there doesn’t plan on letting us get it.”

      Tasha stared at the ground as if she was thinking. Then she looked down at Adam with a grim expression. “We got our confirmation that there are two people out there, fucking with us. That white-faced maniac was hiding in the toilets while the sniper was still taking potshots at us from the woods.”

      Adam looked down at his hand. It was bloodstained, but a thick waxy substance coated his fingertips “It’s just someone in make-up. His face is meant to scare us.”

      “It does scare us,” said Tasha. “Men who wear make-up have issues.”

      “That’s not very progressive of you,” said Patrick. “Men and women can both do whatever they want.”

      Tasha rolled her eyes. “Doesn’t mean they should, but hey, you want to wear your wife’s knickers then that’s your fucking business.”

      Patrick’s lips turned in an unattractive smile. “Watch your mouth, young lady. There’s no need for rudeness.”

      “Young lady? You aren’t my dad, Patrick, so try to be a little less demeaning when you talk to me, yeah?”

      “Did you even have a dad? We haven’t delved into your upbringing yet, but I’m sure we’ll find no surprises. Was he violent like you?” He held up his injured hand. “You showed your true colours when you shoved me.”

      “Whoa, Patrick.” Adam remained on the ground, too weak to get up, but he still needed to keep things under control. “Back off a little, okay? It’s uncalled for.”

      Patrick folded his arms and looked away. “She started it.”

      “And as a grown man, you can finish it.” Adam turned and looked at Tasha. “You too. This is not what we need right now. Patrick, where’s Costa? I need to know what he saw out in the woods.”

      Patrick sighed, and it turned into a slight whistle from his nostrils. “He never came back. I kept the door open, but he’s still out there in the woods.”

      “You kept the door open? Who’s guarding it now?”

      “John, but there’s, um, a problem.”

      Adam felt a little more strength in his limbs, so he climbed to his feet, wincing as his elbow, torso, and legs ached. He gripped his knife wound and limped across the hall to join Patrick. “What problem?”

      “You should see for yourself.”

      “I’ll wait here,” said Tasha. “Watch the door.”

      Adam agreed it was a good idea, so he went with Patrick alone. He passed Kevin’s body on the way, still draped in a blanket. It was only now that he was dead and covered up that his massive size became appreciable. He had been a big, big man. But he had still died too young. Why had someone poisoned him?

      Why any of this?

      What is the reason? What is the cause?

      How does it end?

      Patrick opened the door at the back and Adam passed through. The storage room was dark and the only source of light turned out to be from John’s phone sitting on a shelf. The man had opened the top three buttons on his white shirt. He was glistening with sweat. He stood at the partially opened fire escape, staring out at the garden. In his hand, he held the bottle of Scotch.

      Are you serious?

      John must have heard Adam enter because he turned his head to look back over his shoulder. “Oh, you’re back? I didn’t hear any sirens racing to the rescue, so I assume we’re all still quite fucked.”

      Adam stared at the bottle of booze in the man’s hand and considered asking for a hit. He resisted. “Yeah, we’re fucked, John. Some of us more than others. Close that door, we need to talk.”

      John closed the door and turned around. He didn’t look like he wanted to talk.
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        * * *

      

      “You really think getting drunk is helpful, right now, John?”

      Because if it is, then I want in.

      John shrugged, more teenager than middle-aged businessman. “This has nothing to do with me so I’m sitting it out.”

      Adam closed his eyes for a moment and counted to five, needing a moment to both keep his calm and summon his strength. Never in his life had he been so battered and bruised. The abuse his body could take was staggering. “What do you mean, it has nothing to do with you?”

      “I mean I stepped on a nail meant for somebody else, and I’m not taking another step until you all sort it out. I will stay right here and drink.”

      “You selfish prick. For all we know, this could be some business competitor you drove into the ground, or some tenant you evicted.”

      “I’ve never had to evict a tenant in my life. I’m not a slumlord. I own premium property for professional people.”

      “Good for you. I’m a drunk with a failing carpentry business. Aside from killing my family, I don’t have any enemies either. In fact, I barely leave my home. Stop assuming this is about someone else, because I promise you these psychos are out to get us all. They just shot an innocent woman because she was unlucky enough to pull into the car park. Whatever you think is happening tonight, three people are dead. You can’t sit this out.”

      John’s eyes narrowed, and his petulant pout turned to an expression of interest. “You said they shot an innocent woman. What have you learned?”

      “That there are two people outside this building intending to kill us. One has a gun, one has a knife. I know he has a knife because he buried it in my side while I was out trying to get help for us all. While Costa was attempting to do the same.”

      “Any sign of him yet?” Patrick asked hopefully.

      John shook his head. “Sorry. I kept my eyes peeled while you were gone but I haven’t seen a thing.”

      Patrick covered his mouth. “The bastards must have got him.”

      John sniffed. “Or he’s in on this whole thing.”

      Seizing on that, Adam stepped forward. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean he went out to get help and came back with a stab wound. Then we left him with Betty and she disappears, but he wakes up with a bump on the noggin. Now he’s rushed out into the night never to be seen again. I don’t trust him.”

      All valid points, but nowhere near evidence.

      Patrick took off his spectacles and glared. “Now, John, don’t make such silly assumptions. Costa has been affected as much as anyone today. He’s a brave young man.”

      Adam felt the same way. Costa had taken risks and got hurt for them – and yet…

      Maybe he could be in on it. Maybe he poisoned Kevin’s brownies. And what of Betty? What happened to her? She can’t have just disappeared.

      No, there’s no point in making accusations. Costa was legitimately stabbed. His head was legitimately bleeding. He’s a victim.

      Where is Betty’s body?

      “The white face I saw is just a man,” said Adam.

      John rolled his eyes. “I was rather hoping on a ghost.”

      “If we stick together, we can get out of this.”

      “No thanks. I’ll wait for help to come. My wife will have contacted the police by now.”

      “Or perhaps she had an early night and assumed you would be home eventually.”

      John’s eyes shifted to the side momentarily.

      A flicker of doubt?

      Adam doubled down on his theory. “Is it possible, John? In fact, screw possible, is it likely?”

      John took a few deep breaths, creating a near silence between them. “Usually, after I leave our meetings, I drop by the off licence and get a bottle of wine for a nightcap. Sometimes, by the time I get home, it’s past eleven. Emma typically goes to bed by then.”

      “You leave an alcoholic counselling session and the first thing you do is buy wine? Are you kidding me?”

      John shrugged. “I always tell myself that next week will be the week I drive straight home. But I always stop.”

      Patrick threw his head back and groaned. “So there’s no help coming?”

      Adam touched the man on his arm. “What about your wife, Patrick?”

      “Fast asleep. She starts her cleaning runs at five in the morning. I rarely see her past eight o’clock.”

      “And I live alone,” said Adam. “Let’s assume Tasha does too. Costa lives at his mother’s house on his own. Betty is widowed. Shit… can we not catch a single break tonight?”

      “What about Kevin?” said Patrick. “He and his wife are like two peas in a pod.”

      “Hen party,” said Patrick. “Remember? Who knows what time she’ll get home.”

      Adam put his head in his hands. “Then no one is coming for us. No one at all. Margaret was our one chance.”

      “Might as well enjoy ourselves then,” said John, raising the mostly empty bottle of Scotch to his lips.

      Adam had seen enough. Watching a selfish asshole with a bottle to his lips while others relied on him was too close to home. He saw too much of himself. Growling like an animal, he lashed out and swiped the bottle right out of John’s mouth. The bottle smashed on the floor at their feet. “Whether you like it or not, John, you’re involved in this. You’re a drunk in a fancy suit. Don’t delude yourself that you’re any better than the rest of us. We’re in a fight for our lives, and if we don’t stick together, your children will be orphans. Think about that.”

      John’s expression lost some of its arrogance. He stared at the broken bottle on the ground and let out a defeated sigh. “It was cheap supermarket swill, anyway. You’ve done me a favour.”

      “Yes,” said Adam, “I have. We need you with us, John.”

      John nodded. “Yes, okay, I understand. I’m with you. Let’s make a plan.”

      Adam sighed. “The last one didn’t go so well.”

      Patrick chuckled. “No, it didn’t, but what do they say about falling off the wagon?”

      Adam ran a hand through his wet hair and wished he couldn’t smell the woody aroma of Scotch. “Get back on again.”

      Patrick clapped his hands. “Exactly. Let’s dust ourselves off and stop being victims. No problem ever got solved through hiding.”

      Pretty sure that hiding from a sniper is the exception to that. “I’ve been hit by a car, stabbed, and frightened half to death. But I’m still standing.”

      John lifted his blood-soaked loafer. “So am I, just about.”

      Patrick held up his crusted hand, pierced by a nail. “I’m ready to lend a hand wherever I can.”

      Adam shook his head. “Even for a bunch of alkies, we’re a pretty sad act.”

      John smirked. “And you’re our leader. Chief saddo.”

      “Patrick’s the leader.”

      Patrick shook his head and held up his bloody hand again. “I’m having the night off. Workplace injury.”

      Adam grimaced. The last person anyone should rely on was him. Never rely on a drunk.

      But we’re all drunks. And we’ve got to rely on someone. Looks like it’s going to be me.

      It really shouldn’t be me.

      Adam sighed and limped back into the hall, his body stabbed and bleeding.
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        * * *

      

      They sat in a semi-circle with their mobile phones in their laps. John’s huge-screened phablet had died, which left only Tasha, Patrick, and Adam’s torch apps still active. The more time that went by, the more light they lost. It was like the fading away of their lives. At least Patrick had the wind-up torch; even though its whirring and clicking was irritating.

      “When I was a kid,” said Tasha, squeezing rainwater from her wet sleeves, “I asked my brother why his legs didn’t work like everyone else’s. He told me it was because he was lucky. ‘Lucky,’ I said. ‘How is it lucky?’ He told me, ‘because I get to sit around on my arse all day while people fetch me shit.’”

      Adam and John chuckled. Patrick shook his head sadly. “He was likely deflecting.”

      Tasha shook her head. “No, he wasn’t. That was Ben. He never looked at the bad side of anything. It used to frustrate the hell out of me. He never took anything seriously, but now that he’s gone, I would give anything to hear his laugh again. Since he died, I’ve been wallowing in my own misery, which is the opposite to what he would’ve wanted. I’ve got to get out of this mess alive, because I need to make it up to him. I need to smile and take the piss out of life like he would be doing now if he still had the chance.”

      Adam smiled. “You’re a good kid, Tasha.”

      “You’re not so bad either, Adam. I know you hate yourself, but it’s okay to like yourself a little too. You can do both.”

      Adam gave her a thin-lipped smile. “Sounds tricky, but I’ll give it a go.”

      John had his wounded foot up on a spare chair, and he was rubbing his ankle as if it was the closest he was willing to get to where it hurt. “Don’t hold me to it, but I’m going to knock the booze on the head. One thing tonight has taught me is that I’m no good in a crisis, and it’s because I’m always thinking about my next drink. I’m not problematic when I drink, I’m problematic when something keeps me from it.”

      Adam sat up straight, rubbing his cold wet thighs. He smelled damp and unclean. “I’m sorry for the things I said, John. Life is hard for everyone, no matter their circumstances.”

      John waved a hand to show it didn’t matter. “I never shut off, that’s my problem. Nothing is ever enough. Maybe if I learned to relax and accept what I have, I wouldn’t be so stressed all the time. I wouldn’t need to take the edge off with alcohol.”

      Adam stood. He had gone from being chilly to desensitised, and when he prodded his own flesh, it barely registered. Can’t be a good sign, I’m sure. “Okay, so we’re clear about what we’re doing?”

      Everyone nodded.

      “Before we do this, I have to come clean about something. When the man with the white face stabbed me, he said my name. Whoever is doing this knows who I am. John, you might be right. Maybe this isn’t about you.”

      John shook his head. “This is about more than just you. If someone wanted to kill you, they could bludgeon you in your sleep or run you over. Why would anyone go to all this trouble?”

      “Then how did he know my name?”

      “He probably knows all our names,” said Tasha, “but even if this was all about you, Adam, it’s pretty clear we’re all in danger.”

      Patrick took his specs off and polished them on his shirt. Then he placed them back on his face and sat up straight, his chin raised. “We support each other in this group. That’s what we do.”

      Adam had changed his mind about these people. They were his friends. Which was why he was about to walk outside and risk his life for them. It was time to hit back.

      He clutched the screwdriver he’d found inside the storage room and made sure it was safe inside his pocket. He also had something else – another knick-knack he’d found in the back room – and he hoped it could do some damage.

      “You sure you want to do this?” asked John.

      Adam nodded and raindrops flicked from his hair. “They’ll kill us one by one if we don’t do something to fight back.”

      “But the sniper?”

      “The sniper could have shot me a dozen times already. The sniper’s role is to keep us trapped here. It’s the fucker with the white face I want to see. I’m sure I recognised him. I just need to get one more look and I feel like it will all click into place.”

      John nodded and folded his arms. He was shivering slightly. “I agree that attack may be the best form of defence here, but I still don’t like it.”

      “What choice do we have? I’m not sure we’ll last the night in this cold even if we manage to avoid getting killed. One of us has to go out and try to put a stop to this.”

      “Then good luck. Good bloody luck.”

      Adam shook John’s hand, the first time he ever had, and then turned to the door. The torch on his phone flickered and died – his battery finally empty. It was for the best. What he was planning to do would be easier in the dark.

      Tasha opened the double doors and waited. She had pulled out her purple ribbon and her wet hair was now an unkempt frizz. It made her look younger – just a kid, really, compared to Adam. Her luck was the worst of them all. What a night to attend the group for the first time.

      Least she’ll have a story to write for her next college essay.

      The rain had finally let up and was now only a pestering drizzle. As Adam passed through the open foyer, he kept his eyes on the toilets to either side. The men’s had contained Betty’s severed hand. The women’s had hosted a surprise knife attack. The irony was that he needed to relieve himself quite badly – he hadn’t gone all night – but no way was he going inside those cramped, dark rooms on his own.

      It’s a surprise I haven’t shit myself yet.

      Time for that later. I need to make this work.

      He stepped out of the foyer and into the drizzle. By this point, he had been sodden for most of the night, so a little more rain wouldn’t hurt him. Back out in the open, his biggest concern was the possibility that a crack of thunder from the woods would send a bullet through his eyeball. His theory that the sniper wouldn’t kill him was just that – a theory – and if he was wrong, he would soon know about it. Margaret had taken a bullet in the head, but that was because she wasn’t supposed to be there. She was a witness not a participant.

      Did she have a family? Kids?

      What are they going to do when they find out she was executed for no reason?

      Adam moved in a wounded amble. If the sniper thought he was going to make a run for it, then he might shoot, but by moving slowly in a straight line, there was no reason to overreact and pull the trigger. He would never make it to the road in time even if he wanted to attempt it.

      I’m not planning to run. I’m planning to talk.

      “Okay, I’m here. You said my name, which means you know me. Well, here I am, let’s talk like civilised people.”

      The rain made a gentle pattering sound, but a low, rumbling voice interrupted it. “Civilised? You think talking in a group erases your crimes; that if you just say how sorry you are, the world will forgive you. Adam, you don’t deserve forgiveness, and you will never get it. You’re a worthless animal – less than a pig. You all are.”

      Adam squinted and tried to see in the dark. The moon was almost full, but it kept passing behind storm clouds, which meant he could make out only the vague shape of a man. “You’re probably right, but we’re doing our best to change. Who are you? Why are you doing this? Do I know you?”

      The white face appeared out of the shadows to Adam’s left, forcing him to turn slightly. If he tried to dash back to the community hall, it would be more or less a fair race because they were both equidistant from it. “I am judgement, and tonight you will not escape your sentence.”

      Adam shook his head, defiant. “No, you’re only a man beneath that make-up.”

      The white face scowled. With only the moonlight by which to see, it was too difficult to make out finer details, but Adam suspected the gaping mouth was actually teeth and lips painted black. Knowing that he was merely facing another man gave him the resolve he needed to stand his ground. He was afraid, but he was no longer terrified.

      “What have you done with the others? Where’s Betty? Costa?”

      “They’re closer than you think, Adam. I’m sure no one will miss them, just like no one will miss you.”

      “Is tonight… Is this all about me?”

      The white face contorted and then launched out of the shadows. “Of course it’s about you!”

      Adam saw the flash of steel just in time to dodge away. His body was so wrecked that it was like moving through treacle. The blade missed his throat by less than an inch. Before he had a chance of doing anything else, the blade changed directions and came at him again. It was about to slam into his cheek, but he turned and grabbed his attacker’s wrist with both of his hands. A struggle ensued, and whether it was because Adam was weak or his attacker was strong, it was a losing battle. The knife hovered closer to his face, the sharp tip inching towards his eye.

      “W-Who are you?”

      “The man who’s going to kill you, you worthless swine.”

      Adam flinched. His attacker’s voice had cracked, losing its low, unnatural rumble and resembling a normal speaking voice (albeit an angry one). “Tell me who you are.”

      The attacker didn’t respond beyond a grunt as he doubled down on trying to ram the knife into Adam’s eye. Another second and he would be half-blind for whatever remained of his life.

      I can’t overpower this man. I need to let go of his wrist.

      And somehow avoid getting stabbed.

      “You know the first step of getting clean?” he asked, staring into those dark, hate-filled eyes. “Admitting you’re powerless.”

      Adam let go of his attacker’s wrist and dodged backwards, avoiding the blade that was now free to swipe at him. At the same time, he reached into his pocket and pulled out one of the items he had taken from the storage room. The snooker ball was wrapped inside one of Adam’s wet socks, and he swung it like an extension of his fist. The sound it made as it cracked off the white face was like a hammer striking wood.

      Adam’s attacker grunted in surprise and staggered backwards, clutching their face. Their knife dropped onto the tarmac and Adam kicked it away, removing it as a threat. The tables had finally turned. “I’m done with this shit! I might be worthless, but I am done being messed with. This ends now.”

      The white face was stained red, its right cheek smashed open and bleeding. It glared at Adam, mouth twisted in a snarl. “It ends when I soak my hands in your blood.”

      Adam swung the pool ball again. The white-faced man threw up an arm to block the blow but ended up taking it on the forearm. He grunted once more in pain and began to retreat, moving back towards the community centre. Adam pressed his advantage, buoyed by the violence and imminent victory.

      Am I enjoying this?

      No, I’m enjoying being on the right side of things for once. I’m the good guy.

      Adam dropped the snooker ball on the ground and reached into his other pocket. He pulled out the screwdriver and took a step forward, brandishing it like a knife. “It’s over. Let the people inside go.”

      “Or else what? You’ll kill me? Wouldn’t be the first person you’ve murdered. Katy. James. You murdered them in their—”

      Adam unleashed a roar he wouldn’t have thought himself capable of, then lunged forward with the screwdriver. He acted on instinct, without aim, and he buried the tool in the arm of his assailant. The white face contorted in agony, but that only made Adam more feral. He yanked the screwdriver free from wet flesh and then raised it over his head to deliver another blow.

      He paused.

      Blood streaked the white face, smearing the waxy make-up and revealing the pink flesh beneath. That, along with the disapproving look, caused Adam to halt his attack and gasp in confusion. It can’t be.

      “I-It’s you!”

      “Yes, it’s me. And I will see you dead.”

      “I’m sorry.” Adam leapt forward and thrust the screwdriver, still wanting to end this nightmare, regardless of who ended up dead.

      Thunder cracked in the woods.

      Adam’s right leg buckled, like his knee had suddenly disappeared. He tumbled to the ground and the side of his head struck the tarmac. His vision tilted.

      What just happened? My leg…

      Adam lay on his back, staring up at the silvery moon. The bloody white face stared down at him, waxy paint now smeared across a row of straight teeth. Teeth that Adam knew to be false. “I’ve been waiting a long time for this, swine. A very long time.”
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        * * *

      

      Adam considered closing his eyes and accepting his fate, but then he remembered that his attacker was unarmed.

      So am I. Where did my screwdriver go?

      A glint of steel nearby alerted him not to the screwdriver, but to his attacker’s large knife. Could he reach it?

      It’s right there.

      Adam rolled and reached for the blade, but his attacker kicked him in the ribs. He gasped as air escaped him and panicked when it didn’t return.

      The white-faced man strode over to the knife and reached for it leisurely. He picked it up and examined it with a wicked smile. “This blade has already tasted your blood once. It’s hungry for more.”

      Adam tried to catch his breath, but his whole body seized as his lungs failed to inflate. His various injuries amplified themselves until he couldn’t tell his arms from his legs.

      The white-faced man turned the knife until it pointed downwards. He stood over Adam with it and sneered. “You’ll never see them again. They’re in a better place than you’ll ever know.”

      “As long as they’re happy, I can rest in peace.”

      The white face contorted in a confused grimace. Adam was supposed to be begging for his life, screaming in terror, but instead he was at peace.

      I’m not afraid.

      His attacker stepped forward and stabbed the knife downwards, but before it bit into Adam’s flesh, someone else appeared and tackled his would-be murderer from behind.

      John appeared in front of Adam, offering a hand. “You have a talent for getting in trouble, do you know that?”

      Adam nodded and let John pull him to his feet. He’d been shot in the knee, but it seemed that the bullet had only grazed him. The two of them immediately started hobbling back towards the community centre, John with his pierced foot, and Adam with his shot knee. “I thought that went better than expected,” said Adam. “If nothing else, I finally figured out who’s doing this.”

      John stared at Adam. “Who?”

      “I can barely believe it but—”

      A crack from the woods. The sniper coming back to play.

      John grabbed Adam by the arm. “Come on, let’s move. We can debrief inside.”

      Adam glanced back at his white-faced attacker. The man was getting back to his feet, but he was backing off instead of pursuing. It was his partner’s turn to terrorise. But Adam still wasn’t afraid. Not now that he knew who was behind this. He was only upset. Saddened.

      Unsurprised.

      John shoved Adam into the foyer as another shot sounded from the direction of the woods. Then they were both inside, sheltered from the gunfire. John grimaced at Adam and opened his mouth to speak.

      Only blood came out.
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        * * *

      

      John collapsed into Adam’s arms. It led to an awkward dance between them as Adam tried to shuffle back towards the double doors to the hall while trying to keep the man upright and trying to keep his right knee from buckling. Tasha was there waiting for them, and she rushed out to help. They managed to get John inside and then Patrick appeared to shove a stack of chairs up against the doors.

      Adam and Tasha lay John on his back. More blood bubbled from between his lips. His white shirt had turned red right above his belt buckle. A gut shot.

      That’s bad, right?

      John moaned in agony, the colour draining from his face as Patrick cast the wind-up torch on him. “I-It’s okay. My liver has taken worse than this.”

      He’s making jokes? Adam couldn’t help but laugh. It was a sudden, unexpected sound, like a—

      Like a gunshot.

      “It’s my dad who’s doing this,” said Adam.

      Everyone stared at him in shock, including John. Tasha was the one to question him first. “Your dad?”

      “Well, my father-in-law to be accurate. It’s Katy’s dad. He’s the one outside wearing make-up.”

      “What is he? A circus clown or something? A drag queen with a bad temper?”

      Adam shook his head. “A police inspector. Thirty years in the force. He’s retired now, but…”

      Tasha shook her head and groaned. “But he’s a badass, yeah?”

      “Probably the toughest man I ever met. He would be in his seventies now, but he’s strong as an ox and fit as a fiddle.”

      Patrick put his hand on Adam’s back. “This is about the fire?”

      “It has to be. He wanted me to get life in prison. I saw his face when I only got eighteen months. Not angry, just broken – like his entire world had turned to mud. Katy’s mother died a year before the fire so she and James were all that he had left. I took them from him.”

      John coughed, spluttered, and then smiled with bloody lips. “I told you this wasn’t about me.”

      “I’m sorry, John. I caused this.”

      There was only silence, which Adam took as blame. He had caused the events of tonight. People were dead because of him.

      More people.

      “I would offer myself up if I thought it would do any good, but I don’t think my father-in-law intends on leaving any survivors. He’s lost his mind. He’s spent his entire life upholding the law, and now this. I can’t believe it.”

      Tasha put her hands on John’s gunshot wound, which made him moan. She looked at Adam while she pressed down. “We need to get help or he’s going to die.”

      “I can hear you,” said John, “and I have no intention of dying.”

      Tasha smiled at him. “Good. I have no intention of letting you.”

      “That’s the spirit.”

      Patrick took off his spectacles and polished them against his shirt. His wounded hand had swelled, and it was now stiff like a claw. “I would say we need to make a plan, but I think I’ve had quite enough of those. At least we know why this is happening; there’s some comfort in that. Do you have any idea who the sniper is, Adam? Does your father-in-law have a deranged brother?”

      Adam sighed. “It’s Costa. Every time we’ve been shot at, Costa has been missing. The first time, he was alone with Betty and she disappeared. Then he went into the woods and set me up by clicking the walkie-talkie. Costa has been missing every time the sniper has appeared.”

      “I don’t buy it,” said Tasha.

      John moaned. “I do. He’s probably special forces. We all saw the way he camouflaged himself and disappeared into those woods.”

      “He was a signalman,” said Adam, “not special forces, but that might explain why the power is off and our phones have been useless all night. He could have rigged this place.”

      “There’s a storm,” said Patrick. “The power’s probably off everywhere, and the signal here has always been poor.”

      Adam shook his head. “The power isn’t off everywhere. Margaret came to check out the alarm, didn’t she? If the power was out in the entire area, she wouldn’t have bothered because it would have been pointless doing anything but waiting for the grid to come back online. Plus, I saw the lampposts outside by the road. They’re lit. This has been planned out to the last detail.”

      Tasha cleared her throat and pulled her sleeves down over her hands. “I don’t see how Costa would be involved in a revenge plot against you. He doesn’t even know you.”

      “He’s known me six months.”

      “In the group. You’ve done nothing to harm him personally. He tried to help us. If not for Margaret turning up…”

      Adam shook his head again. “Before Margaret hit me with her car, the white face – my father-in-law – was there, waiting to stop me. It was a trap. I was supposed to die out there.”

      “Okay,” said Patrick. “So we know who we’re up against. That puts us in a better position than we were before. Lord, I can’t believe Costa is a killer. After all these years, I thought I was better able to read people. Perhaps I’m not cut out to be a leader.”

      “Yeah, I guess not,” said Tasha.

      Patrick glared at her. “Did I ask for your opinion?”

      “What? No, I was just making a—”

      “A joke at my expense? Well, thank you very much, but my personal shortcomings aren’t a laughing matter.”

      Tasha repositioned her hands on John’s gut wound. “Chill out, Pat—”

      “Chill out? You think this is a chilling out situation?”

      Adam put up a hand. “Cool it, Patrick. You’re losing your temper.”

      Patrick swiped Adam’s hand away and snarled. “Don’t you put your hand in my face. I…” He stopped, the words apparently sticking in his throat. He put a hand to his forehead and covered his eyes. “What on earth am I doing? I apologise to you both. It’s the stress of the situation.”

      Adam smiled. “It’s okay, Patrick. Nobody’s fully in control of their wits right now. Just remember we’re on the same side.”

      Tasha studied Patrick in silence, her eyes narrow and suspicious.

      Adam put a hand on her knee. “Everything is calm, yeah?”

      She nodded, her eyes still on Patrick. “I’m chill, man. I’m always chill.”

      “Am I dead yet?” asked John. “Because I’ve changed my mind. Your bickering is driving me quite insane. I’d like to die.”

      Tasha chuckled and then gave him a warm smile. “Sorry, John. We’re best buds again now, I promise. How are you doing?”

      “I’ve been shot in the stomach.”

      “Apart from that?”

      “I’d rather like a drink.”

      “Wouldn’t we all?”

      A window exploded, glass raining inside. They were all so numb by that point that no one even bothered to scream; they just ducked instinctively.

      Another window exploded.

      Then another.

      The bone-aching chill grew worse as an icy breeze blew in from outside. The rain began to hit the sills and form rivulets down the wall.

      “That must be Costa,” said Adam. He got up and headed for the double doors, limping on his injured right knee.

      “Where are you going?” Tasha asked. She couldn’t let go of John’s wound, so she stayed where she was.

      “To go and agree terms of surrender. The jig is up. I know it’s my father-in-law out there, so perhaps he’ll be willing to talk now.”

      No one tried to stop him because he knew they had no better ideas. Death seemed grimly certain, so where was the risk in trying anything at all?

      He headed outside into the drizzling rain and found his father-in-law already waiting for him. Blood from his broken cheek had caused his white make-up to wash away in places. It made him appear even more demonic.

      Adam waved a hand wearily. “Richard, it’s always a joy to see you.”

      “Don’t you play flippant with me, boy. I ought to cut out your tongue.”

      “Do whatever you want, but why harm a bunch of innocent people?”

      “Innocent? Ha! Every one of you is a parasite, sucking the happiness from all those around you. You worthless alkies would rather see the world burn than go a day without a drink. It’s pathetic. Don’t you see how pathetic you are?”

      Adam nodded. “Of course we do. That’s why we come to the group. I know you think we do it to absolve ourselves, but that’s not it. It’s not about forgiveness.”

      “You’ll never be forgiven, Adam, not after a thousand years of penance. I will kill you.”

      “Fair enough, but why go through all this?”

      “Because you deserve to suffer along with the people who support you. I’m doing this for my daughter and my grandson, and all the other people you drunken swine will feed off if I don’t stop you. I’m doing the world a favour tonight. Seeing the fear on your face is just a bonus.”

      “I’m not afraid any more, Richard.”

      “Then it looks like my fun is over. Let’s get to business.”

      “Is this the part where Costa shoots me from the woods? How did you get him involved in all this?”

      Richard tilted his head and frowned, a bloody-faced clown. “Perhaps you should look a little closer at your group. None of you are trustworthy. It’s part of your… disease. That’s what you call it, correct? You’re not responsible for your actions, you’re just ill.”

      “I know it’s Costa shooting at us. He’s ex-army, and he’s been missing whenever there have been gunshots. How do you know him?”

      “I know all of you. Kevin, Betty, Patrick, John, Tasha, Costa. I even knew Margaret, the poor cow. Her arrival was a surprise, I admit, but the only part of the plan that matters is that you will never see morning.”

      “Stop this now, Richard. I know you, you’re a good man. Katy would never have wanted this.”

      Richard pulled something from under his belt – a revolver – and pointed it at Adam’s face. “My father brought this back from the war. He taught me what it was to be a man. To be strong and courageous. To fight for what’s right. To protect those who need protecting. I hoped my daughter would marry a man strong enough to keep her safe. Instead…”

      “Katy married me to make her happy, not to keep her safe, but I failed on both counts. I’m sorry, Richard. If you want to shoot me then do it. I deserve it. But I promise you, the people inside are innocent. They are trying to get their lives back on track. Kill me and go. Leave everyone else alone.”

      “How dare you try to play the hero. You’re a selfish coward, Adam. I always knew it, right from the very start. Katy deserved better than you.”

      “I know.”

      “You should be the one who’s dead.”

      “I know.”

      Richard cocked the revolver. “I’m glad we agree on something.”

      Adam put his hands out to the side, making himself a bigger target. “So… this is it then? Will you feel better after I’m gone?”

      “There’s no doubt in my mind.”

      Adam realised he was crying. He let the tears fall down his cheeks along with the rain. “I could never tell you how sorry I am, Richard. Despite what I did, I loved Katy more than anything. James being born was the happiest day of my life.”

      “Then why the fuck did you waste the time you had with them by drinking yourself stupid?”

      Adam shrugged, the only answer he could give. “I wish I knew. Let’s just get this over with, okay? I’m ready.”

      Richard snarled, the revolver shaking in his hand, his face contorted in pain. “She loved you, Adam… She fucking loved you so much!”

      Adam nodded. “I know.”

      The revolver started to shake, its muzzle all over the place. Richard gritted his teeth. His eyes glistened with tears. Pain was written all over his face.

      “It’s okay,” said Adam. “It’s okay. Do what you need to do. Be the man your father taught you to be.”

      Richard began to squeeze the trigger. Any second now and Adam’s wretched life would be over.

      Just do it, goddamn do it.

      The revolver lowered to the ground and Richard howled, suddenly sounding like the old man he was. “Damn the day she ever met you, Adam.”

      “Richard, just pull the trigger. You’ve already killed people tonight, so what’s the problem?”

      “I have killed no one, unlike you!”

      Adam frowned. “What? What about Kevin? What about Margaret?”

      “I never killed them. We weren’t supposed to kill anybody but you. The rest of you swine were only supposed to get a warning. I thought that, after barely surviving the night, they might stop taking their lives for granted. Only you were supposed to die tonight. He went too far. This isn’t what I wanted.”

      Adam took a step forward, certain that his father-in-law wasn’t going to shoot him. “Richard, no one else has to get hurt.”

      “I’m sorry, it’s too late. He’s crazy. All of you are going to—”

      Richard flew sidewards and hit the tarmac. Adam raced over to him and rolled him onto his back, but the old, strong as an ox, ex-police officer was gone. A red cauliflower of blood spread from directly above his heart. Katy’s father was dead, the last of her family. The last of who she was.

      And it’s because of me and what I did.

      Adam stood and faced the woods. “You fucking piece of shit! Why are you doing this? What the hell are you trying to achieve? He was an old man grieving over his dead daughter, his dead wife, his dead grandson. What the hell do you want?”

      Costa stepped out of the shadows, cradling a long wooden-stocked rifle. He pointed it straight at Adam. “I want you, bitch!”

      Adam turned and sprinted towards the community centre, certain he would be dead before he even made it halfway.
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        * * *

      

      Adam had limped more than a dozen metres to meet with his father-in-law, which meant he would need to beat a full-on sprint across the car park to make it back to safety, but it was impossible with his various injuries. Every painful stride he took was punctuated by the wet tarmac erupting at his feet as a bullet hit the ground. He didn’t know if Costa was missing his shots on purpose or if each was a near miss.

      What relationship does Costa have to Katy’s father?

      Why is he doing this?

      Adam felt a bee sting the back of his right leg, and suddenly he was falling, crashing forward onto his hands and knees. The community centre was right in front of him, but he knew he would never make it. There was something else to his left, however, that might just offer him a sliver of safety. The low brick wall around the old elm tree was only a few feet away. If he could just get behind it.

      Adam picked himself up on one leg and threw himself at the brick wall. There was another crack and another bee sting, this time at the back of his arm already troubled by a badly bruised elbow. Fortunately, he was already airborne, and the momentum took him up over the wall and onto the other side. There he took cover, panting, moaning, sobbing. Bleeding.

      I’ve been shot.

      Twice.

      “Why are you doing this, Costa?”

      “Because you deserve it.”

      “You don’t even know me.”

      From behind the wall, Adam couldn’t see Costa, but his voice was close. Frighteningly close. “I’ve been listening to you unburden yourself every week for six months. I know everything there is to know about you. You’re a selfish piece of shit who killed his family.”

      Adam was losing his temper. As much as he loathed himself for what he had done, he was sick and tired of having it thrown in his face. He’d offered to let Richard kill him, but his father-in-law had failed to take advantage. No way was he going to take this shit from some younger man he barely knew.

      “Fuck you, Costa. You’re an alcoholic too. You should understand what it’s like.”

      A laugh whipped through the drizzle. “I’m nothing like you, Adam. I don’t have a drinking problem. I barely even touch the stuff.”

      “Then why the hell have you been coming to our group?”

      “BECAUSE YOU KILLED MY SISTER!”

      Costa appeared on Adam’s left, aiming his rifle and pulling the trigger. Adam rolled aside just as the bricks behind him exploded. His right leg cramped like it was made of cement, and he could only drag it along behind him as he hurried desperately for the safety of the foyer. There was another crack of rifle fire, but the bullet lodged in the brickwork of the community centre. No other shots followed, and Adam considered – and prayed – that Costa might have run out of ammunition. Rifles didn’t fire forever.

      Tasha was in the foyer calling for him. Adam reached out for her and she grabbed his arm, yanking him inside. She hurried him through the double doors and into the hall, then slammed them shut. The doors rattled as a gunshot struck the other side. The wood cracked and bulged, the bullet lodged within. They were too flimsy to withstand an assault.

      Tasha held Adam as he collapsed. “You’re bleeding all over.”

      Patrick was holding his head in his hands. “I’m now banning anyone from going outside.”

      Adam tried to stay standing, but he couldn’t. He slumped to the ground and lay there, his body useless. “My father-in-law is dead. Costa shot him. He’s insane. I think he took this a lot further than he was supposed to.”

      Patrick moaned. “But why?”

      “He said I-I killed his sister. I-I don’t know what he meant. Katy had no s-s-siblings.”

      “You’re freezing,” said Tasha. “Christ! Patrick, get me something to warm him up. Fetch me that blanket.”

      “What? It’s covering Kevin.”

      “Adam needs it more. He’s losing blood.”

      Patrick muttered under his breath, then moved towards the large mound nearby that was Kevin’s body. He reached down and tugged the corner of the blanket. “I’m sorry about this, Kevin.”

      He pulled the blanket away and then screamed.

      John turned his head, half-conscious, and smiled somewhat deliriously. “Guess we found Betty.”

      Adam had to squint to see because Patrick’s torch was wavering all over the place. Eventually, he realised that Betty’s corpse had been laid next to Kevin’s beneath the blanket. His bulk was so colossal that she was nestled against his side without making his silhouette any larger beneath the blanket. A transparent plastic bag covered Betty’s face. She’d been suffocated.

      Tasha bent over and vomited. “Oh my God. Oh my God.”

      Patrick teetered on the spot, looking like he might pass out. Adam went to get up off the floor, but he was too tired. He just needed a minute. A minute not to be in pain.

      Another window shattered and Costa looked in at them, a maniacal grin on his face as he lifted his rifle into the gap. “Anybody up for shots?”

      There was nowhere to take cover. Adam was a broken mess on the floor. Patrick was a trembling mess. And Tasha was standing right in the middle of the room. The only one who seemed unconcerned was John. “Costa,” he said, “if it was you that messed with my Range Rover, expect a bloody bill.”

      Costa smirked. “What’s the price of a battery these days? I’ll consider it worth it. I’ve been planning tonight for more than six months. You people know there’s a first aid kit in the kitchen, right? There’s no need to be bleeding all over the place like this. To think I had to let that old bitch wrap my arm with her dirty old tights because no one had the brains to look for bandages.”

      “Did you cut your own arm?” asked Tasha. “You’re insane.”

      “I didn’t cut myself. My dear old dad did that. We had to make it look real.”

      Adam flinched. “Your dad?”

      Costa glared at Adam. “I’m surprised you haven’t worked it out. I’ll give you a minute to think about it. Then I’m going to kill you.”
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        * * *

      

      Adam considered what he knew about Costa. He had recently lost his mother to cancer and had left the army to care for her. On her death bed she had told him about his…

      Birth father.

      Costa leant through the broken window, a smirk on his face. A face that was ever so slightly familiar.

      He has Katy’s eyes.

      Adam shook his head in disbelief. “Richard was the father your mother told you about before she died.”

      “You got it, buster. Mum told me about the married police officer that used to come see her on the estate, about how he used to pick her up and drop her whenever it suited him. When I first tracked him down, I was going to kill him for how he treated her, but when he learned who I was, he was happy. I hadn’t expected that. Apparently, he had always felt bad about my mother, and he was genuinely sad to hear that she had died. I gave him a pass.”

      “He’s lying dead outside. Is that a pass?”

      “I said I gave him a pass, not a pardon. I was always going to deal with him eventually, but when I met him, I learned all about the lovely sister I never even knew I had – and a beautiful young nephew. My whole life opened up as I realised I wasn’t alone in the world. I had a family. I was a brother. I was an uncle. The only problem was that they were both dead. My sister’s drunk-ass husband had burned them to death in their beds. My father was a broken man when I found him, but he lit up during those first few months as he showed me pictures of Katy and James. He told me all about them until it almost felt like I had known them myself. Like I had lost them.”

      Tasha started edging towards the doors, but Costa aimed the rifle at her and she shook her head.

      “Just let us go,” she begged. “This is madness.”

      “Maybe you shouldn’t have got involved then, sweetheart.”

      Tasha flinched.

      “Didn’t think I knew about that, did you?”

      Adam could barely move, but he looked at Tasha. “What is he talking about?”

      Costa chuckled. “You were all quick enough to suspect me, I’m sure, but why did no one cast a suspicious eye on the girl who just happened to join the group tonight of all nights? Don’t you think it’s suspicious?”

      Patrick glared at Tasha. “I knew I didn’t like you. What did you do?”

      “Nothing! I have nothing to do with this.”

      “Bullshit!” said Costa. “Tell them the truth.”

      “Yes,” said Patrick, moving towards her with his fists clenched. “Tell us the truth right now.”

      “I know Richard,” she blurted out, “but I didn’t know he was the one doing this tonight. I-I didn’t know…”

      The shock gave Adam a burst of life and he pulled himself onto the nearest chair. Covered in rainwater and blood, he was dizzy, but still conscious – which he saw as being somewhat miraculous. “Tasha, how do you know Richard?”

      “Because I interviewed him for the local paper.”

      Adam frowned. “What?”

      “After my brother died, I got a job at the local newspaper. I interviewed him about the fire that killed your family right after it happened. I followed your trial too, Adam, but I was just doing my job. Two weeks ago, Richard called me up and told me you were out of prison and going to these meetings. He paid me to join up and report the things you said tonight. I was supposed to find out whether or not you felt remorse.

      “He wanted justice for Katy and James,” said Costa. “He was going to murder Adam and have you report the whole thing – the theatrics, the terror, all of it. It would have gone viral, and the whole world would have known what Adam did and what he was killed for. You weren’t here to report on Adam’s alcoholism. You were put here to report his agonising death after an unjust system gave him too light a sentence. Richard wanted his last act to be one of a good father protecting his daughter’s memory.”

      Patrick moved towards Tasha. His fists were still clenched. “You took advantage of our group. You invaded the privacy of our members. Did you poison the brownies, too?”

      “No, that was me,” said Costa. “Little trick I picked up in the Paras. Thought it would be fun to start with an unexpected death.”

      Adam’s pulse was pounding in his eardrums, but he heard enough to confuse him. “You said you were in the Signals.”

      “I was, but then I got my wings and learned how to kill better. Sorry, I wasn’t honest about that earlier, but, you know, I planned on killing you.”

      Adam nodded. “Yeah, fair enough. So what are you waiting for?”

      Costa looked at his wrist. “It’s only quarter past four. No need to rush.”

      “Just put an end to this,” said Tasha. “If you’re going to kill us then do it, but don’t drag me into your little plot. I had nothing to do—”

      Patrick swung his fist and hit Tasha in the side of the head. She yelped in surprise and toppled into the semi-circle of chairs before crashing heavily to the ground. Adam couldn’t tell if she was out for the count, but Patrick followed up his brutal sucker-punch with a vicious stomp.

      “Oh, that’s got to hurt,” said Costa gleefully, his rifle hanging lazily over the windowsill.

      “Hey, stop that,” said John, in a voice so weak it was almost a whisper.

      Adam was a wreck, but he couldn’t sit by and do nothing while Patrick beat a young woman. He glanced at Costa and saw that the young murderer was focused on the violence. It was possible that Adam might be able to make a move without getting shot.

      Take advantage of the distraction.

      Patrick kicked Tasha again but she didn’t moan, which suggested she was unconscious. “You fucking whore. You think you can come into my group and make a mockery of me?”

      Jesus, he’s lost it completely. I need to do something fast.

      Adam crouched and tried to stay out of the light of Patrick’s wind-up torch. He crept behind Patrick, close enough to grab the man in a chokehold or shove him down to the ground. Costa was still watching the violence from the window, cackling like a maniac.

      He is a maniac.

      Adam got even lower, moving on his hands and knees, not wanting to be seen. If he didn’t stop Patrick in the next few seconds, he might kill Tasha.

      It’s now or never.

      Adam made his move, springing up on half-dead knees and throwing out a fist, but instead of going for Patrick, he leapt towards the broken window. His punch landed clean and square on Costa’s jaw, knocking him loopy. He hadn’t seen the attack coming or prepared for it in any way.

      Got you, you fucker!

      Adam threw his entire weight on top of Costa’s rifle, trapping it against the window ledge. Costa’s grip on it had loosened, but it was attached to him via a neck strap.

      Damn it, no! I need to get this rifle away from him.

      He was desperate, and knowing that once Costa recovered he would probably knock Adam out cold and shoot him, he did what he always did in a panic – whatever he could think of.

      He gouged at Costa’s eyes with his thumbs.

      Costa screamed and tried to retreat, but he was caught in the strap of his rifle. Adam continued pushing with his thumbs, trying to blind the young man who had earlier been just another drunk in the group with a sad story.

      With no other way to keep his eyesight, Costa had no choice but to drop to the floor and roll away. His head slipped free of the strap, allowing Adam to yank the rifle inside the hall. Having never held a firearm before, he pointed it awkwardly out of the window and pulled the trigger.

      Thunder boomed.

      Adam staggered backwards, trying to stay on his feet but losing his balance and falling onto his backside. He kept hold of the rifle, but the stock hit him in the mouth, cracking against his upper teeth. He felt something come loose and spat a small amount of grit onto the floor. His shoulder felt like he had just been playfully punched by Mike Tyson.

      But I still have the rifle.

      And Costa is gone.

      The broken window was empty. Perhaps Adam had managed to shoot Costa, or just scared him into running.

      Please let this finally be over.

      Patrick had stopped beating on Tasha, jolted by the loud gunshot that was still echoing off the rafters. He looked around now in confusion, then back down at Tasha, who was out cold on the floor. Finally, his eyes settled on Adam. “My God, are you all right?”

      “I think I broke my goddamn shoulder. Help me up.”

      Patrick hurried over and pulled Adam to his feet. “You did it! You finally put a stop to—”

      Adam lifted the rifle and smashed the stock into the side of Patrick’s head, knocking him cold. Then he stood over the fallen counsellor, a sneer across his lips. “Some people never change, sober or not.”

      “He’s going to feel that in the morning,” said John quietly.

      Adam reached down to Tasha and tried to stir her. “Hey, are you okay? It’s over.”

      For now, at least.
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        * * *

      

      Every one of them was a broken mess. Patrick had dragged himself over to the wall and now clutched his head in silence. John lay in the middle of the hall, unable to get up. Tasha was slumped over a chair, trying to recuperate from her vicious assault. Finally, Adam was in the kitchenette, searching for the first aid kit Costa had mentioned. He found it on top of the fridge, a small green box packed with bandages, plasters, and little else.

      I still can’t believe I have not one but two gunshot wounds.

      The first gunshot had nicked the back of his calf, slicing a V-shaped divot in his muscle. The second had embedded in the back of his arm, causing him agony every time he moved. The only way to cope was to let his arm dangle like a hunk of meat.

      I have to be dying. I’m bleeding all over.

      If not for adrenaline, I think I would be unconscious.

      Katy had a brother she never even knew about. James had an uncle.

      Costa is my family.

      Adam pulled some bandages from the first aid kit in the kitchenette and began wrapping his various wounds. By the time he was done, it looked like he was transitioning into becoming a mummy. He took the remaining bandages out to use on the others, as well as some tape and gauze.

      Back in the hall, John was miraculously still awake. “Seems our pasts never stop haunting us,” he mumbled.

      Adam huffed. “I think mine will follow me to the ends of the Earth. I deserve it.”

      John nodded. “Probably. Still, I quite like you, despite your personal issues getting me killed.”

      “You’re not dead.”

      “Not yet. Has Costa gone? You have his rifle, I see.”

      Adam had the firearm in his right hand. “Yeah, I got it, but that doesn’t mean Costa’s gone. He’s ex-special forces. I don’t think we’re safe yet.”

      John smiled weakly. His face had gone completely white, like the one that had been stalking them earlier. “You know one of the ways I became successful?”

      Adam shook his head.

      “I refuse to dwell on a problem. I only ever think about solutions and ways forward. Every time a delivery gets lost or a large customer closes their account, I only focus on what I can control and how I might improve the situation. We’re alive, so let’s be appreciative of that and find a way to make use of it. Also, keep Patrick away from that poor girl.”

      Adam glanced over at Tasha. She was sitting up now on one of the chairs, but her face was swollen on one side. Patrick was huddled in the corner, glancing over at her guiltily.

      Screw that bastard.

      Adam ripped a packet of gauze with his teeth and looked at John. “I’m going to patch you up.”

      “Righto.”

      Adam pulled up John’s shirt, revealing the gunshot wound. It was a dark red line surrounded by pinkish blood. It looked like the type of injury that could kill a man. Adam pressed the gauze against the wound, letting the blood soak in and seal it. Then he used the roll of tape to secure it. “There, you okay?”

      “Yes, go check on Tasha.”

      Adam did just that, heading over and taking the seat beside the young woman. He was about to apologise to her when she beat him to it. “I’m sorry. I came here to spy on you and it’s wrong. I had no right to invade your privacy.”

      “Was any of it true, about your own drinking?”

      She looked at him, her one eye swollen but both of them teary. “Every word. That’s the irony; I didn’t even have to make up a story to come here. I drink every night and it’s making me ill. I’ve known I needed to stop for a while.”

      Adam put a hand on her knee and smiled. “Then welcome to our group. We’re here for you. Well, what’s left of us.”

      Tasha grunted. “Yeah, I think I might try and find a new group. The leader of this one is a little too hands-on.”

      Adam glanced back at Patrick. When he had struck the man with the rifle, he had shattered his spectacles. Now, Patrick had them in his hands, twirling them between his fingers. He looked odd without them, like he was his own brother or another similar-looking relation. Personality-wise, he was a stranger too. Patrick was such a mild-mannered, compassionate man, but tonight he had – what? – had a breakdown? He had flown at Tasha with unbridled fury, losing complete control of himself. Whatever anger had possessed him during his first marriage was still inside him, and he apparently didn’t need alcohol to bring it forth. Tonight, Patrick had lost a decade’s worth of self-control.

      I feel sorry for him. Adam looked at Tasha. But he’s not the victim here. If he comes near Tasha again, I’ll break his face.

      “I’m heading out,” said Patrick, rising to his feet. The bridge of his nose had widened and turned purple – possibly broken – and it made him look strangely feline. “There’s nothing to fear now, so I’ll go and get help. I’ll go tell the police” – he looked at Tasha – “everything that’s happened.”

      Adam swallowed a lump in his throat and considered allowing the man to go right ahead. But he couldn’t do that. “It’s still too dangerous, Patrick. We’re on our last legs and Costa is probably still out there. He could have a knife or another gun on him. In fact, my father-in-law had a revolver. It must still be out there.”

      Patrick sighed. “Or he could have finally left. His plan is ruined.”

      “Is it? We’re still trapped, it’s the middle of the night, and no one is coming for us. If he walks away now, he’ll spend the rest of his life in prison.”

      “Just let me go find help,” said Patrick. “I… I can’t stay here.” He looked again at Tasha before sheepishly looking away.

      Tasha waved a hand and then let it fall in her lap. “Sit the fuck down, won’t you! You’re a piece of shit, but you don’t need to commit suicide. Come near me again, though, and I’ll fucking kill you.”

      “I won’t, I promise. I can’t apologise enough for what I did. It was just the shock of hearing… of hearing that you were spying on us.”

      “It’s in the past,” said Adam, placing Costa’s rifle underneath the chairs so it couldn’t hurt anybody. “We’re not going to revisit it right now. What you did was fucked up, Patrick. Really fucked up.”

      Patrick turned away, facing the wall. The torch – now their only light along with Tasha’s phone – hung limply in his hand. Soon it would need rewinding.

      Tasha turned to Adam and sighed. Her breath misted in the air. “Thanks for understanding.”

      Adam shrugged. “Hey, you’re a drunk. Most of us are degenerates who lie and cheat. It really doesn’t matter anyway, does it?”

      “Because we’re not getting out of here?”

      “That’s the most likely outcome.”

      Tasha nodded and said nothing else. What could she say? Even now, after hours of torment, it still seemed like a nightmare or an acid trip.

      Facing impending death is worse than it actually happening.

      Let me get hit by a bus while crossing the street any day.

      “I don’t want to die,” he said to himself.

      Tasha raised an eyebrow. “Me neither.”

      Adam nodded. “John, how about you? Reckon you can hold on and live a while longer?”

      “I’ll keep going until God himself reaches down and snatches me away.”

      “Patrick? What do you say?”

      “I say that giving in to my temper is not how I want to end my time here on Earth.”

      Tasha rolled her eyes, but she didn’t argue. Could she ever forgive Patrick for what he had done? Did the extreme circumstances make it any less despicable?

      Adam stood up. “Okay, I’m going to take a leaf out of John’s book and focus on solutions. Let’s figure out a way not to die.”
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        * * *

      

      Adam and Tasha poured themselves coffee, which was the only thing in the building that wasn’t cold. It was no longer hot, but the lukewarm liquid was enough to provide a little relief. Adam’s watch told him it was half past five. Could it get any colder? Or would it start to get warmer as daylight spun back around?

      After fetching themselves drinks, Adam and Tasha went into the kitchenette. It was the only place inside the community centre that they hadn’t thoroughly searched – just another of their earlier bad decisions. Adam found himself a decent knife while Tasha discovered a rolling pin that had been abandoned in the stainless steel sink, but there was a lack of any real equipment other than cheap cutlery and rudimentary odds and ends.

      “You and I are going to stick together like last time,” said Adam, nodding at Tasha. “When we were trapped in Margaret’s car, we worked together and got out of there. Tell you the truth, with John down, you’re the only other person I can trust. Patrick has… lost it a bit.”

      Tasha leant over the worktop and took a breather. “He’s a maniac and should be locked up, but I’m trying my best to give him a pass.”

      “Why? You don’t owe him anything.”

      “No, I don’t, but we’re all under a lot of stress. The real people to blame are Costa and… your father-in-law, right?”

      “Yeah. I’m still getting my head around it. He never really took to me when I first met Katy. He was always a real man’s man, you know? He must have sensed how weak I was right at the start. Who can blame him for not approving of me? He was bang on the money. I was the worst thing that ever happened to his daughter.”

      Tasha sipped her coffee. She kept it in her hand as she turned to face him. “I remember when I reported on the fire. I thought you deserved hanging from the nearest lamppost. That some guy could get so drunk that he set a fire and let his family burn.”

      Adam shuddered and wondered how much longer his knees would hold. “Yeah…”

      “But now that I’ve met you, I don’t hate you. I see you’re a good person deep down. Your pain is obvious. If you had killed them and gone on with your life, it would be worse somehow. It counts for something that you’re a straggly-haired wreck. The pain you’re in is because you made a mistake and understand the damage it caused. You hate yourself – and you should – because that’s the punishment, I guess.”

      “What’s your point? If it’s just to remind me how much of a scumbag I am, that’s okay, but we should really hurry it up.”

      “My point is that you never meant to hurt anyone. There are people in this world like Costa who want to hurt people. They’re the real scumbags, not you. It’s not much, but remember there are worse people than you.”

      Yeah, the serial killers and rapists make me look angelic.

      I understand what she means though.

      “It does make me feel a little better. Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome. I like your knife.”

      Adam held up the eight-inch blade and waved it back and forth, getting a feel for the weight of it. It was hefty enough to make him feel confident and long enough to make him feel dangerous. He could kill a man with this knife. “Pity there was only the one.”

      “Health and safety, I suppose. There’s not even an oven in here, just a fridge and a microwave.”

      “Any ideas of how to weaponise a microwave?”

      “Slam Costa’s nuts in the door.”

      Adam chuckled. “It’s worth a shot.”

      Patrick entered the room, not stepping further than the inside of the door. “H-How are we doing?”

      Adam sighed and held up his knife. “I might actually be ready to kill a man. That’s not what I expected from tonight.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out his one-year sobriety chip. “For the last year, I’ve been torturing myself not to have a drink, all so I can hate myself a little less. Costa can fuck right off if he thinks I’m going to stand around and let him demand justice for my wife and my son. He never even knew them. I lost them, not him. Even though it was my fault, I lost them. I’m the one in pain.”

      Tasha reached out and rubbed his back. “Sucks being human.”

      “Yeah, it really does.”

      “I’m still willing to go out for help,” said Patrick. “I’d like to.”

      Tasha whirled on him. “No, you’re not going to put that on us. You go out there and get killed then we have to live with the fact that we let you. You want to unburden yourself for beating the shit out of me, find a better way. Being a martyr isn’t okay.”

      Patrick nodded, his cheeks quivering in the glow of his wind-up torch. On the worktop, Tasha’s phone shut off. Now the torch was the only light they had left. “I guess that makes me the torchbearer,” said Patrick. “Shall we go now?”

      Adam nodded. “I don’t see a reason to delay. If Costa is still out there, then we make life hard for him. Patrick, you attacked Tasha because you thought she violated the privacy of our group, but Costa is the one who has been coming here for six whole months in order to plan our deaths. Screw him. Whether you’re irredeemable like me, or just in a bad place like Tasha, our meetings are the one place where we can take a breath for one single hour a week and not be judged. He took that away from us. He took Betty and Kevin from us.”

      “And Margaret,” said Patrick. “She was a good woman.”

      “Okay, let’s get out there and make sure he pays. Watch each other’s backs, because we’re all we’ve got. I’m going to go first because I have our only weapon.”

      Tasha held up her rolling pin. “Not quite, but I’m right behind you.”

      They headed back out into the hall and Adam’s nostrils detected a stale odour. A moment was all it took for him to realise it was coming from the two corpses in the room. Urine, gas, and other things. Adam cleared his throat and made sure to breathe through his mouth.

      Patrick looked down solemnly at the bodies as they passed, but he kept silent, making whatever peace he needed to inside his head. Adam knew the man cared. He had devoted years of his life to helping addicts. What he had done tonight – hurting Tasha – it would take a while for him to come back from that. If ever.

      What will he say to his wife?

      Not my problem.

      But should it be? Should I be there for him like he’s been there for me this last year? Can you be there for a violent misogynist? As much as you can be for a man who murders his family, I guess.

      It was an accident.

      Is it okay to forgive myself? Ever? Even just a little?

      “If you people are popping down the shops,” said John, remarkably awake but still lying on his back in the exact same position, “can you get me some pork scratchings. I would never usually admit it, but I’m quite partial to a greasy pub snack.”

      Tasha chuckled, and it echoed in the cold hall. “I’ll bring you some in hospital. Try not to die in the meantime.”

      “Shouldn’t someone wait with him?” asked Patrick.

      John managed to lift an arm. “More of you out there running for help, the better. Don’t worry about me, I’ll play dead.”

      “Long as you don’t do too good a job.” Tasha grabbed the blanket and placed it over him. “We’ll be back, okay? With help, I promise.”

      John only gave a grunt in reply. Perhaps he didn’t believe her. He was a man to whom a doctor had recently given a death sentence, so maybe he had already begun to make his peace with death.

      Adam made it up to the double doors of the front entrance. Every time they had been opened tonight, something bad had happened.

      Do I really want to open these doors again?

      What other choice is there?

      Despite his many, many injuries, Adam was able to lift his leg and kick the doors.

      They were locked.
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        * * *

      

      “They won’t open.” Adam thrust his shoulder against the door and moaned miserably as his elbow rattled. He’d broken something for sure, but that didn’t concern him right now. “Did any of us lock these?”

      “I have the keys,” said Patrick, “and they haven’t left my pocket all night.”

      “Then how…?”

      Tasha grabbed Adam’s arm, tweaking his elbow once more. He tried not to bite her head off for it. “Wait,” she said. “I smell something.”

      Adam nodded at Betty and Kevin’s corpses.

      “No, not them. It smells like…” Her eyes went wide. “Petrol.”

      “I smell it too,” said Patrick, clearly alarmed.

      And so did Adam. He sensed movement at his feet, and when he looked down he saw something glistening. “Patrick, shine your torch at my feet.”

      Patrick lowered the beam and highlighted the liquid spilling under the door. The torch started to dim, so he wound the crank. “W-What is that?”

      Adam threw out an arm. “Everyone get to the nearest window, right now.”

      Everyone scattered. Patrick used his torch to direct them to the nearest window, one of the ones that had been shattered by Costa’s rifle fire. A glaring light shone in at them from outside. Adam shielded his eyes and saw two beams – the headlights of a car.

      Adam cursed. “Costa didn’t remove his own battery.”

      Patrick shone his torch out of the window as if he wanted to battle the headlights for supremacy, winding the crank frantically. “W-What is he doing?”

      Adam’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t know.”

      Then, something suddenly cut through the glaring lights – an object heading towards the window. A missile.

      Adam yanked on Tasha’s forearm. “Get back.”

      The object passed through the open window and shattered on the ground where Patrick was turning to make a run for it. The dark hall lit up as a furious spirit came to life – a phoenix of searing flame. Patrick went up in flames. Broken glass glinted at his feet. He screamed like a crushed kitten and whirled like a bucking deer.

      Adam shielded his face, watching the man who had helped him get sober burn to death. The stench of cooked flesh filled the hall along with Patrick’s agonised squealing. It was a noise unlike anything Adam had ever heard before.

      Make it stop. Make it stop.

      “Dear God,” said John, managing to move for the first time in an hour. He propped himself up on one elbow and started dragging himself backwards like a slug. The blanket they had draped on him tangled around his ankles.

      Adam felt himself get hot, the chill in his bones finally retreating. But the heat was too much. Patrick’s pinwheeling body was like a flare, singeing the air all around him.

      That smell… Burning. Death. Smoke and ash.

      I smelled it for weeks afterwards. I couldn’t get it off my skin or out of my hair.

      Tasha grabbed Adam and pulled him back. “Move away.”

      Adam staggered, unable to take his eyes off Patrick’s screaming body, which was still upright and dancing. The floor was on fire, too, a circular inferno where the Molotov cocktail had struck the floor.

      Glass shattering alerted them to the rear of the hall, and Adam saw more fire roaring to life. Tasha pulled at her frizzy hair in a panic. “We need to get out of here. Let’s try the doors again.”

      Adam tried to walk but his legs buckled and he fell onto his hands and knees. Tasha grabbed the back of his shirt and demanded he get up. But he couldn’t. His injuries had finally become too much, his reserves finally depleted by the fire raging all around him. “I-I can’t get up. Just leave me.”

      “I need your help, Adam. I can’t do this on my own. Please, get up.”

      “I can’t.”

      “You can. I know you’re in pain, and I know you want to give up, but if you don’t do something, I’m going to die in here. If you don’t want to do it for yourself, that’s fine, but I need you. Please.”

      Lying on the ground, desperate to give up and pass out, reminded him of his garden room, of all those nights he had drunk himself unconscious rather than deal with life. He had thought only of himself when he should have put his responsibilities first.

      Adam pushed with his hands, gritting his teeth against the pain in his cracked left elbow. At first, he thought he would never make it up, but like with pushing Margaret’s car, once movement started, it got easier. Eventually, he made it all the way back to his feet. Tasha had tears in her eyes, but she thanked him.

      “I won’t quit on you,” he said. “I promise.”

      Adam started towards the doors, but before he got there, they erupted in flames. The petrol underneath had been lit and it was now eating up the double doors from underneath.

      Behind him, John cried out. “I can’t get up. Help me.”

      Adam rushed over and got him under the arms. “Do you think you can walk if I get you up?”

      “I think I can try.”

      Tasha joined in and they got John standing – just about. His entire body was trembling and his face was a colourless mask in the glow of the fires. Adam told him to try to take a step.

      “I-I feel dizzy.”

      “I know, but feeling dizzy is better than feeling burnt. We have to get out of here.”

      John took an unbalanced step, but Tasha and Adam were able to steady him. “Okay, I’m up, so where do we go now?”

      Adam looked around. Every window was blocked by fire. Costa had managed to send half a dozen Molotovs into the hall, methodically closing off any chance of escape. Patrick’s suffering had ceased, his body now lying still and the flames all but puttering out. His face was a crimson mask, while his clothing was charred and black. The most horrific thing was his chest rising and falling slowly, the last embers of life still inside him.

      Does Costa realise the pain and suffering he’s caused? Does he feel nothing for the deaths he’s caused?

      He’s a monster.

      “Tasha, grab the blanket. We’re going into the kitchen.”

      Tasha grabbed the blanket and the three of them made slow progress to the small kitchenette at the back of the hall. Inside, Adam propped John up against the worktop and took the blanket from Tasha. “What are you planning?” she asked.

      “Water beats fire.” He turned on both the taps above the sink and shoved the blanket beneath them, keeping it there until it was wet through and dripping. Afterwards, he put the plug in the sink and left the taps running. Causing a minor flood couldn’t hurt when there was a fire, although he wondered how long it would take the fire to superheat the water in the pipes.

      “Back out into the hall,” Adam told them. “Quickly.”

      They got John under the arms again and helped him out of the kitchenette, then headed back for the double doors. The fire had risen, now burning the lower two feet of wood and quickly rising. Adam had the wet blanket draped over his shoulder, and its cold kiss was refreshing as his body grew hotter and hotter in the furnace of the hall. The fires were on the outside of the room but were gradually moving towards the centre. Soon there would be no refuge.

      “Hold onto John,” said Adam. “I’m getting these doors open.”

      Tasha grabbed John and moved back. Adam threw the sopping wet blanket at the bottom of the doors and then kicked it into place with his foot. The stifling blanket and sopping water was enough to kill the flames at the foot of the doors. Eventually, the water would evaporate and the blanket would catch fire, but for now there was a window of opportunity to get the doors open. But the only tool he possessed was his broken and battered body.

      He turned to Tasha. “We need to throw our weight against the door.”

      John moaned. “I really can’t.”

      “No, not you. Just me and Tasha. Do you think you can stand on your own?”

      John’s eyes were unfocused for a moment, but then he seemed to steel himself and nodded. “Just do what it is you’re going to do fast.”

      Adam nodded. “Okay, Tasha, after three.”

      Tasha gave him the nod.

      “One… Two… Three!”

      Adam and Tasha threw themselves against the doors and they gave a little. They weren’t locked as he’d first thought. They were jammed. He barged them again and the doors gave a second time, but there was a point past which they wouldn’t go. “Damn it. Costa’s jammed them somehow.”

      Tasha shoved one of the doors with her hand over and over. It caused a rattling sound. She looked at Adam, fire reflecting in her eyes. “I think he’s chained them together.”

      John groaned. “It’s hopeless trying to get through there. You won’t break a metal chain.”

      Adam closed his eyes and thought. For a second he wanted to give up again – that was always his first thought – but he thought about John’s philosophy of finding solutions, and about the fact that whenever he gave up, people got hurt. “I don’t need to break metal,” he said. “Just some old wood.”

      Tasha moved back and helped steady John while Adam rushed back into the centre of the hall. With disgust, he realised that flames were nearing the bodies of Kevin and Betty. Kevin’s wife would still know nothing of his death, and now she wouldn’t even get to retrieve his body intact.

      “What are you doing?” Tasha called out to him.

      “Using the last of the energy I have left; so this better work.” Adam tried to sprint, but all he managed was an awkward lope. He did pick up speed with each step, though, and eventually entered a state of perpetually falling forward. Several times he was sure he was going to fall, his legs barely obeying him, but he focused on moving forward. Focused on the doors.

      He crashed into the double doors so hard that he thought it would be the end of him – the final injury his body could withstand – but when he collapsed, he remained conscious. The left door swung open, its handle cracked and hanging off by a few splinters of wood.

      I did it. Fuck you, Costa.

      The foyer was on fire.

      Adam scurried back, his ankles burning as they trailed dangerously close to the fire. Tasha was there too to help pull him back, but letting go of John was a mistake because he collapsed to the ground in a heap.

      “Shit,” said Tasha, looking back and forth, not knowing who to help first. “John, are you okay?”

      “Dandy.”

      “Adam, how ’bout you? You hit that door like a wrecking ball.”

      Adam’s vision was filled with stars and sparkly worms. Strangely, his back teeth ached. He examined the open doorway in front of him and knew he had struck the wood hard enough to snap the handle on the other side. The steel chain dangled from the opposite door.

      The fire in the foyer had formed a wall.

      Behind him, the windows were no longer visible, the fire now halfway to the rafters. They were going to burn to death in there. “I think I just broke my shoulder for nothing,” said Adam. “There’s no way through.”

      Tasha stood and stared at the fire. She seemed to be thinking. “We can do this,” she eventually said.

      Adam was actually lying on his side, unsure if he could get back up. John was nearby, and was in even worse shape. “What do you mean, we can do this?”

      Tasha looked down and grinned at him a little too madly for his liking. “The foyer isn’t large. It’s probably only six feet between the inner and outer doors. We can take a run up and jump through the fire. We’ll be right out in the rain as soon as we land.”

      Adam spluttered. “I can’t jump six feet. I can barely stand.”

      “But we’re going to burn to death. Our way out is right there. We just have to make the leap.”

      Adam groaned in agony. It took him almost a full minute to get back to his feet, and then he had to fight not to fall straight back down. He stared at the flames, trying to see a way through. Tasha was right, the foyer was small. The jump wasn’t impossible for a young, fit woman like Tasha. She might make it.

      “You need to go for it,” he said. “Get out and run as fast as you can for the road. Costa doesn’t have his rifle. If you get a head start, he won’t be able to catch you.”

      “We can all go.”

      Adam shook his head. “Even if I could leap through that fire, I could never outrun Costa. I’ve been shot in the leg. And what about John?”

      “I’m pretty sure I died five minutes ago,” he said, sounding almost a little drunk. “Good luck, Tasha. Get yourself out of here so you can tell people I died being heroic and witty.”

      Tasha shook her head. “No, you’re both getting out of here with me.”

      Adam peered around the hall. The heat on his back was making him sweat buckets, and it was getting unbearable. Soon he would start to lose skin. “In about three minutes, this place is going to be engulfed in flames. Even if I could make it, there’s no way John would.”

      “Don’t quit on me… you promised.”

      “I’m not quitting on you. You can get out of here, so go.”

      “No, not without—”

      “Tasha, either you go or you die. At least if you escape you can make sure Costa pays for what he’s done.”

      John lifted his arm, but it flopped back down. “Get out of here, girl.”

      Tasha looked like she was about to argue further, but Adam put a hand on her and shoved her towards the exit. “I won’t give up trying to get out of here, but this might be your only chance. You can do it.”

      Tears streaked Tasha’s face, but so did soot. If she didn’t escape now, she would burn to death or die of smoke inhalation.

      It’s the smoke that gets you first.

      Then she seemed to finally get it. “I expect to see you out there right after me, Adam. Don’t give up and die in here, okay?”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      Tasha glanced at the flames, and from the look on her face, she clearly thought this was goodbye. She didn’t say anything, just pulled up her hoodie and yanked the drawstring. Then she pulled her hands up into her sleeves. Dressed all in black, she looked like a grim reaper.

      Two deep breaths and she was moving, sprinting towards the burning foyer. She leapt at the threshold, and Adam was impressed by the thrust behind her jump. The fire and smoke swallowed her up, so he was left hoping that she made it safely to the other side. That she was already racing across the car park for the road.

      Good luck, Tasha. Go write a good story about this.

      Is Costa waiting for her? Or will her escape take him by surprise?

      “This has been a dreadful night,” said John. “I feared my time was short but… it wasn’t supposed to be this short.”

      Adam sighed. “Your daughters.”

      “J-Jess and Judith. The most beautiful girls you’ve… you’ve ever seen.”

      “I’ll bet.”

      John sat up and started coughing. Sweat poured from his face, collecting in his dark eyebrows. “I wish I could live another… another fifty years to see them grow and have families of their own. I’m g-going to miss it all.” He started coughing again, covering his mouth. Black smoke now filled the hall. Adam felt a stab in his heart and wondered if he was having a heart attack. His throat hurt and a tickling started in his chest. He balled his hand into a fist and coughed into it. He was ready to die because he had nothing to live for – no family, no exciting career, and not even any friends after tonight.

      But John has a family. He might be a drunk, but he’s a good father and a loving husband. His family don’t deserve to get the news that he’s dead. How will his daughters feel? Will it break them? Ruin their studies? Their careers? Their lives?

      No. Not happening.

      Adam marched over to John with purpose, so much so that John shuffled backwards nervously. “What are you doing?”

      “Getting you out of here.”

      “How? There’s no way out.”

      “There is. We just watched Tasha do it.”

      John’s eyes rolled wearily. “You can’t make that jump.”

      “You’re right. I wouldn’t even make it halfway, but the fire is only a few feet high around the doors. I’m going to walk it – and I’m taking you with me.”

      Adam ignored John’s arguing and fought to get the man standing. Fortunately, John had a little bit of strength of his own, or else Adam might have failed, and by the time John was on his feet, the fire had almost closed in on them. Adam’s vision was swirling, and the back of his neck roared with red hot pinpricks. He dragged John over to the doors and grabbed the blanket off the ground. It was smouldering and blackened in places, but likely flame retardant. He tossed it over John’s head and then ducked underneath him, grabbing him in a fireman’s carry. He thought about Costa’s rifle, and whether he should get it, but it was abandoned beneath the seats and unreachable now.

      “You’re going to get us killed,” John said with a moan.

      “What? Faster than the two minutes we have left? You’re getting out of here, John. You’ve held on this long, so you’re going to hold on a little longer and make it home to your daughters.”

      “Adam…”

      The time for words was over. Adam faced the fire, the thing that had taken Katy and James from him, the thing that turned his every dream into a nightmare.

      He stepped forward.

      At first he felt nothing, his legs disappearing up to the knee in flames. Then it felt like a Chinese burn. Then it felt like he was standing in a bucket of scalding water. Then it felt like no other pain he had ever felt before.

      I can’t do this. It was a ridiculous idea.

      He could step back into the hall and make another plan, or he could step forward and remain inside the agonising fire.

      Adam stepped forward, wobbling as he fought to balance John on his shoulder. Left foot in front of the right, he immediately took his third, and then his fourth. His steps were small, his legs straining to bear the weight of the man on his back, his body straining to bear the wounds on his body. Still, he kept going, picking up speed as his flesh burned and blistered. John moaned, obviously feeling the heat, but he used no words. He knew he was about to live or die, and silence was the only appropriate response.

      Adam kept going, step after step. When he made it to step nine, he thought the fire would never end. His legs were going to melt into mush before he ever made it outside. Then he felt the rain on his face, sucked in by the fire as it searched for oxygen to burn. He was right at the edge of the foyer.

      Just a few more steps. Keep going.

      It hurts so much.

      He took another step. Ten. Another. Eleven. Another. Twelve.

      Then he was outside. Twelve steps had taken him to freedom. He had faced the pain and come out the other side.

      He collapsed onto the road, spilling John down painfully beside him. Both of them grunted as their bodies bounced awkwardly. Adam’s legs were like white-hot pokers. He could no longer feel his feet. The rain on his face was ice-cold – the most amazing feeling.

      I’m alive.

      Behind him, Sumner Village Community Hall’s roof collapsed and sent a million fiery embers into the night sky.
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        * * *

      

      “John, are you okay?” Adam couldn’t even turn his head to look.

      “Not particularly. I think I might pass out now.”

      Adam chuckled. At least John was still alive. But the fire was now raging at their backs. If they didn’t move, they would slow-cook to death or end up flattened by falling masonry. The problem was that Adam had used everything he had left to make it out the building. His legs were ruined. His body was broken. He was done. When he tried to move, his limbs responded only with pain.

      What damage have I done to myself?

      “We need to get away from here,” said John, and like a slug, he slithered up to Adam’s side. His hands patted at his arm, shaking and prodding. “Come on, move.”

      “I can’t, John. I’ve got nothing left.”

      John tugged at him, rolling him onto his side so that they were facing one another. “If we stay this close to the fire, we’re going to end up as pulled pork. Cooked meat.”

      “I’m a vegetarian after tonight.”

      “You’re dead if you don’t move. Come on.”

      Adam put his arm out and scrabbled at the tarmac. He tried kicking with his legs but he only moved an inch. He grew dizzy, the heat frying his brain.

      John kept trying to pull him, but eventually he too was unable to continue. He rolled onto his back and hissed. “Well, at least we tried. There’s still time for a miracle.”

      Adam panted on his side. It was hard for him to get his words out when he spoke. “I-I doubt it.”

      Adam heard footsteps in the puddles. Costa had come to finish them off. He’d been waiting outside the whole time.

      “You made it out,” said Tasha. “Thank God.”

      Adam managed to turn his head, but that was all. “What? Tasha? No! Get out of here.”

      “I couldn’t leave while you were trapped inside. I had to stay and see if you made it out.”

      “We did, but that’s as far as we got,” said John. He sounded sleepy.

      Tasha grabbed her hair and whipped it over her shoulder. “It’s unbearable. I need to get you both away.”

      Adam protested as she grabbed his wrist and started dragging him along the ground. “Tasha, get out of here. Costa could be anywhere.”

      “I can’t let you burn to death.”

      “Just… no… let go!” Adam’s leg’s dangled behind him as she dragged him along on his face. His knees scraped along the gravel, but the pain was a relief. He could feel the road. He even managed to twitch an ankle. I think shorts will be out of the question, but I might still be able to walk at least.

      “Okay, the heat is bearable here. Go back and get John.”

      Tasha nodded and sprinted back towards the blaze. She was like a heroic firefighter out of some film – better than the rest of them. While she might have a problem with booze, she wasn’t a selfish asshole like Adam or haunted by anger like Patrick. Alcohol hadn’t yet ruined her life. She needed to get out of this alive.

      Adam tried to move, but he struggled to get a feel for his limbs. They were there, but they were numb, like he’d slept on them funnily all at the same time. His body was asleep. His mind was screaming.

      John moaned as Tasha started dragging him along the car park. It was a miracle the man was still alive, but he was surely on borrowed time. He could be bleeding internally or turning septic. If he had any chance of survival, he needed to be in a hospital by the time the sun came up.

      When will that be?

      This has been going on all night. Dawn can’t be far away. And with it, commuters. Rescue?

      There’s not going to be any rescue.

      “Tasha, hurry. I can’t see you.”

      “Don’t worry,” came a voice that wasn’t hers. “I’ve got my eye on her.”

      Adam turned his head to see a pair of muddy white trainers two metres away. He knew they belonged to Costa. The psychopath had never left. He’d been watching the entire time. “You son-of-a-bitch! If you hurt her, I’ll—”

      “You’ll what? Lie there and scowl at me? You’re all going to die tonight, Adam. That was decided the moment you stood up and expected applause for being one year sober.”

      Tasha yelped, and while Adam couldn’t see her, he knew she had just spotted Costa.

      Costa chuckled like an unhinged clown. “Look at you, dashing about saving people. You’d have made a good soldier.”

      “I doubt it,” said Tasha. “I have brains.”

      “Ouch! There are smart people in the army, you know? We’re not all mindless. Look at me, for example. Tonight was all down to my planning.”

      “Killing a bunch of people isn’t smart, Costa. In fact, it’s fucking stupid.”

      Adam’s eyes rolled in his head as he strained to move. If he didn’t get up and help, then Tasha would be defenceless against Costa.

      But I can’t.

      There’s no way.

      She’s on her own. Damn it, she’s on her own.

      Adam managed to turn his head enough to see that John was now away from the fire. Tasha had managed to get them both clear of the heat. Now she stood alone, facing Costa as he sauntered towards her.

      “You and I have never even met,” she said. “You might believe you have some righteous agenda in killing the members of this group, but I’ve never done a single thing to you. Or anyone.”

      Costa laughed. “I think Patrick would disagree.”

      “Patrick was an arsehole, but not as big a one as you.”

      “Leave her alone, Costa.” Adam shouted it, and it succeeded in making Costa stop and turn around.

      The psychopath grinned, white teeth catching the glow of the fire. “Do you know that tonight all hinged on you getting your sobriety chip? That’s why I’ve been attending the group for six months, to see if you would actually manage it. One year sober.”

      “I did! I did manage it. So why are you doing this?”

      Costa pulled a face. “Because you stayed sober. It proved to me that it was always within your control to stop drinking. You could have stopped while Katy and James were alive, but you chose not to. If you had fallen off the wagon these last six months, I would have left you alone. I would have accepted that you were truly incapable of staying clean, powerless over your own actions. But no, you are more than capable of not drinking. Katy and James just weren’t important enough for you to stop when it counted. You stood up tonight and signed your own death warrant. Congratulations, though, at least you’ll die sober.”

      “The others didn’t deserve this. They never hurt anyone.”

      Costa rolled his eyes. “Not even you can believe that. All alcoholics do is hurt those around them, so give me a break. My dad told me about the sheer number of atrocities he saw people do because they were drunk or high. It’s an excuse. An excuse to be wicked. Every one of you is scum, and the world is a better place without you.”

      “What’s your excuse?” said Tasha. “If you’re not a drunk, then how do you explain wanting to kill a bunch of people?”

      “Got a taste for it in the army.”

      “You told me you never killed anyone,” said Adam, struggling to move.

      “I said I never shot anyone. I strangled a kid with my bare hands. He should never have frozen and endangered our squad.”

      Adam finally managed to get himself up onto one elbow. It was his broken one and it made him sick with pain, but he needed to see what was happening. “You’re talking about the kid who froze when ISIS shot at you? You said you didn’t agree with him getting a beating afterwards.”

      “I didn’t,” said Costa. “I thought we should have shot him on the spot. I took care of it later in the field. Took the kid on a patrol and strangled him behind an old cattle shed. His body is probably still in the hole I buried him in. MIA, the reports say. I feel sorry for his mum.”

      “You’re a fucking monster,” said Tasha. “This isn’t even about revenge. You’re an out and out psychopath.”

      Costa finally cracked, his face contorting in anger. “What the fuck do you expect? I grew up in a shitty flat with only my mother as company. She was all I had, but if I’d known I had a sister, a nephew – hell, even a brother-in-law – then maybe I would’ve been a little more stable. I spent my entire life feeling alone and vulnerable. It taught me to fight and be tough because this world will shit on you every step of the way if you let it. Kill or be killed – that’s the one thing the army taught me above all else. And tonight I’m going to kill you all because this piece of shit took my life from me. He took my chance at being part of something, of not being alone. My sister and nephew are dead because of this drunken swine.”

      “Fuck you,” said Adam. “They didn’t even know you existed. You were nothing to them and they were nothing to you. Katy was my wife and James was my son. You are nothing.”

      Costa sprang forward and kicked Adam in the face, rocking his head back against the tarmac. Then he was on top of Adam, pointing in his face and screaming. “They were my blood! The only person in this world I ever loved was my mother, because she was my blood, but I could have loved my sister too. She was perfect, and you took her from me.”

      Adam snarled. “Is that what your daddy told you? Katy wasn’t perfect. She was unfaithful to me a lot when we were first together. She hated charity and people who beg for money. Once, I saw her tell a homeless person to go get a job. Oh, and she could be a little bit racist sometimes. She was far from perfect, but she was an amazing mother and a good person at the end of the day. Like everyone else, she did her best, but no one is perfect, Costa.”

      Costa reared up like he was going to deliver a punch. “Is that your excuse for killing her?”

      “No! I loved Katy. She was worth ten of me. I would do anything I could to take back what I did, but I can’t. And you don’t get to grieve over a woman you never even knew.”

      “Maybe, but one thing I can guarantee – nobody is going to grieve over you, Adam.” Costa tugged at his belt and produced a knife. “Last call, you drunk fuck.”

      Tasha grabbed Costa around the throat and dragged him off of Adam. He kicked out with his legs but slipped on the wet tarmac, and his knife went skittering away. John called out weakly, asking what was going on, but like Adam, he was a useless lump on the floor.

      Although I can feel my legs coming back to life.

      Tasha fought to hold on to Costa like she was riding a bull. He swore and shouted between gagging noises, and his face started to darken.

      Choke the bastard out, Tasha. You might actually win this.

      But just when it looked like Costa was done for, he managed to gain his footing and twist his hips. He sent Tasha cartwheeling over his shoulder and she hit the ground hard.

      Adam felt his right leg move. Then his left. He was still too weak to stand, or do anything approaching useful, but maybe he could do something.

      Got to look for solutions. Work with what I have.

      Frantically, he searched around. With the massive blaze going on only twenty feet away, the entire car park was lit up in orange. He could see their cars lined up beside the wooded edge, and he could see Costa’s vehicle parked towards the back of the community hall, shining its lights. Nearby, the bricked-up elm tree swayed in the superheated air, whipping at the bonnet of Margaret’s little green car crashed up against it. None of those things were useful. Nor were the bodies lying in various places.

      Margaret still lay near the main road. Adam’s ex father-in-law was a lot nearer, only ten feet away and almost in the dead centre of the car park. It was unexpected, but a wave of sadness washed over Adam. Richard had previously been a good man and a good father. The pain and anger he must have felt after losing his daughter and grandson had driven him to madness. It was almost understandable. Love and hate were opposite weights on a scale. Once all the love was gone, hate rose to the top. Richard was as much a victim of Adam’s choices as Katy and James were. It was another burden on his soul.

      I should have died on the night of the fire. Me living has done nothing but make a bad thing worse. If I had died along with my family, maybe Richard would have got closure. And Costa would have had no outlet for his murderous rage.

      No, he was a murderer before he ever found out about Katy and James. He’s a genuine psychopath. And he’s going to kill Tasha.

      Costa threw a kick at Tasha as she scrambled to get off the floor. She saw it coming and danced away. Then she spun to face him, the two of them squaring off, feinting and swiping as they tried to grab and avoid each other. Tasha was clearly terrified, but she was making herself a hard rabbit to catch.

      Adam had to do something.

      He started dragging himself along the ground, not really knowing where he was heading or why. As he moved, he continued searching for answers. He thought about the broom handle Tasha had dropped somewhere out there. Next, he thought about Margaret’s car keys – but there was no way he could get them from her and then make it all the way over to her car. The vehicle was too close to the fire anyway. Nothing he could think of was of any use.

      Then he saw it. The thing he had remembered earlier but then forgotten about. His father-in-law’s revolver. It was lying right there on the rain-soaked tarmac. Ten feet away. An eternity away.

      But so close.

      Adam had already fired one firearm today, and it had almost broken his shoulder, but this gun was smaller and more manageable. If he could just reach it.

      Tasha cried out as Costa grabbed her around the waist from behind. He lifted her in the air and began hooting with laughter. “Hey, Adam? Should I kill her slow or fast? Where should I cut first? You choose.”

      Adam shuffled towards his father-in-law’s body but tried to make it seem like he was impotently trying to escape. He tried to make his voice sound weak and pleading. “Let her go, Costa. Please.”

      He shuffled back a little more, inches at a time. As long as he just kept going. As long as Costa was distracted.

      As long as Tasha is still alive.

      Tasha struggled and managed to get her feet back on the ground. Then she stamped down with a foot while throwing her head back. Costa didn’t make a noise or even clutch his nose as it began to bleed, but he let go of her and stepped back. “Bitch! I’m going to make this slow now, you can guarantee that.”

      Adam continued moving, his muscles waking more and more. Soon, he was able to drag himself backwards with both arms and legs, but he didn’t turn onto his hands and knees or move too quickly as he couldn’t risk Costa racing over to stop him. He had to get to the gun.

      I can almost reach it. It’s right there.

      It was then that Adam realised the rain had stopped. The absence of it on his skin was a strange loss that he wanted back. The rain of earlier in the night had been replaced by an inferno and approaching dawn. The world had changed and things were coming to a head. How the new day began would be decided in the next few minutes.

      Adam heaved himself up on his hands and threw himself backwards. It took him the last two feet he needed to finally be within reach of the revolver. It was a risk with consequences, however, because Costa suddenly became alert. “Hey, where d’you think you’re going?”

      Costa attempted to dodge around Tasha but, God bless her, she stood in his way. Did she know what Adam was planning, or was she really ready to fight until she was no longer able to?

      Adam reached out, groaning as he realised his launch had come up a few inches short. His fingertips brushed the cold metal of the gun, its muzzle pointing straight at him. If it went off by accident it would shoot him.

      I’ve been shot twice already. Who gives a shit?

      Costa threw a vicious punch and knocked Tasha down. He saw what Adam was doing and hurried towards him. “Oh no you don’t!”

      “Oh yes I do, motherfucker!” Adam stretched another inch, slid the revolver into his grasp, then turned and pointed it. “Bottom’s up, bitch.”

      He pulled the trigger.
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        * * *

      

      Costa’s run faltered, but he’d been sprinting so fast that he careened forward and hit Adam with a flying punch that almost knocked his head off. It clacked his teeth together and made his vision dark. Then Costa hit him again and it went darker still.

      Did I shoot him?

      Why is he still punching me?

      Why isn’t he dead?

      Adam grasped around, trying to work out if he was still holding the revolver. He was, but Costa had a knee over his wrist, keeping him from using it. Adam moved his head to avoid another blow and saw that Tasha was on the ground, trying to get up and failing. Costa’s punch had dazed her. Adam could sympathise.

      Costa roared like a madman and beat at Adam furiously. Adam was powerless to do anything but cover his face with his one free arm. “I’m going to kill you. I’m going to drag you into that fire and burn you to death. That’s what you deserve. You deserve to die and go to Hell.”

      “So do you,” Adam shouted back in a slur. “I’ll see you there, you piece of shit. Fuck you!”

      Costa managed to clock Adam again, this time almost knocking him cold. Adam’s mind rushed towards a beckoning darkness and only managed to pull back in the nick of time. Costa continued raging. “You have no idea what my life has been like. Poor, desperate, afraid.”

      “It’s not my fault. Your mother should’ve told you sooner about Richard. He was a good man. You would’ve been welcome. Katy would have welcomed you too.” Costa froze, his fist hanging in the air. He looked completely dumbstruck. Adam moved his arm and uncovered his face. “You have the same eyes.”

      Those same eyes flickered as Costa suddenly transformed into a lost little boy. “I’m… going to kill you.”

      “What will it change? You’ll still be alone. She’ll still be gone.”

      “You deserve to die.”

      “You think I disagree? Of course I deserve it.”

      Costa was out of breath. He remained sitting on Adam, but he was just panting and glaring. But slowly the anger returned to his face. He would not be talked down. This had gone too far. “I’m done with this,” he said. “It’s over.”

      In case Adam got any idea that Costa might stop, Costa made it clear he would not. He wrapped both hands around Adam’s throat and began to squeeze. With only one weak and battered arm, Adam was powerless to fight. The only thing he could do was try to get the revolver up and pull the trigger. He let off a shot, more by accident than anything else, and it sounded like the bullet hit John’s Range Rover.

      Adam’s vision began to curl inwards at the edges, his consciousness fading. The closed-off tickle inside his throat was aggravating, like he needed to cough up a chestful of phlegm but couldn’t. Other than that, being throttled to death was not entirely unpleasant.

      Got to fight it.

      He gritted his teeth and strained to pull his arm free from beneath Costa’s knee. It started to move, the pressure tearing the flesh from his arm as he dragged it against the tarmac. But it was too slow. He would never get free in time. He couldn’t even beg.

      I nearly did it. I thought I’d shot him.

      Missed my chance.

      Adam tried to keep his eyes from rolling, but as they did, they caught sight of blood. Blood that was pouring out of Costa upper thigh.

      I did shoot the son-of-a-bitch. Right in the leg.

      He was too weak to fight, but he could move his one arm, so he jammed his thumb right into the centre of the bloody circle on Costa’s thigh. Costa reared back, again not crying out in pain, but obviously feeling it. Disastrously, he didn’t remove himself from Adam and remained on top of him, keeping him trapped.

      Adam continued pulling at his arm, trying to get it free so that he could aim the revolver. With Costa writhing in pain, his knee was moving back and forth. It allowed Adam some wriggle room.

      Yes! Come on.

      Costa recovered from the pain and glared at Adam. “I’m going to rip out your—”

      Adam brought the revolver up and pulled the trigger. Costa brought his arm up at the same time and grabbed his wrist, sending the shot up into the grey sky. Dawn was coming. Somehow it felt like a time limit for his survival.

      Costa began to laugh. “Why didn’t you fight that hard for them, Adam?”

      “Because he has a disease,” said Tasha, standing directly behind Costa. Adam saw she had picked up the ex-soldier’s knife, and he couldn’t help but grin maliciously as she buried it in Costa’s back.

      Costa reared up, clutching at his back and trying to remove the knife.

      Without a word, Adam lifted the revolver and placed it under Costa’s chin. He hesitated a single second and then pulled the trigger. Costa’s head changed shape and it began to rain again. This time, the moisture on Adam’s face wasn’t water, it was blood. Throwing Costa’s body aside, he stared up at the dawn sky.

      And placed the revolver against his temple.

      Tasha’s voice sounded. “Don’t, Adam. Don’t you dare.”

      Adam ran his fingertip along the metal trigger. “It’s all that’s left for me.”

      “No, it would just be another selfish act in a long line of selfish acts. Don’t be a bigger asshole than you already are.”

      Adam’s hand began to shake. He was so tired that even holding the revolver against his head was too much. “I’d be doing the world a favour.”

      Tasha pulled herself up alongside him and stared into his face. “You want to do the world a favour, then help out at a homeless shelter. Don’t do this. If you do this, then you’ll never get a chance to make up for anything. I know it hurts, Adam, but there’s still a chance for you to die an old man being proud of who you are. There’s time. There’s time to become someone that Katy and James would have been proud of.”

      Adam tossed the revolver aside. It skimmed across the wet tarmac.

      He began to sob. Then wail. Then scream.

      Tasha lay down next to him and did the same.
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        * * *

      

      Adam must have been asleep, because when he woke there was a fireman standing over him. The clean-shaven man looked bewildered, but when he knelt beside Adam his voice was soothing. Familiar? “My name is Mike,” he said. “There’s been a fire but you’re okay. An ambulance is going to be here any minute to take care of you. There are… There are bodies everywhere. Can you tell me what happened here?”

      “They died,” said Adam wearily. “They died because of me.”

      “Sir, I don’t understand. How is this all because of you?”

      “Because I got drunk. I fell asleep.”

      The firefighter frowned and seemed to grow concerned. “Okay, buddy. It’s all very confusing, but you just relax, okay?”

      Adam felt like he was dreaming, like he was floating above his body looking down. He was aware of burning, could smell it and feel it, and he was aware of the sun shining weakly in the grey sky. He was aware of pain all over his body.

      And something else…

      He sat up like a spring, agony trying to drag him back down but losing. “Tasha? Where is she?”

      “I’m over here.”

      Adam turned and saw Tasha being treated as she sat on the ground. A female firefighter was checking her over for injuries, but mostly urging her to remain still. Despite the horrible state of her face, and a glassy look in her eyes, Tasha managed to give him a smile. “I’m okay. John’s in bad shape though. I’m not sure if he…”

      Adam looked past her and saw a third firefighter leaning over what must have been John. He wasn’t moving.

      It can’t just be us. Not just me and Tasha.

      I hope you’re in Hell, Costa.

      Costa’s body was nearby, his handsome face now an uneven, bloody mess. Adam had killed a man. Did the firefighter trying to help him have any idea?

      I just told him they’re all dead because of me.

      He probably took that as a confession.

      It was, but not for Costa’s death. For Katy and James.

      “I’m glad you’re alive,” said Tasha. “You passed out and I couldn’t get you to wake back up. Then the fire brigade arrived.”

      Adam looked over at the community centre. A fire engine had parked alongside it and a pair of firefighters were hosing down the roof. A whirl of black smoke billowed towards the sky, and flames flickered in every window, but luckily there were no adjacent structures that could catch fire. A part of the village’s history was burning down in front of them though, and there was something tragic about that.

      Another death, in a way.

      Adam decided not to dwell on it. He was alive and so was Tasha. “I’m glad you’re okay too,” he told her. “How are you feeling?”

      “Like I need a drink.”

      Adam stared at her for a moment, and then exploded with laughter. Laughter that hurt his entire body as it rocked and heaved. He was still laughing when the ambulance and police cars turned up.

      There would be a lot of explaining to do.

      But it could wait.
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        * * *

      

      It had been two weeks since the fire, and Adam had answered so many questions for so many different organisations that his throat hurt. Of course, it could be the damage caused by smoke inhalation.

      The police had taken his statement several times over the last fortnight, mostly while he had lain in a hospital bed, and they always left a day or two between to see if his story changed. It didn’t. He told the truth the first time and stuck to it again and again until they stopped asking. Of course, he knew that Tasha would have given them the exact same narrative. They had been the victims of a psychotic spree killer, put to work by the father of Adam’s dead wife. It was the kind of thing usually found in fiction, but this time it was true. Eventually, the police had seen that truth and they had declined to press any formal charges. Adam had shot a man in the head and wasn’t being prosecuted for it. There was an odd sense of power in that.

      Because I killed a man that was trying to kill others.

      The paper had even called Adam heroic. He didn’t like that.

      Tasha had declined to write any kind of story for the local – or national – papers but she said she would eventually write a book. She needed time to think first, to make sure she did the various characters justice. Adam could think of nothing worse than reliving it, so he had told her not to come to him for any interviews.

      Today was Kevin’s funeral. His autopsy had revealed some home-brewed chemical in his system that the army nicknamed Vlad. It was restricted, but somehow Costa had known how to create the substance from base components. His weaponry had come from Katy’s father, who had used his police connections to buy them off the black market. The rifle had been a vintage Westley Richards, reactivated and upgraded to take homemade ammunition. He had also managed to procure a radio-frequency scanner from a high profile car-theft gang with a signal spoofer that allowed him to disable their car alarms and remove the batteries.

      Once the police had made their investigations, Costa had been revealed to be a highly trained ex member of the Parachute Regiment and an expert marksman. He had applied for membership of the SAS but had been found mentally deficient when under extreme pressure. The rejection had caused his military career to deteriorate, resulting in a near fatal assault on a local civilian during weekend leave at home. He had been dishonourably discharged.

      Adam’s father-in-law had reportedly become more and more withdrawn after his daughter’s death. No one could shed any light on his state of mind.

      Sad. He was utterly and completely sad.

      Because of me.

      But there’s nothing I can do.

      Adam was now one year and two weeks sober. He needed to find another group, but he intended to do so soon. The delay was mostly down to his nine-day hospital stay, where he had needed regular treatment to keep his various wounds from turning bad. He hoped Tasha would come with him when he finally found somewhere.

      She was standing on the steps of the interment centre waiting for him as he exited the aisle. She was wearing a black dress, but her hair was down and she was wearing pink hoop earrings. There was bruising around her eye, but thanks to her dark skin, it was subtle. The depressed young woman he had met two weeks ago seemed to have gone, and she was smiling warmly at him. “That was a nice service, huh?”

      Adam nodded. “Kevin was a good guy. Thanks for waiting, I was just talking with his wife.”

      Tasha winced. “How is she?”

      “As can be expected. I told her we all loved Kevin, but I don’t think she really wanted to speak with me. I suppose I can’t blame her.”

      “I didn’t know if we should even have come today. I barely knew Kevin, but I was there at the end, you know? I wanted to say goodbye. Actually, that’s not true. I wanted to say sorry for not being able to help him.”

      Adam put a hand on her back and moved her down the steps as people began to congregate behind her. “I’m sorry too. We have to remind ourselves that Costa is the one to blame though. Nothing that happened that night was our fault.”

      Tasha nodded. They had met up a couple of times to talk during the last few days, mainly to unload on one another. They had gone for coffee each time, and the tone was friendly. Having gone through something terrible together, it had bonded them. Adam might even say they were friends.

      “So how are you doing at the moment?” she asked him.

      He shrugged and started limping towards the graveyard. “I’m not sleeping at night, and my stitches have started itching, but other than that I’m remarkably okay. I’m sad, obviously, but I feel stronger too. Glad to be alive, I suppose. That’s a new feeling for me.”

      “I know what you mean. After surviving what we did, everything else just seems… easy. I feel like nothing will ever phase me ever again. Maybe it’s part of the shock.”

      “Let’s just take it one day at a time. The doctors said it’s a miracle I’m still walking.”

      “Yeah, hey, speaking of which, do you need a lift home?”

      Adam hadn’t been able to drive since getting out of hospital. His left elbow and both knees were bruised and stiff. “That would be great. I just need to do something f— Hey, I don’t believe it.”

      John clacked along the path on a pair of crutches. Three beautiful blonde women walked with him, all wonderfully dressed. His wife and daughters, surely. When he saw Adam and Tasha, he lit up. “A sight for sore eyes.”

      Adam grinned. “You’re telling me. I didn’t think you’d ever wake up.”

      “I’ve been resting. I’ve earned it.”

      Adam chuckled. John had been in a coma for the first few days on account of blood loss, but the marvellous doctors had brought him back and stabilised him. It hadn’t prevented him from being asleep, though, every time Adam had tried to visit.

      “I’ve been battling with the surgeons to let me come home, but they won’t allow it yet. The best they agreed to was letting me out for a few hours each day. I’m sorry I missed this.”

      “Kevin would be grateful that you made it here at all. Are you okay?”

      “I’m in a maddening amount of pain, but hey, I don’t fancy a drink at all, so perhaps this will be a blessing.” His wife grunted and rolled her eyes with a smirk. “Oh, allow me to introduce you to my wonderful family.”

      They all exchanged names and handshakes, and chatted for several minutes. John’s family was as lovely as he had always said it was. It made Adam jealous, but also joyful. There was more to the world than misery, even if he could only watch it from afar.

      After the chatting faded, John used his crutches to stand directly in front of Adam. “We’re about to go and get lunch,” he said. “I would love the both of you to join us. My treat.”

      Adam went to be polite and say no, but then he realised something from the way John was looking at him. His friend was asking him to go to lunch because he wanted to, not out of courtesy. “I’d be delighted, John.”

      “Me too,” said Tasha.

      Adam put up a hand. “Can I join you in the car park in five minutes? I just have to do something first.”

      John nodded. “Of course.”

      Adam headed further into the graveyard while the others took the path leading to the car park. After about fifteen metres, Adam stepped onto the grass and cut between the various tombstones until he found the one he wanted.
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      Adam knelt down and smiled. “Hi, I’m sorry I didn’t come sooner.”
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        Hey, Reader. So you got to the end of my book. I hope that means you enjoyed it. Whether or not you did, I would just like to thank you for giving me your valuable time to try and entertain you. I am truly blessed to have such a fulfilling job, but I only have that job because of people like you; people kind enough to give my books a chance and spend their hard-earned money buying them.  For that I am eternally grateful.
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        If you enjoyed this book and would like to help, then you could think about leaving a review on Amazon, Goodreads, or anywhere else that readers visit.  The most important part of how well a book sells is how many positive reviews it has, so if you leave me one then you are directly helping me to continue on this journey as a fulltime writer.  Thanks in advance to anyone who does.  It means a lot.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            More Horror from Iain Rob Wright

          

        

      

    

    
      
        	Animal Kingdom

        	AZ of Horror

        	2389

        	Holes in the Ground (with J.A.Konrath)

        	Sam

        	ASBO

        	The Final Winter

        	The Housemates

        	Sea Sick

        	Ravage

        	Savage

        	The Picture Frame

        	Wings of Sorrow

        	The Gates

        	Legion

        	Extinction

        	Defiance

        	Resurgence

        	TAR

        	House Beneath the Bridge

        	The Peeling

        	Blood on the Bar

        	Escape!

        	Dark Ride

      

      Sarah Stone Thriller Series

      
        	Soft Target

        	Hot Zone

        	End Play

      

      Other

      
        	Diary of a flummoxed father

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Iain Rob Wright is one of the UK's most successful horror and suspense writers, with novels including the critically acclaimed, THE FINAL WINTER; the disturbing bestseller, ASBO; and the wicked screamfest, THE HOUSEMATES.

         

        His work is currently being adapted for graphic novels, audio books, and foreign audiences. He is an active member of the Horror Writer Association and a massive animal lover.

      

        

      
        www.iainrobwright.com

        FEAR ON EVERY PAGE

      

      

      

      
        
        For more information

        www.iainrobwright.com

        author@iainrobwright.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook] Facebook

        [image: Twitter] Twitter

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2019 by Iain Rob Wright

      Editing by Richard Sheehan

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  

cover.jpeg
IANROBWRIGHT





images/00002.jpeg
gm WANTFREE BOOKST





images/00001.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





