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Author's Note










If you're reading this, then the likelihood is you've read book one. If that's the case, thank you. I've had some amazing support and reviews for Crash, and I wanted to take this opportunity to thank everyone for doing so. It's a controversial book, so the positive reviews mean a lot to me. 

I plan for the Crash series to span many books, although I do have the end in mind. The violence diminishes as the books progress, which is good because some of the scenes have been really hard to write. My other work, while tinged with horror, certainly doesn't go to the depths of depravity that the Crash series does.  

Crash 2: Highrise Hell, is George's story and follows on from the end of Crash. The intention is to tell each book from a new perspective as the cast of characters cross paths. 

Crash is inspired by the global recession of 2008. What if money became worthless overnight? What would that do to the one percent? What would that do to the ninety-nine percent? What would that do to the poorest in society, who in the UK are the ones being blamed for all of the problems? Go figure. With class tension high in the UK, how would the previously oppressed react?

Reviews are so important for authors, so if you feel inclined, please leave a review wherever you bought the book. If you want to keep up with my future work:

Subscribe to my newsletter at – http://www.michaelrobertson.co.uk

Email me at – subscribers@michaelrobertson.co.uk

Follow me on facebook at – https://www.facebook.com/MichaelRobertsonAuthor

Twitter at – @MicRobertson

Google Plus at – https://plus.google.com/u/0/113009673177382863155/posts

Thank you for reading, and I would love to hear from you.

– Michael Robertson, March 2014.


Dedication

With only a few days left before my partner gives birth, I have to dedicate the book to Gromit (my son's name for her - we still can't decide on a name).

I look forward to seeing your little face and the light that you will bring to an already amazing family. 

Also, to anyone who has downloaded this book. Thank you.
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You Spin Me Round










George looked at his bloody hands. They were evidence of what he'd become. He'd made an orphan of an innocent boy, and for what? He'd left him in a burning house to–

"Look out!" 

"Fuck!" George gasped. He squeezed the wheel. The people were too close. The truck wasn't stopping. 

Head for the gap. 

It looked too tight. 

Fuck it! 

He hit the horn. He winced. 

Fuck!

Bang! 

The wing mirror flipped in. Arms and hair flailed. Children screamed.

When George hit the brakes, the shudder of the ABS ran up his tense leg. Rapid breaths racked his large body, each one providing less oxygen than the last.

Stars swam in front of his eyes. The corners of his vision closed in. His world was being crushed. His galloping pulse throbbed in his temples. 

Thud! 

Thud! 

Thud! 

Thud!

With his mouth stretched wide, George fought to get air into his body. Slowly, each breath pulled him back down from the panic attack, suffocation seeming less likely with the passing seconds. 

Sitting back, he unpeeled his grip on the wheel one finger at a time. While staring ahead, he stretched his aching digits. Some of the dried blood came away in flakes.

The stench of Ravi's aftershave was bad. When it was mixed with the reek of burning rubber, it sent sharp needles of pain stretching through George's sinuses. Pinching the bridge of his nose did nothing to stop the headache that was rapidly spreading behind his eyeballs. 

Looking across, he saw Ravi dipping his head to look into the wing mirror. The boy was wide-eyed and several shades paler than his usual hue. He looked as bad as George felt. Looking into his own mirror, George couldn't see much. "What the fuck just happened?"

Without removing his glare, Ravi shrugged. "You just hit her."

"I know I fucking hit her."

The boy still didn't look across. When George focused on Ravi's wing mirror, he saw a spider's web of cracks running through the glass. Light and color shot off in all directions, and it was still bent in from the impact. "It's only a mirror, Ravi. We can replace it. Hell, we can get a whole new truck if we need to."

"N... n... n..." Shaking his head, Ravi pointed instead. 

Hot saliva filled George's mouth, and his palms started to sweat when he saw what the boy was talking about. Hanging from the black plastic was a lump of flesh the size of a fifty-pence piece. It had tendrils of blonde hair flipping in the breeze. 

Looking behind again, George saw that a crowd had surrounded the woman. "Do you think she's okay?"

Ravi didn't reply.

"What shall I do?"

"What can you do?"

Stars swam in his vision again. The collar on his t-shirt suddenly felt too tight as it pressed against his neck. Pulling at it, he opened the window to get some fresh air. Panic rode the cold currents as many of the group behind screamed and cried. 

Thunk! 

Glancing across, George saw that Ravi had also wound his window down and had pushed the mirror back in place. 

Holding his chest, his heart kicking against his palm, George frowned at the boy. "Are you trying to give me a fucking heart attack?" Although Ravi was twenty-six, George still considered him to be a boy. 

"I just wanted a better view, man. There's what, forty of them? Why aren't they retaliating?"

"Because they're mostly kids. Two-thirds of them at least." In the chaos, George could only understand one word. 

"Help!"

Watching a man run to the downed woman, George looked across at Ravi, who was watching it too. "He must be the one in charge." 

The crowd parted to reveal the fallen woman, and a cold chill ran through George. She looked like a broken doll, lying on the floor, unmoving, limbs splayed. "Where's that blood coming from?"

There was no reply from Ravi. 

Staring at the ever-increasing pool, his guts churning, George burped a flat taste of cornflakes. After three weeks of eating nothing else for breakfast, the stale cereal was getting tedious, especially since milk went bad weeks ago. He'd now resorted to eating them with water. 

She jolted. 

"Fuck!" 

She jolted again. 

"Maybe she'll be okay, George?" 

"Don't try to humour me. She's fucked. Unless that man's Doctor Frankenstein, she ain't getting up and walking away." Running a hand through his thick, greasy hair, George looked at his lap. "Why did I drive so fucking fast?"

"We have to move fast. Remember when Si was jumped on Penge High Street? If he'd been driving faster, they would have left him alone. If you drive too slow, the gangs see you as an easy target. We lost four men that day."

"The men we lost were a waste of oxygen. She's a woman looking after kids. Her death means something." The leather creaked as he twisted around in his seat for the first time. "Where are the others? I hope they're moving slower."

When the two pick-ups rounded the corner, George relaxed. "Thank God, they're driving slowly."

"I wouldn't count your chickens yet."

"They've slowed down! Fucking hell, what's wrong with you, boy? A bit of positivity, yeah?" 

Ravi shrugged. 

"What's that supposed to mean?" 

"You should know. You've been in the gang longer than I have. Dean's an unpredictable mother fucker. I wouldn't assume this crowd was safe until they're at least three post codes away from that lunatic." Scratching his silly little beard that ran along his jawline, he added, "and I'd still be hesitant then."

"Okay, they're hardly the cavalry, but this group doesn't pose us any kind of threat. They don't look like they have anything worth stealing."

It didn't take the silence that met George's comment to make him realize he was being hopeful. He knew Dean well enough. Better than most in fact. Looking behind again, he saw many of the group stood slack-jawed and silent. While grinding his teeth and with his stomach locked tight, George tapped the steering wheel. "Why aren't they moving out of the way?"

When there was still no reply, he looked at Ravi to see him adjusting his slick side-parting and straightening his suit. 

"Fucking hell, boy, you're worried about what you look like at a time like this?"

"Huh." Looking at himself as if he was seeing his actions for the first time, Ravi stopped what he was doing. "I was actually wondering who all of those kids belong to. Where are their parents?" 

The ratio of children to adults was disproportionate. Flinching, George saw a flashback of the boy that he'd left in the burning house, staring out of an upstairs window, wide-eyed and with flames growing around him. How many of this group had been orphaned by men like him? 

Shaking the thoughts from his mind, George looked back again. The man tending to the injured lady stood up in front of Dean's truck and showed him his palm. Frowning, George scratched his face as he watched on. "What the fuck's he doing?" 

"Dunno. He's acting like five-o the way he's trying to control traffic though. That ain't the brightest thing to do around Dean. Didn't he get the memo? The police don't run the streets no more." 

"What an idiot." Rubbing his temples did nothing to stop the pounding headache stretching through George's brain. The smell of blood and dirt was thick on his hands, so he lowered them. "All I know is this ain't going to turn out well."

"You'd think the huge battering ram welded to the front of the truck would be a big enough hint to get the fuck out of the way. That and the bloodthirsty mob on the back." 

Looking at the children again, George drew a deep sigh. "Look at those poor little bastards. They think he can protect them." 

When Dean continued moving forwards, the man in the road screamed at him. "Stop!" 

Dean didn't. 

The man pointed at George. "That prick just ran my friend over. Stop! Please?" 

The sun on Dean's windscreen made it impossible to see the man inside. Then he leant forwards and George saw the deep frown on his face. A rich shot of bitter bile lifted into his throat and he shuddered. "They're fucked." Swallowing did nothing to dilute the taste. 

"Proper fucked," Ravi agreed. 

A huge cloud passed across the sun, and the bare chill of winter blew into the car. Folding his arms for warmth did nothing to counter it. 

The two diesel trucks continued forward. Their loud engines were thunder rolling up the high street. Hairs lifted on the back of George's neck. The storm was inevitable. "Can't that man sense what's about to happen?" 

Rubbing his face, Ravi shook his head. "I don't wanna watch this."

"No. I don't either." 

Neither of them looked away. 

The truck got closer, and the children continued to scream. 

Tutting, Ravi threw a hand up in the air. "Even the kids can see what's happening. Why doesn't that idiot get the fuck out of the way?" 

Despite the chaos increasing outside, a new word rose above the insanity. "Mummy!"

Poking his head out of the window, Dean stared at the man. Dead eyes behind a mask of dried blood. 

Remaining rooted to the spot, the man still held his hand up. 

The trucks didn't stop. 

When the man stepped aside, George puffed his cheeks out as he exhaled hard. "About fucking time." 

The man continued to stare at Dean.

Because he'd focused on the man, George hadn't looked at the crossing. When he did, his testicles pulled tight. The injured woman was still in the middle of the road. Everyone seemed to have forgotten about her. When he grabbed the door handle, Ravi clamped a tight grip onto his forearm.

"What the fuck are you doing, boy?" George demanded.

"Don't go out there, George."

"Don't tell me what to do." Looking at the grip that the boy still had on him, George clenched his right fist. Then he let it ease. The boy was right. What could he do? Other than get himself killed. Who would save Sally then? 

"The guy thinks Dean will stop." When Dean blew a kiss out of the window, the man's mouth fell loose, and Ravi added, "Maybe he's just realized that he won't."

Unable to remove his eyes from the mirror, George gulped. "Leave them alone, Dean."

But Dean kept going at the pace of the car ticking over. It was only a few miles per hour, but nothing was stopping him. He was as constant as a rising tide. 

The girl's voice came again, louder this time. "Mummy! Mummy!"

When Dean's front tires caught the woman's shoulder blades, George lost his breath. After a few thirsty gulps, he said, "Fuck!" 

The thick tread pulled her arm. The woman flipped from the recovery position and ended up on her back. Her eyes and mouth flew wide as she screamed at the sky. "Arghhhh!"

Ravi shook his head. "My God." 

"Mummy! Mummy! Mummy!"

The truck lifted.

Her shoulder popped. 

The crowd screamed. 

Lifting his knees up, Ravi curled in his seat.

"Mummy!"

The truck rose higher as it crossed her chest. 

It wobbled. 

The gang of looters on the back hollered. 

The truck slipped. 

Crack!

It looked like it broke her sternum. 

The woman lay silent. 

Holding his chest, George felt like his heart would burst free. 

The front of the truck dropped off her. 

Dean howled at the sky. 

The looters howled back. 

When Dean sped up, his engine roared. The back bucked as it passed over her. 

Silence. 

As Dean went past the man, the man screamed at him, "What's wrong with you?!" He punched the driver's side door. 

Shaking his head, George sighed. "What's up with you, mate? Look at his passengers. They ain't fucking hitchhikers. He ain't the local do-gooder." 

Pointing at his temple, the man's features flared. "Are you fucking mental?!"

"He just don't get it, does he?" Ravi said. 

With his head swimming, George watched the little girl run to the dead woman's side. Dressed in a pink ski suit, she wore pig tails and was no higher than George's knee. Stroking the woman's hair, she cried, "Mummy!" Grief twisted her face like it was made from clay. 

Si, who was driving the truck behind George's, sped up. 

Before George could open the door, someone yanked the girl away. He let go of the handle. 

The second truck made light work of the woman, bucking as it passed over her, shaking the caged prisoners on the back.

The girl's shrill wail hit George at the base of his neck. Calling for Mummy wasn't going to help anymore. 

Ravi's face twisted. "What's fucking wrong with them? They need their fucking heads checked."

Sitting back in his seat, George had no words. 

The huge battering ram slowly rolled past. It was an ugly lump of metal lined with the scars of welding. Although it wasn't as ugly as Dean's leering grin, which then appeared next to George. His eyes sparkled. He was in his element. Sick fuck. 

Just looking at the man turned George's stomach. Whatever was on his mind was something that he didn't want to be involved in. But he was. He was involved to the point where he couldn't back out. Not yet. Not until he got to Sally. 

Shouting turned Dean's livid skin purple. "I can't have them talking to you like that, George." After craning his neck to look at the bedlam, his smile broadened to the point where it looked like it would consume his entire head. 

"If I've learned anything about this new world," Dean said, "it's that we need to stick together. We need to show them who's boss."

Staring forwards, George ground his jaw. "I didn't ask for your help. Don't do anything on my behalf." There was no fucking way Dean was getting him in his pocket. No way. 

Looking like he was preparing a counterargument, Dean opened his mouth to reply but stopped when the man behind shouted, "You're a fucking arsehole." 

Looking at the angry man in the crowd, George's entire frame sagged. How could he help him if the stupid prick didn't help himself? Popping his door open, he looked across at Dean. "I'll go and talk to him." 

But Dean didn't reply. Lost behind a glazed look, the lunatic had gone to that place that George never wanted to visit. The glimpses he got of it were more than enough.

Swallowing the sticky saliva in his ever-drying mouth, George shook his head. "They're just kids, Dean. Why don't we leave them and move on?" 

Whether he heard George or not was hard to tell. What was perfectly clear was that he didn't reply. After he lifted the hammer from the passenger seat, he opened his door, a flash of clarity returning to his distant eyes. "Here we go again, George. It looks like it's party time."

Dread as thick as tar crawled over George's skin, smothering him as he watched Dean walk towards the group. Whistling Jingle Bells, he moved with a skip in his step like he was off to fix a bent nail. 

Once Dean was out of earshot, Ravi leant in and whispered, "We've got to get away from that cunt as soon as possible."

The stink of the boy's aftershave kicked George in the face. Clamping his nose, George remained silent. 

"Remind me, George, why did your sister marry him?"

Keeping his eyes on the lunatic in his mirror, all George could offer was a weak shrug.


Red Rag










Watching the mirror and seeing Dean stride ahead of his crew, George sighed. "What's fucking wrong with them?" 

The line of thugs spread across the road behind their leader. It was their usual dramatic formation. Some let their weapons hang by their side. Others swung them at imaginary foes. 

The leather seat creaked when George turned to look over his shoulder. "Do they really need to intimidate a group of children?" Lifting his hands, he stopped just before rubbing his face. Flipping them over, he saw the blood had already turned brown and was gathered around his fingernails. Who was he to judge anyone? 

Still sitting with his knees pulled up to his chest, Ravi watched through the wing mirror. 

The boy wasn't cut out for this life. Far fucking from it. Shoving him to get his attention, George pointed back. "We could intervene?" 

Ravi's eyes widened. "We wouldn't last two minutes."

"No. You're right." You wouldn't last two seconds. 

Resting his hand on the dashboard above the blowers, George let the warm air funnel up his sleeve. "I used to think I was a strong man." Heat spread across his eyeballs as he looked back again. "This new world has taught me I'm no better than those spineless fucks following Dean. I never would have thought I'd let shit like this happen." 

Turning his palms to the sky, Ravi raised his eyebrows. "But what can we do? Really? Other than die protecting people who'll die anyway."

"Don't justify it, Ravi. We're cowards no matter which way you slice it. We have a choice, and we're choosing to do nothing. Simple." As George watched the gang stride forward, what little pride and self-worth he had left shrivelled like plastic too close to a flame. 

Then Dean started singing. "Swing lo, sweet chariot."

The booming reply from the other men bounced off the shop fronts lining the high street. "Coming forth to carry me home." 

Turning so he was looking out of the back window too, Ravi said, "What the fuck? That's a new one. What are they, rugby boys on tour or something?"

Looking at the children, their innocent faces blurred by his tears, George cleared his throat. "Run, you fools." 

They didn't. 

Shaking from his rasping squall, Dean sang again, "Swing lo, sweet chariot." 

"Coming forth to carry me home."

The little girl in the ski suit was back at her mother's side, stroking her hair. It looked like she was whispering something to her. It was impossible to tell what. 

Shaking his head, Ravi sighed. "She's tiny."

"She looks about the same age as ..." George lost his words to the lump in his throat. He couldn't say his boy's name. "She looks like an angel."

Sitting up, her face long with grief, she looked at the men approaching. "Mummy, Mummy, Mummy."

When Dean's shadow smothered her, she fell silent, wide-eyed and slack-jawed. Then she started again. "Mummy, Mummy, Mummy, Mum—"

Crack! 

The hammer protruded from her skull. 

Heat rushed through George's bowels. 

Her hands fell limp. Her jaw dropped. Beauty turned to horror. Claret ran down her pale face. She hung from Dean's weapon like a coat on a peg. 

When George put his hand against his chest, the frantic thud swelled against his palm. Shaking where he sat, his throat tightened. Why hadn't he done something? The choice to stay in the cab had killed the girl. 

Turning away from the tiny corpse, George looked down at the key in the ignition. When he looked back up, he saw Ravi was staring at him. 

Reading his intention, Ravi said, "You wanna go? Okay. I'd need to get my parents from the tower block first though. I can't leave them."

Looking behind them again, George returned his attention to the key. What about Sally? All of the muscles in his body sagged, and he stared at his lap. "I can't lose another family member."

There was no reply from Ravi. 

"Besides, there's no way we'd get to the tower block, get your parents and be gone before Dean caught up with us."

When Ravi dropped his head, George looked in the mirror again. Although people were screaming and crying, no one had moved. 

When Dean shook his weapon, the dead girl slipped off and hit the floor like a damp towel. 

Bile burned George's throat. 

There was a loud roar, and the men rushed forwards. They were outnumbered at least four to one, but that didn't matter. Most of their opponents were kids, and they were armed with both medieval weapons and a deep passion for violence. 

"Why do they keep on killing?" Ravi asked. 

"I wouldn't like to guess what goes on in the minds of those degenerates." Craning his neck to see the group as they moved further up the road, George's lip lifted into a sneer. "Run, you fucking idiots."

They remained still. Tears stained many cheeks. Mouths hung wide. The children screamed. No one ran. 

When the men were on top of them, some of the adults found their spines and moved in front of the children to protect them. 

Crunch! 

Crack! 

They fell without resistance. 

Heaving, Ravi went off like an alarm. "What the fuck? What the fuck? What the fuck?" Each question coincided with another deadly blow. 

Crack! 

Crack! 

Crack! 

Skulls were shattered like plates at a Greek wedding. Another member of the choir was silenced with every swing. Blood stained the road. 

Hawking up bilious phlegm, George then spat it out of the window. 

Turning back around, he saw a boy of no more than fourteen fall to his knees and raise his arms. Lifting his sharp tennis racquet, Ginge went to work on him. It cut straight to the bone, opening dark wounds that oozed thick blood. 

In the insanity of the massacre, George saw Dean hone in on the man that had told him to stop. It was impossible to hear what the man was saying over the noise, but he clearly hadn't learned to shut up yet. 

Crack! The hammer came down. Gavel on block. Order! 

The man turned pale and then crumpled like the rest of them. 

Screaming, Dean rained blows down on his corpse. 

Crunch! 

Crunch! 

Each one sent up a shot of blood. Each one turned his already crusty suit darker. Each one broadened his grin, his white teeth standing in stark contrast to his dripping red face. 

A girl had separated from the crowd. She was aged between eighteen and twenty-two. She was a pretty girl. Brown hair. Fit body. George looked around. Had anyone else noticed her? She darted down an alleyway. Get as far away as possible, girl. There's nothing here for you anymore. 

Fire burned in George's guts as Dean walked towards him with condensation forming from his ragged breaths. He was a little boy inflated from bullying the weaker kids in the playground. 

When he got close enough, George saw the teardrop of blood swelling on his hooked nose. It grew pregnant and fell to the floor. 

After running his sleeve across his mouth, Dean licked the blood from his lips and shuddered as if an orgasm had just shimmied through him. 

Leaning forwards, Ravi then turned to George. "Did he just—"

"Yep. What a sick fuck." Hot saliva ran down the back of George's throat. 

When Dean was next to the truck, George lowered the window and was hit with the rancid tang of his suit. It was both metallic and rotten. In the past few weeks of bloodshed, he hadn't washed it once. 

"I ain't having no do-gooder cunt talk to me, or any of my boys, like that. Fuck no." Grinning, Dean then jumped into his truck and started the engine. It let out a throaty roar that suited its battered appearance. 

The gang, who were as blood-soaked as their leader, hopped on the back. 

Once all of the men were on board, Dean howled again and floored the truck, its wheels spinning as it snaked away. 

Watching Si follow behind, George then lifted his heavy arm and turned the key. The truck shook to life. He looked at Ravi. 

Ravi looked at his own lap.


Driving Home










Staring straight ahead, George looked at the sad faces of the caged women in the back of Si's truck. Lethargy ran through his veins, and the vibrations from the wheel shook his tired arms. The hum of the road was the only sound he heard. That and the cage in front rattling whenever they hit a pothole. 

Over the past few weeks, Dean's behavior had become much worse, and George had done nothing to challenge it. If anything, he'd condoned it by not standing up to him. And for what? To hopefully get reunited with his sister? 

A classroom's worth of children had died. The truck in front of them was full to bursting with women that were destined for abuse and most likely death. Houses had gone up in flames with people still inside. Reliving the memory of the little boy at the window of the burning house, the image of his petrified face etched in his mind's eye, George wondered if the impact of it would ever diminish. 

Throwing Ravi a sideways glance, George looked at the women in front again. "Did you ever think it would come to this, boy?"

Shaking his head, Ravi stared ahead. "Dean's off the fucking hook, man. He's fucking mental. His behavior was extreme when he was attacking the rich, but who feels sorry for the wealthy, right?" 

Turning the heaters down, George then opened his window a crack. The frigid breeze cut through the stuffy air.

"But kids?" Ravi said. "Innocent kids. The only crime they've committed was to be sad when someone they loved was run over."

The comment took the air from George's lungs. 

Slapping his hand over his mouth, Ravi looked across at him. "Sorry." His eyes were wide. "I wasn't suggesting—"

"It's fine. You're right. All of this happened because I wasn't looking where I was fucking going!" 

Ravi didn't reply. 

George's mind slipped into a loop. Bang! Wing mirror. Spinning woman. Children crying. Dead kids. Fire. Bang! Wing mirror ...

When Ravi spoke, George broke out of it. "I thought everything would return to normal after the initial panic. An economic crash was bound to send ripples through society, but I thought we'd be okay after that died down. They were an elected government. You have to put your faith in that, don't you?"

"Do you? I had zero faith in our government. They did whatever the fuck they wanted to." Lifting his bloody fingers one at a time, George counted, "A war against the Muslim faith. Helping bankers destroy the economy. Making sure their mates were always kept rich regardless of the economic climate. Devastating the welfare state. Don't get me wrong, the welfare budget was too fucking big, but cutting the money from people dying of cancer and the disabled ..." Looking out of the truck, George tried to see into the dark windows of what appeared to be empty houses on either side of the street. "They were cold bastards no matter which fucking color you voted for. It's a shame that Dean's never had a chance to pay them a visit."

Ravi laughed.

"What's funny, boy?"

"Politics! It still gets people's backs up. Even after all of the politicians have gone."

"Nuts, isn't it?" Returning his attention to the deserted streets, George barely recognized his city now. The mass exodus of London had taken less than a month. It was now an empty town full of whispers, haunted by reprobates and murderers. 

The seat creaked as Ravi sat upright. "What I mean about having faith in the government is more to do with control though, bruv. They employed a police force and army. They kept order on the streets, or at least an illusion of order. That used to be enough to make people compliant. I didn't expect that to go so easily."

Looking forwards again, the broken faces in front staring back, her broken face staring back, George shrugged. "Well, they proved that citizen safety was yet another one of their shallow promises. Gutless fucks." Fire stirred in George's bowels. "Although it is crazy that it's only taken six months for everything to collapse. Do you remember the news reports?"

"Of course," Ravi said. "We were all looking for that smarmy cunt to come out of Downing Street with an answer to our problems. He promised to deliver his new plan for how we'd cope."

"How he'd cope more like." 

"That horrible bastard certainly made the most of electricity being cut. With no twenty-four-hour news cycle, he had the chance he needed to get the fuck out. He was gone for at least two days before anyone knew he'd deserted his post."

"He wasn't the only one." Slowly grinding his teeth, George snarled. "Fucking politicians! Rats! The lot of them."

When Ravi didn't speak, George looked across and saw he was looking at a pub on their left that was crawling in flames. They ate into the building like it was made from paper. 

The boy finally found his words. "I'll never get used to seeing buildings on fire with no one making any effort to put them out. It's amazing that the entire city isn't ablaze by now." 

"That won't happen!" 

Flinching, his usual childish confidence abandoning him, Ravi looked at George again. "Why not?" 

"Don't be a fucking idiot, Ravi. The utility companies cut the gas. It's the middle of winter, and the fires are too isolated." The scar tissue on George's ribs ached, and he heard the imagined screams of his son. The screams he should have heard at the time. 

Feeling Ravi's eyes on him, George's face flushed hot and he shook his head. "Not gonna happen. Not gonna fucking happen." Wiping his sweating palms on his jeans, he ground his jaw and continued staring straight ahead.

It wasn't long before Ravi broke the silence. He always broke the fucking silence. "I still can't believe how many people abandoned London. And how many of them were connected either through wealth or politics. I keep hoping I'll wake up."

"You ain't dreaming, boy. With all of them leaving at the same time, anyone would have thought they'd planned it." George raised his eyebrows. "If there was ever a sign that we were fucked, that was it."

"Where do you think they've all gone?"

"All of them have second homes. I reckon most of them have gone west."

"West?"

"Cornwall. Half of the houses in that county belong to people in the Southeast. The locals couldn't afford to buy there because house prices had been disproportionally raised by the wealthy holiday crowd." 

"Wow. The locals must hate them." When the boy scratched his armpit, it sent a waft of his aftershave George's way. 

"That cologne tastes like fucking fly spray." Sticking his tongue out, George bit down on it and ran it along his top row of teeth. It did nothing to remove the taste. "Put less on the next time you come out with me. This ain't a fucking date."

Ignoring the comments, Ravi nodded out of the window. "No wonder Dean has a hard-on for them."

"Maybe we should suggest he move down to Cornwall next. He could start his war there. Although I wouldn't be surprised if the locals have already lynched them. I don't expect they were welcomed with open arms."

"Maybe it's even crazier there than it is here?" Looking out of the window again, Ravi sighed, "Although what baffles me more is that some chose to stay in London. Don't they get what's going on? London ain't their home anymore. The once wealthy ain't welcome. You think they would have got the hint by now, eh? I know shit went down quickly, but the fact that some of them still haven't left is insane. They're sitting ducks in their big, well-stocked houses." 

"How did you stay alive, Ravi?"

With half of his fist in his mouth, Ravi then removed it and inspected his index finger. "Huh?"

"How did you survive on the streets with your mum and dad in tow?"

"Dunno. We had to, really."

When George swerved to avoid a pothole, Ravi slid across the leather seat. The hollow crack of his head against the window reminded George of a mallet on a coconut. It was hard to conceal the smirk. "But you only moved into the tower block a few weeks ago, right?"

"Yeah, the last few weeks on the streets were mental. It was like the lunatics had been freed from the asylum. When people realized there was no punishment for crime, all bets were off. London turned into hell on earth."

Looking at the women in front of them made George shiver. It was freezing, and most of them didn't even have coats on. They looked like livestock heading for the slaughterhouse. An emptiness swelled in George's chest. The slaughterhouse was paradise in comparison to where they were going. 

George made eye contact with her again. Looking away, he swallowed and then cleared his throat. "You can hardly blame the filth for abandoning their jobs though. Fuck being a pig in the first place, but with no pay and with everything spiralling out of control?" He shook his head. "Fuck that."

Ravi didn't respond.

"So how did you get into the gang? I wasn't around when you joined." Glancing across, George saw Ravi was staring out of the side window again, holding the point where his head had collided with it. 

"Through James."

"The one who Dean accused of stealing food? The one that he ran—"

"Yep. It was where he got the idea to run the kid over."

The empty houses had given way to damaged shops. Most of the windows were smashed. Cables, clothes, and furniture spilled out of them like entrails. All of the goods that no one could find any use for littered the streets. Looking back at Ravi, George said, "And was he?"

"Stealing? Yeah." A frown creased Ravi's face. "He was just trying to help my mum and dad out. They can't contribute to the group's survival because they're too old. Who wants shirts ironed or lawns mowed? To Dean, they're freeloaders and don't deserve feeding. He gave them food for the first week, but then he stopped caring if they lived or died." 

The sound of thick tires on tarmac buzzed through the car. 

"James was trying to help us out. We only came to the gang because he said it was safe. We were on our way out of the city. I think he felt responsible for getting us involved. He was a mate, he was trying to do us a favor. The way Dean punished him was off the charts. He was moody before, but he took it to a whole new level."

"I agree. He lost the plot that day and hasn't come back since." Looking at Dean's truck at the front of the convoy, the men on the back desperately clinging on, George fantasized about a huge speed bump that would flip half of them off. The large wheels on Si's truck would chew them up and spit them out. Simply thinking about it settled George's pulse. 

When Ravi didn't say anything, George continued, "Dean went from being a cunt to being a horrible cunt pretty fucking quickly, eh? Not only has he fucked over the residents in the tower block in that time, but I think he's taken a pound of flesh from everyone in the gang in this last month."

"What's he taken from you?" 

Clenching his right fist, George looked across at Ravi. "Watch your fucking tone, yeah?" Rolling the tension from his shoulders, George's neck clicked when he twisted it. "He's taking my humanity. Seeing people killed is a day-to-day activity now. I'm already desensitized, and I don't want to numb to it completely." George looked at his bloody hands. "I killed a man today." He jabbed his own temple. "This life is doing my fucking head in. I only murdered him because he used my name. Imagine what that gang of animals would have done to me if I hadn't killed him. Dean may put up with me giving him shit because we're family, but if he thought I was involved with the posh twats that he targets, I'd have to sleep with one eye open. As soon as I find my sister, I'm gone." 

"At least you can get out. I feel fucking trapped now. If I leave my flat with my mum and dad in tow, someone's going to know what's going on. What do you think Dean would do with a deserter?"

Images flashed through George's mind, and he flinched with every one. The skip. The bin bags. The flames. Charred pork was the closest smell he could equate it to: acrid, yet sweet. The burned fat that he associated with smoking corpses came back to him and left the memory of a greasy aftertaste in his mouth. 

Turning to him, Ravi scratched his chin. "Um ... What if ... Um."

"Just fucking say it, Ravi."

"What if your sister's dead?"

Dryness spread through George's throat, and it stuck together when he swallowed. "I've thought about that. Every day. But I don't think she is."

"Why?"

"Dunno. A feeling, I guess. Did I tell you she got pregnant just before everything went to shit? Her twelve-week scan was due a few weeks after the politicians left. That was the last time I saw her."

"So she's due—"

"Right around now. That's Dean's excuse for not bringing her to me. She's close to full term and is somewhere safe, having the baby. A few months ago it was, 'She's resting up somewhere away from here, George. We need to make sure the baby's healthy, George.' The cunt has been mugging me off for the entire fucking pregnancy.' George wrung the wheel as he gritted his teeth. "Once I know she's safe, I'm going to make sure he fucking pays."


Crossroads










The convoy of three trucks continued through the deserted streets. George looked up at the cloudy sky. Grey was fading to black as late afternoon turned into evening. Figures moved in the shadows. The city was coming to life. The beast was waking up. 

Remaining at the back of the convoy, George couldn't avoid looking at Si's truck. The women stared back. The next time he closed his eyes, they'd be there, regarding him with listless accusation. 

After twisting to look out of the back window, Ravi turned to George. "I tell you what though, I wouldn't mind getting hold of the key to the padlock for this truck. God knows my parents could do with the food." 

Raising an eyebrow, George kept his eyes on the road. "He fucked Jason up for leaving the lock unlocked. If you stole the key ..."

"If I stole the key, I'd be gone in a flash, bruv."

Tension gripped George's entire upper body, and he frowned at the boy. "Stop calling me 'bruv'. I fucking hate it."

"Sorry, man."

That was only mildly better. "But seriously, Dean would never let those keys out of his sight. Dean loves the control those keys give him. He can supply the gang with sex and food. Those stupid bastards don't need much more than that. He's their Pied Piper, although from the way that stupid cunt acts, I'm sure he thinks of himself as their god."

"It wouldn't surprise me if he did." Lifting his fringe from his eyes, Ravi looked straight ahead. "But there must be a way."

"Just don't expect me to help you out, boy."

The silence hung in the car until Ravi broke it, as always. "I think there were families in the last two houses."

"What?"

"In the last two houses in that gated community. The ones that we set fire to."

Even the mention of fire accelerated George's pulse. "Where the fuck did that come from?"

"I was just thinking about it. Their gardens backed onto the road. They must have watched what was going on and left sharpish. I don't fucking blame them either."

Scritch! Scritch! Scritch! 

George looked across to see Ravi scratch the little beard that ran along his jaw line. "Why don't you shave that stupid thing off? You're always fucking scratching it."

Ignoring George's attack, Ravi continued, "Unless they were hidden in the house? Maybe they found a little cubbyhole, and they managed to hide out in it? Maybe they're barbecuing as we speak?"

A wobble ran through George. Biting down on his bottom lip, he breathed heavily through his nose. There was no way that Ravi could understand what he was saying. It wasn't fair to get angry with him. But the little cunt never knew when to shut the fuck up. Exhaling hard, George looked at the ratty boy. "Do you know what it's like to burn in a house?"

The smile dropped from Ravi's face, and he shook his head. 

"Well maybe you should think about that before you joke. Imagine seeing your mum and dad burn."

"That would be fucking horrible. Why would you say that?" 

George didn't respond.

"At what point do you think the pain stops? Or do you think you feel every second of it? Do you think you're fully conscious as you watch your skin bubble and pop like molten plastic, or do you think you pass out?"

Scratching the scars on his aching ribs, the memory of charred pork returned to George's sinuses. "Do yourself a favor, Ravi. Learn when to shut the fuck up." When he looked across, he noticed that Ravi was staring at where he was scratching. His jumper had lifted up.

"How did you get those scars on your ribs?"

Quickly pulling his jumper down, George stared ahead. "Why do you dress like a cunt?" 

Looking down at himself, Ravi then looked back up with raised eyebrows. "What's wrong with the way I dress?"

Scanning the streets, George's foot went for the brake when he saw the broken traffic lights. Then he eased off. There was no need to make sure the road was clear. It was always clear now. "You look like a prize cunt. That's what's wrong with it."

"I could never afford nice threads before the world went to shit, so I wear them now." Pointing at his trench coat, Ravi continued, "This is Armani."

"And?" 

"Armani, George. This is the proper shit. I loved this stuff before everything went to hell, so why can't I indulge a little now?"

"Because it's January, and you're running around in loafers and a suit."

"Not being rude or anything," Ravi said, raising the palm of his hand at George, "but your fashion advice doesn't hold much weight with me."

"What you trying to say, boy?"

"You look like you're about to go to work on a building site."

"One word: practical."

"That is a word, George, you're right."

"Cheeky cunt." 

While patting George on the shoulder, Ravi laughed. "In all seriousness though, I'm having to watch kids get their fucking heads run over. If I can't wring a little pleasure out of this miserable life, then what's the fucking point?"

It was painful to admit, but the boy made sense. 




* * *




Frowning as he drove, George thought about Rory. The red of Si's brake lights suddenly filled his vision, and George stamped on the footbrake. The ABS rattled like an old machine gun, and Ravi slid from his seat. 

Crunch! He hit the window face first. 

Breathing hard, George looked at the explosion of blood on his windscreen. "You'd best fucking clean that up."

The pathetic-looking Ravi stared up at him from the footwell. 

"And wear a fucking seatbelt next time." 

With blood spilling over the grip he had on his nose, Ravi's swollen eyes pissed water. "Danks!"

Sitting back, George took deep breaths, his pulse rapid. Then he saw the reason for their stopping. "There's another gang down there."

Unfolding himself from the floor, Ravi slid back into his seat. Continuing to hold his nose in a pinch, he leaned to the left to see past Si's truck. "Dat ain't good. Dere a bit do close to de dower block." 

The roar of motorbike engines was accompanied by Dean holding his horn. Winding the window down, George poked his head out, the cold biting into his face. There were a few cars, but the majority of the vehicles were motorbikes. There must have been about thirty of them at least.

When Dean accelerated through the crossroads, which was still busy with traffic, George flinched. Seconds later, the hollow bang of metal connecting with metal went off like a gunshot. A motorcyclist was catapulted into the side of Dean's truck and then fell to the ground. 

Continuing on, Dean's truck crushed the bike. Seconds later, Si did the same. 

Pulling his head back in, the warm air in the truck setting fire to his cold face, George then did the window back up and drove on. 

On their left was a wall of brake lights. Most of the riders sat on their bikes looking behind them. Two of them were running towards their fallen friend. On their right was the lone rider, writhing on the floor and holding his hip. They made eye contact briefly before George continued forwards. 

Crunch! 

If his bike wasn't fucked already, it certainly was now.

"It looks like dere's more of dem dan dere is of us. We need do get de fuck out of here."

The convoy sped up, and George fell into line behind them. Checking his mirror, he saw no one was following them. Looking forward again at the caged women, it seemed that half of them were oblivious to what had just happened. Their own personal hell was much deeper and darker than a road accident. 

She was fully aware, however, her stark stare burning bright. Holding eye contact with her, George then looked away. The story behind his scarred ribs wasn't the only secret he was keeping from Ravi.


Rations










When George saw the tower block, his stomach sank. 

Twenty-five stories of grey brick. 

Twenty-five stories of misery and oppression. 

Twenty-five stories of memories that a lifetime would never forget. 

But what else could he do? He had to stay here. How else would he get reunited with his sister? 

Within a few minutes, they were smothered by the tower's heavy shadow. The stuffy air in the cab thickened. George's tense neck ached at the base of his skull. Opening the window a crack, he inhaled the rapidly-cooling air, and his throat loosened slightly. 

As the dread eased, George became more aware of the stench of decaying waste. With the passing of time, the gassy stink of decomposition had become a permanent feature of London. Bin bags had initially lined the pavements for weeks. Now, rubbish was simply discarded and flew through the streets like tumbleweeds. The smell was tinged with human excrement and always seemed worse by the tower block. It was almost as if the building's presence was curdling the earth. 

While stuffing tissue up his bloody nose, Ravi leant forwards to look at the sky. "It's always cloudy here."

"I hadn't noticed that." Craning his neck, George looked up too. "But now that you mention it ... It's never sunny, is it?"

Pulling the sun visor down, Ravi looked into the small mirror embedded in it and started to wipe the blood from his face. "Not even God smiles down on this place."

"Ain't that the truth. It's no wonder people like Dean were so angry before the crash."

Out of the corner of his eye, George saw Ravi stop what he was doing. "How so?"

"The majority of the people in this shit hole were unemployed and living on the breadline. Our government then came in with a manifesto of hate and resentment. They needed to sort this country out, and 'benefit scum' were the problem. They painted a picture of paradise when they spoke about places like this. According to them, this building was a free ticket. It was an easy option for those too lazy to work. It was a holiday."

"I'm guessing they'd never been to any of the high-rise blocks."

George looked up at the building again. "Clearly not."

"But there were a lot of people who could have gone out and got a job." 

"There were a lot of people who could have worked, sure. But could they have got a job?"

"What's the difference?" Ravi asked.

"You've got a quick tongue and a sharp mind." 

Clearly inflated by the comment, Ravi straightened in his seat.

Smirking, George looked at him. "You also dress like a prize cunt."

Ravi flipped him the bird.

"But seriously, I'd imagine that worked in your favor in the old world. I'm sure you interviewed well and came across as a desirable employment prospect. Confidence and front used to go a long way." Lowering his voice, he added, "Although it's likely to get you killed now."

The leather creaked as Ravi's posture deflated. 

"Most of the people living here wouldn't have even got through the front door of many privately-owned companies let alone had a chance to be interviewed. Getting a job relies on someone deciding you're employable."

Continuing to clean himself, Ravi sighed. "I suppose I never saw it from that perspective."

Looking at the block again, George shivered. "Whenever I came to visit my sister here, the feeling of the place stayed with me for days. It sunk into my pores like fried grease."

"I can imagine it must have been pretty shit."

"It was. They said living in poverty in this country took years off your life. I wouldn't mind betting that just tapping the postcode of this place into a sat nav gave five years to Satan."




* * *




Once they were close to the block, Ravi pointed out of the front window. "What do they hope that shitty fencing will do? A Ford Fiesta could blast a hole in it. Actually, a granny on a mobility scooter could probably knock it down."

George laughed. "It's easy to put up."

"It's easy to take down too. That's my point."

"But it would make one hell of a noise. That and the fact there's always someone on guard."

Sighing, Ravi looked out of the side window. "I fucking hate pulling night watch. Especially in winter."

A shiver ran through George's body. "Tell me about it. No matter how many layers I put on, I always end up fucking freezing."

Rolling to a stop behind Si as they waited to enter, George looked at the fences. They were a criss-cross of thin metal rods that gave the top a line of deadly, needle-like spikes. "They're also a fucking nightmare to climb over. Remember that kiddie a few weeks back?"

"The one that Dean killed?"

"Yeah, that's the one." Watching Ginge open the front gate, George tapped his impatience on the wheel and then glanced over his shoulder. There was no sign of the motorbike gang yet. "That kiddie was Dean's first kill. He went fucking mental after that."

Ravi pointed at the women in front. "Wasn't he looking for his sister? She's one of the women in there I think."

"Was he? I don't know," George lied. Being black certainly made it easier to hide a flushing face. Liz stared at George from the cage.

"Yeah, he was. Dean waited until morning and then caved his skull in right in front of her. He then set fire to him on the floor. That was when he got the idea for the skip."

A weakness spread through George's muscles as he relived the memory. Liz screaming. The crunch of the hammer. The smell of charred pork. 

No matter how many bodies Dean burned, George would never get used to the experience. Chewing the sick back that lifted in his throat, he then drove through the gate, stopping on the other side so Ravi could get out and close it. 




* * *




After parking his truck, George got out and lined up with the other men. It was something Dean liked them to do, and it wasn't worth the grief to fight it. 

Returning from closing the gate, Ravi strolled over and stood next to George. 

Doing his thick jacket up to his neck, George then buried his hands in his pockets and frowned against the biting cold as he waited for the inevitable bullshit. 

Pacing up and down like a sergeant major, Dean called in a loud and tight-throated voice, "If you're working for me, you have a right to stay here." Condensation billowed from his mouth with every breath, and he waved his bloody hammer around. "If you have loved ones that you want to protect, then they have a right to stay here too. If they contribute, they get fed. If they don't, they only get a bed."

Out of the corner of his eye, George saw Ravi sag. 

The pig squealed when Dean opened the cage on the back of George's truck. It made the suited lunatic jump, and George nearly laughed until Dean punched it on the nose. It squealed again. Raising his hammer, Dean looked like he was considering using it. After a pause, he lowered his arm and shook his head. "Mother fucker."

Staring at the scrawny bully, George then looked at the hammer in his grip. How easy would it be to take the cunt by surprise and relieve him of his weapon? Looking away from the man, he stared at the floor. It wasn't worth fucking everything up for the sake of a pig. Be patient, George, your time will come.

Having retrieved a loaf of sliced bread, Dean walked down the line of men with it in his hands and a bounce in his step. "Two slices each, boys. It's been a good day. Well done!"

When Dean got closer, George was hit with the stench of blood and rotting fabric. Breathing through his mouth, he tried to ignore his writhing stomach and looked at the slice of bread being offered to him. 

It was tempting to leave the prick hanging. What the fuck did George want with that stale lump of shit? But this wasn't the time to make a stand. That moment would come. Forcing a smile, he took the bread. "Thanks." 

Grinning, Dean moved on.

After dishing out the bread, Dean walked down the line again and handed out small pieces of cheese. Each piece was individually wrapped in clear plastic. 

"I would imagine these still taste fine, boys. The basement they were in was pretty fucking cold. Make the most of this dairy. It's running out fast." Pausing, he looked along the line of men and laughed. "Unless any of you lot are good with cows?"

The bitter wind picked up, so George pulled his exposed face further into his coat. If Dean didn't hurry the fuck up, he was out of there. There was no way he was prepared to stand like a mug in the freezing cold all night. 

Turning away from his vile brother-in-law, George suddenly found more patience when he looked at the women. All of them shivered as they stood in their own waste. They were so underdressed for the current weather conditions it was ridiculous, especially as they were left outside all night. Standing downwind from the truck, George could smell the rich tang of excrement. Half of the women didn't even lower their trousers before they went to the toilet now. Fortunately, Liz wasn't that bad yet. 

"And finally," Dean called out as he pulled a bag from the truck, "an apple a day keeps the doctor away. Well, it best do because we don't have any fucking doctors, and I can't see many signing up for our campaign any time soon. We've probably robbed half of the cunts already."

Some of the men laughed. Most of them stared at their paltry rations with furrowed brows.


Please Sir, Can I Have Some More?










Pausing at the entrance to the tower block, George turned around to see Ravi hadn't moved. What was he doing? Standing aside, he let the other men file into the building. 

The cold evening air cut through George's clothes and sent a shiver down his back as he stood by and watched. 

Leaning so close to Ravi that their noses were close to touching, Dean's face glowed. "Is there a problem, boy?"

Despite being over twenty metres away, George still saw Ravi's Adam's apple bob. "Um, I don't mean to disrespect you, Dean."

Shadows from Dean's heavy frown darkened his face. Gripping his hammer, he tilted his head to one side. "Well don't then." 

What was Ravi playing at? The last thing George wanted was to get involved in a row with Dean, but if he left them alone, the boy would be a smouldering husk in the skip by morning. Stepping forwards a pace, George got ready to intervene. 

"It's just, my mum and dad are starving to death in my flat. I need to give them more food."

"Do they contribute?"

Dropping his head, Ravi didn't respond. 

Leaning next to the boy's ear, Dean shook as he shouted, "Well what do you expect then?" The livid skin on his face crawled, and he pulled his shoulders back. Turning to face George, he pointed at the boy. "Did you put him up to this?"

"Why the fuck would I put him up to it?" Glaring at Dean, George curled his hands into fists and refused to look away. There was no way he was losing face in front of him. 

The suited psychopath looked at George's large hands, and his eyes sparkled. The man got drunk on conflict. 

Returning his attention to Ravi, his tone softened to the point where there was no trace of the rage that had preceded it. "Your parents are useless to me. I'm not going to waste good food on them." Dean smiled. "How you choose to share your rations is entirely up to you, but I ain't the welfare state."

Stepping forwards, George watched on. 

Grinding his jaw, Ravi continued to stare at Dean.

"Are you deaf or something, boy?"

"How the fuck am I supposed to keep them alive? If I snuck food in, you'd kill me. If I stole food, you'd kill me. I can't do any more than I'm doing, so I can't earn any more food."

The hammer twitched again in Dean's grip. Moving forwards more, George's muscles tensed in anticipation of leaping to the boy's defense. 

Smirking at George, Dean then stepped so close to Ravi he pushed him back a step. "Rules are rules. Fuck off if you want to live outside the complex." Twitching as if trying to contain his rage, Dean ran a heavy hand through his hair. "Although at this rate, you won't be walking away from this conversation." 

George took another step forwards. The distance between him and Dean had halved. 

"I'm not sure what you fucking do anyway. I only ever see you in that truck with George. Are you sucking him off in there or something?" Turning to George, Dean flicked his head in Ravi's direction. "Is he your little bitch?" 

Refusing to look away, George eyeballed Dean. 

Spittle rode Dean's words when he said to Ravi, "You're lucky I feed you at all."

Ravi still didn't move. 

Lifting his hammer, Dean bit down on his bottom lip and pressed the bloody head of it against Ravi's swollen nose. 

Although Ravi gasped as his loose nose slid around on his face, he remained where he was. 

"Hurts, does it? What the fuck happened to your nose anyway?"

"I hit the brakes too hard." 

A jack-o-lantern grin spread across Dean's angular face when he turned to George. "You did this to him?"

"Si broke hard when you stopped for the gang. I was miles away. I was thinking about the lunatic I saw beat an innocent girl to death." 

"The same lunatic that takes care of pregnant women, you mean?"

The air between them seemed to thicken and crackle.

When George didn't reply, Dean said, "So this dickhead's broken nose is all my fault? Is that what you're saying?" 

"Not unless you're responsible for fastening that dipshit's seatbelt?"

Laughing, Dean turned back to Ravi. "Well, it sounds like you've already been punished today. If you ever question me again, boy, I'll skin you alive and dip you in vinegar." Taking the apple from Ravi's meagre pile of food, Dean bit down on it and then pointed his thumb at the tower block. "Now fuck off." 

With rounded shoulders and heavy feet, Ravi skulked past George. 

George stayed put. 

After fishing some supplies from the back of the truck, Dean looked over. "You're still here then?" Holding up a pot, he said, "I'm trying to find all of the food that's off. This Greek yogurt's been bad for two months." Lifting a pack of sausages, he grinned. "These went rancid three weeks ago." A packet of bacon. "These rashers have got so sweaty they'll turn to snot if I leave them in here any longer." 

When George looked at the sealed packet of bacon and the clear liquid swilling around inside of it, his stomach tensed. "What are you going to do with them?"

Dean looked at the women in the cage.

A hard frown darkened George's view. "But that shit might kill them. You can't do that."

"Don't be precious, George." The suited psycho slammed the cage shut. The sharp clatter jabbed George's ears. "Waste not, want not. This isn't the old days where we could simply throw food away because of a date on a packet."

"But you might kill them, Dean."

Pausing, Dean then cupped his ear with his hand. "Is there a fucking echo or something?" 

"What's happened to you? You're behaving like a right cunt at the moment."

"It's the pressure of bringing a newborn into the world, George. It's a lot of responsibility to make sure your little niece or nephew is going to be safe." Giggling like a child, Dean walked over to the cage with the women in it and slipped one item of food after another through the bars. 

Some of the prisoners were frenzied, swiping at their fellow captives with their long and dirty nails. One of the women picked the bacon up, curled her body around it and bit into the plastic wrapping as if it was edible. The women had turned feral in just a few weeks, and the lump in George's throat was ready to burst.

Two of the prisoners who didn't look long for this world sat on the floor amongst the piss and shit and stared at the melee with their usual vacant glaze. 

Liz and the more recent additions from the cul-de-sac turned their noses up at the food.

The rattle of Dean's hammer against the cage pulled George's shoulders up to his neck. The lunatic then addressed the more reserved women. "That's the best you'll get. The only other way to get food is to earn it." His eyes settled on the two girls taken from the close. Pointing at the one who looked slightly older, he said, "You, what's your name?"

The same glare of silent hatred came from Liz and burned into George. 

Placing a hand on her ample chest, the girl's face buckled. "Do you mean me?"

Nodding, Dean licked his bloodied lips. 

After dropping her head, she pouted. "Sarah."

"Well, Sarah, it looks like it's your lucky day." Thrusting his hips forward, an oily laugh then bubbled from his throat. "You've just hit the jackpot, sweetheart. You're going to find out just how generous Uncle Dean can be." 

Looking at the hammer in Dean's hand, George's eyes narrowed. Why didn't he just end this now?

The girl's accent spoke of her private education. "No, thank you. I'm fine as I am."

The smile remained, but the rest of Dean's face sagged. "It isn't a choice, love."

The tears that she was clearly holding back rushed forwards. 

When George looked at Liz again, her hazel eyes dared him to do something. 

Before he could move, Dean turned to him. "I was with Sally earlier today. She told me to send you her love."

The impetus to act drained from George's body. 

"She's happy and well at the moment. She needs me every day to make sure she's okay. You know what the last few weeks of pregnancy are like." Dean then nodded at the cage. "Help us out, will ya?" 

The mention of Sally had turned George into a robot to Dean's commands. 

"Here, hold this." 

Taking the hammer, George refused to look at Liz. 

"She's ready to pop any day now. You should see her."

The cage door creaked as Dean pulled it open. When he held his hand out to Sarah, the girl shook her head and looked away. Brushing his hair from his face, Dean stretched his neck as if it were causing him pain. "It's not a choice, love."

Continuing to look away, Sarah shook her head again. 

For the first time that afternoon, Dean looked rattled, and his grin wobbled. "I can show you what happens to those who don't come of their own free will if you like?" Looking her up and down, his dark eyes smouldered. "Either way, I'm getting what I want from you. It'll be much less painful for you if you come of your own free will."

As Sarah sobbed, George squeezed the hammer. What's to say Dean wasn't lying about Sally? Maybe she was already dead? 

But how would he know? 

Dean must be bullshitting him. 

Looking at Liz, George squeezed the hammer's handle and stared at the back of Dean's head. One heavy swing was all it needed.


Coward










Losing himself, George's focus blurred. How many people had to suffer at the hands of Dean and his merry men? How many people had to suffer before George gave up on his sister? The hammer hung from his grip, the weighted end screaming to be hurled in a wide arc that ended embedded in Dean's skull. 

The weapon then suddenly disappeared from his hand.

The muscles in George's upper body pulled tight as he turned around and looked down at the smaller man. 

Staring back, a flicker of instability shimmering in his dark eyes, Dean raised an eyebrow. "You weren't having any rebellious thoughts, were ya, George?"

Gulping a mouthful of dry air, the stares from the women in the truck adding to his burden, George remained silent. 

Flipping the hammer and catching it by the handle, Dean paused and looked up at George again. "Do we have a problem?"

A gust of wind threw the stink of rot in George's face. Stepping back a pace, he shook his head. "No."

Punching him on the top of the arm, Dean threw his head back. "Ha ha, I was only fucking with you." The mirth then fell from his face quicker than it had appeared, and he twisted Sarah's long, blonde hair around his grip. Yanking on her ponytail so she was facing the sky, he then leaned over her and licked her face. When she gasped, Dean's features lit up. "And now I'm going to start fucking with you, sweetheart. I've got all kinds of toys upstairs and a gang of horny men."

Tension grabbed a hold of George's stomach as he watched a solitary tear run down Sarah's cheek. "Leave her alone."

"What?"

It was hard to prevent the wobble riding his words. "Leave her alone. She's just a kid." Sarah's glazed blue irises rolled over to look at him. She was still facing the sky. 

The nostrils on Dean's red face flared. "I hope you're fucking with me, George." 

In his mind, George separated the pair and turned Dean's weapon against him. In reality, he stood dumb and immobile. He was always much braver in his fantasies. The flicker of hope on Sarah's face died. 

"Right," Dean said. "Like I thought."

Without saying another word, George watched Dean yank on Sarah's hair and pull her towards the tower block. The poor girl twisted and contorted as she clearly tried to make the experience as comfortable as possible. 




* * *




The door had slammed shut quite some time ago, and George hadn't moved. He was a fucking coward. The opportunity to end all of this had presented itself, and he'd ignored it. Instead, he chose to believe that Dean still had his sister. The slightest shred of hope had turned him into a puppet. Worse, it had turned him into an accomplice. 

One of the windows to Dean's penthouse flat was open, and the light from inside shone out across the dark city. It was the only flat in the building with light and the only building in the vicinity with power. Dean had a generator up there with him. Its low growl was a constant that George never grew used to. It interrupted his sleep every night. He'd heard other men complain of the same thing, but who was going to tell the psychopath to shut it down? 

Shadows inside the flat kept cutting the beam of light. How many of them were in there? What where they doing to her? Shrill screams shot out through the night air, setting George's nerves on edge. 

When a wet thud of fist against face silenced them, something inside George's chest shrivelled into nothing. He could have prevented it. She was only a kid.

The moon was obscured by dark clouds that looked like they would rain rocks down on them. That was exactly what they needed. "Just fucking end it now," George muttered to a God that he'd never believed in. "Please."

Then he started to hear it. It had been a background noise for some time. It came from the cage. When George looked across, he saw the noise was coming from Liz. She stared at him with her face glowing and her eyes wide. "George! What the fuck?!" 

The whole world spun as if he was drunk, and his moment of clarity was lost again. Focusing on the door, he trudged towards it, the noise of Liz's voice lost once again to the chaos of his thoughts. 




* * *




When George opened the front door of the tower block, he was hit with the low hum of the generator and the thick stench of bleach. The communal areas were sterilized from top to bottom every day because Dean was a clean freak. 

The sharp bite in the air cut into George's throat, and the cavernous hallway amplified his hacking cough. His oesophagus burned as if it were tearing. Hawking up some phlegm, he spat it on the floor. Clean that, you prick. 

There was a metallic taste in his mouth, but it was too dark to tell if it had traces of blood in it. 

What little moonlight there was shone through the few small windows that ran up the side of the building. It was the only thing cutting through the inky blackness. It did nothing to light his path.

By the time he'd walked up the first flight of stairs, the thick chemicals in the air burned his eyes like chlorine gas. What the fuck would he do if there was a fire in this place in the middle of the night? 

Covering his mouth with his sleeve, George wheezed as he continued his ascent. The toxic air still bit into his throat, but at least he could fill his lungs. Not like Zach when he choked. The images had played through his mind countless times. He saw Zach waking and grabbing his throat, his eyes bulging as he struggled to breathe. In his fantasises, he kicked the door down, entered the flaming room, and rescued the boy. In reality, he was too pissed to wake up when his son needed him most. 

When a high-pitched cackle tore through the dark hallway, George stopped, put his hand against the wall and looked up. The laugh had come from Dean's flat. It sounded like Ginge. He heard nothing from Sarah. What were they doing to her?

The cold gripped George the second he entered his flat. It was the middle of winter, and this was by far the coldest place he'd been all day. The frigid air cut through two t-shirts, a jumper and a jacket. 

Lighting a candle, George could suddenly see his breath turning to condensation. The weak light didn't stretch far, but it showed him two of the flat's steel-framed windows. The ice on the inside was thicker than the outside. 

As he closed the door behind him, he heard Sarah scream. With drooped shoulders, he sighed at his own impotence and let the door click shut. 

There were two cushions by the door that he kicked over the gap beneath it. It was too late to stop his flat reeking of bleach, but at least he could stop it from getting any worse. Swallowing several times did nothing to remove the chemical taste that sat on his tongue like fly spray. 

The flickering light from the candle both cast and animated many shadows. Glancing from one to the next, George's heart fluttered. He shook his head at himself. There's no one here, George. Man the fuck up!

As he walked into the living room, the heavy fug of damp overpowered the bleach, and the thick air forced him to breathe through his mouth. 

Discarding his jacket, George shivered more than ever. Pulling his jumper off and both of his t-shirts, he stood bare chested in the middle of the room. No matter how damp and cold it was, he couldn't wear his clothes. The reek of smoke and death was a part of their fabric now. 

By the time he got to his bedroom, he was naked. With the candle still in his hand, he looked at his own reflection in the full-length mirror. When the scars on his ribs were hidden by clothes, he looked powerful. The contrast when he displayed them in their full glory was stark. It looked like a hard prod would slip through his skin into his lungs. It was the body he deserved. It was a karmic branding for a murderer. 

Seeing the burns sparked yet more memories. He imagined his boy screaming, crying and fighting to be free of his bedroom. Huddled in the corner, he saw him wide-eyed as he stared at the inferno that had him pinned like a vicious predator. One word came from his mouth: Mummy. There was no chance it was Dad. 

Then the real memories flooded in. The footnote to every hellish vision. It was of the charred corpse of a two-year-old boy. 

A two-year-old boy who had George's heart and soul. 

A two-year-old boy who was identified using dental records. 

A two-year-old boy whose life could have been saved if George had just woken up. 

Not only had George lost his son that day, but the fire took almost every trace of his existence as if it were hellbent on wiping the kid from the face of the earth. Birth certificate, first paintings, christening presents ... If it weren't for photos from their extended family, the only things he would have been left with were broken memories. 

Pulling on two pairs of tracksuit bottoms, three t-shirts and a thick jumper, George tried to forget about the scar. But hiding it didn't remove the torment; it just moved it further back in his mind. The mental video was now playing through a television in another room. But it was still there. It was always there. Always reminding him of what he was and what he'd lost.

Walking over to his bedroom window, George looked out. Although the glass had ice on it like the others, and it was mostly dark outside, it was still easy to see the women in the truck. The shine from Dean's flat hit them like a spotlight. 

Huddled in one corner of the cage like penguins, all of the women shivered against the stark elements. With the cold wind slipping through the gaps in his steel windows, George could only imagine how numb the women must have felt in their minimal clothing. The strong gales would no doubt be tearing straight through them. Some of the women coughed frequently. Some were way beyond that. If he were to prevent more of them from dying, he needed to find Sally soon. 

Moving away from the window, George looked at his mirror again. The large-framed man staring back at him was a stranger. The eyes of this beholder didn't see the strength in the powerful shoulders and thick arms. The eyes of this beholder saw only cowardice and frailty. 

Next to the mirror was a photo of Zach that Sally had taken and given to him before Dean took her away. Sitting in a huge pan of water, Zach wore a massive hat to protect him from the sun. The picture and the entire wall disappeared into soft focus. The warm tracks on his cheeks quickly turned cold. The strength drained from his legs. 

After a couple of seconds, George crumpled. When he hit the floor, the entire flat shook. The burn in his kneecaps felt like they were broken. Snapping into the foetal position, he pulled his knees under his chin and rocked like a demented baby. The chasm already in his chest opened a little further. 




* * *




Time had lost all meaning for George as he lay on the floor. Hours had passed, he knew that much. He just didn't know how many. Not that time was important in this new world. Eating, shitting, breathing, and procreating was what mattered.

Getting to his feet, he walked to the kitchen and took a stale cracker from the cupboard. It tasted like Styrofoam. Washing it back with bottled water, he shuddered as it went down. 

Then he heard Sarah scream again. Was she still up there? Jesus! He looked at his bloody hands. It wasn't time to clean them. Not yet. To clean them would be to accept he would take no more lives. Looking up at the ceiling in the direction of Dean's flat, he clenched his fists. That wasn't a commitment he could make.


Dinner Date










The darkness of the hallway consumed George. The bleach stung his eyes, and he could feel tears rolling down his cheeks. He screwed his nose up against the potent chemical stench and used the cold wall to guide himself. Fortunately, he didn't have to travel far. 

Accompanied by Sarah's screams, he carefully placed one foot in front of the other as if he were walking the hallway for the first time. The images of burning flats and heavy smoke flooded his mind. He sniffed the air and stared into the darkness. How would he get out if there was a fire during the night? Staring straight ahead, he tried to let his thoughts pass. Drawing deep breaths did nothing to calm his pulse. 

The belly laughs of several men snaked down the stairwell from Dean's flat. George ground his jaw, and his taught body wobbled. The only laugh he recognized was Ginge's. Horrible cunt! He'd get his. When the noise died down, he rolled the tension from his shoulders and continued moving forwards. 

The cold showed little concern for the two extra sweatshirts that George had slipped on before leaving. It bit through them as if they weren't there. 

When George reached his destination, he tapped on the door. 

The door opened a few seconds later to reveal Ravi standing there, a baseball bat in his hands. 

Laughing, George looked at the boy's weapon. "What are you going to do with that?" 

Lowering the bat, Ravi winced. "Oh, nothing. You can never be too careful though." After leaning the bat against the wall, he lifted a lit candle. Its flickering light cast a glow over his sleep-crushed face. Rubbing his eyes, he stared at George. "You do know what time it is, don't you?"

"How the fuck would I know what time it is? Time hardly matters. It's not like I have a meeting in the morning."

"Fair point." Stretching his arms to the ceiling, Ravi let out a groan. "So, what's up, George? Why are you knocking on our door at this time of night?"

Even when he was sleeping, the boy still dressed like a tart. He wore designer tracksuit bottoms and a jumper that was a garish mess of the same symbol repeated all over the fabric. Lifting his hand, George showed Ravi the carrier bag hanging from his grip. "Here."

When the boy didn't take it, George frowned and shoved it further forwards. 

Taking it this time, Ravi looked inside. "What's this for?"

"Can't you just say thanks? Fucking hell, Ravi."

"Thanks."

A silhouette moved in the shadows of Ravi's flat. When George looked in, Ravi turned around. "Mum, come here."

Despite spending a lot of time with the boy for these past few weeks, George had yet to meet his parents. Would they be insulted by his gift? Turning away, he looked into the dark hallway. 

When he glanced back, he saw the small lady. She looked old beyond her years. The conditions she was living in were clearly taking their toll. Ravi had told him that she was in her sixties. If George were to guess without any prior knowledge, he would have put the fragile lady at about eighty. Time was different in this place. It was locked on fast forward. It sucked people in, chewed them up and spat out their shells. Another scream cut through the building and shook George to his core. It was weaker than those before it. What would be left of Sarah after her spell here? 

After looking in the carrier bag that Ravi held open for her, Mrs. Vadher regarded George with her big, brown eyes. "Thank you."

Dropping his gaze to the floor, George could feel his face heating up. "It's fine. You guys need to eat. It's as simple as that." When he looked back up, she still held him with the same penetrative stare. "I ... um, I hope I haven't offended you? I didn't come here to get smoke blown up my ar..." He stopped himself.

Smiling, she nodded and held out her skinny hand. 

Shaking it, George suddenly wished he'd washed the blood off his own. 

When he tried to pull away she wouldn't let go. A wrinkly smile lit up her entire face and her warm eyes glowed. "Come in, son."

"No. Thanks." Shaking his head, George backed away. "I can't. I have things to do." 

"At three in the morning?" 

The old woman's grip was surprisingly strong.

Pulling again, George still couldn't get free. "I can't stay tonight, Mrs Vadher, I have things to do."

Squeezing tighter still, she smiled. 

Laughing, George shook his head. "You're not going to let me go, are you?" 

The smile on her face broadened. 

It was only when George stepped forwards that she eased her grip. Taking the bag of food, she stepped aside so he could enter their flat. 




* * *




The loud ching of George's knife connecting with the porcelain plate cut through the silence. Wincing, George looked up. The Vadhers remained focused on their meals. The most pronounced parts of their faces were highlighted by the weak candlelight. Everything else was lost to the dark. 

There were three candles down the center of the table. Their flickering light animated the surrounding shadows. This was the first time George had been in the Vadhers' flat, and it was impossible to know what was hiding in the darkness surrounding them. 

The impromptu cold stew that Mrs. Vadher had whipped up made George's mouth water as he ate it. "This is lovely, Mrs. Vadher. How did you make something so delicious with a can of corned beef, tinned tomatoes, and garlic puree?"

Ravi's mum giggled. 

When George looked over at Ravi, he saw him sink in his seat. 

"Thank you, George," she said. "It's nice to have company, even at this time in the morning."

A smile lifted one side of his mouth as he looked at the five digital clocks on the mantelpiece. "Why do you have so many clocks?" His breath was visible when he spoke.

"In case one runs out of batteries," Ravi said. "If one or two run out, we have time to replace the batteries before any more go. That way, we always know what time it is."

Taking another mouthful, George was hit with a strong concentration of salt that pulled his neck tight. It was obviously from the cheap meat rather than the recipe. What would this woman do with all the right ingredients and functioning appliances? "But what does it matter what time it is?"

"I like to know." It was the first time Ravi's dad had spoken. He had a deep voice that was quiet yet authoritative. "We've lost so much in this world, so I choose to hold onto time. I can see that it doesn't matter anymore. I'm not stupid. But if I can keep track of time, I can remember birthdays and anniversaries. Those things are important to me." Staring into space for a moment, he cleared his throat. "I like to remember the people we've lost." When he returned his attention back to his plate, silence descended on the room again.




* * *




Watching another minute tick away on the five clocks, George saw they weren't so accurate that the time changed simultaneously, although they were close. The silence had lasted seven minutes now. It felt much longer. 

Before it could hit eight, Ravi's mum lifted her head. "I know it's horrible here, but we're surviving. We were on the streets before this." Regarding George, she pointed at herself. "Look at us. We were lucky we lasted as long as we did."

Finishing his mouthful with a hard gulp that stung on the way down, George swallowed again to try and ease the burn. "How long was it before you decided to leave your home?"

"When the shops ran out of supplies. Before then, Ravi was risking his life to go out and get us food. But things turned dark pretty fast. I'm amazed that everything ran out so quickly." A watery glaze spread over her eyes. "We saw the Johnsons down the street hung from a lamp post for a jar of peanut butter." Her voice cracked. "A family of four murdered over the smallest amount of food." 

Leaning over, Mr. Vadher stroked the back of his wife's hand. 

Chewing her bottom lip, she then took a deep breath. "That was when we knew we needed to get off our estate. If they were prepared to do that to a six-month-old ..."

The second mouthful stuck in George's throat. "A six-month-old?"

Sobbing, Mrs. Vadher nodded. 

"Wow! Things went to hell fast, eh?"

Blowing her nose, Mrs. Vadher nodded again. "They did. We made slow progress across London, hiding out when we needed a rest." A heavy frown dominated her brow. "We really slowed Ravi down."

When Ravi looked at his dad, Mr. Vadher dropped his head and kept it bowed. It was an acceptance of his loss of role in the family. 

"That's why we're grateful for being here. We're safe here. We also have faith. That faith has delivered us a guardian angel." Smiling through her grief, she leant over and held George's hand. "Thank you, George. You've come to us when we've needed you most."

Staring at his dinner plate, George sat with his face on fire. Although she still held his hand, it was the blood that he looked at. The boy and the father in the big house had probably thought he was their guardian angel too. 

Pulling her hand away, Mrs. Vadher put an arm over Ravi's shoulders. "We used to worry about this boy so much." 

"Mum," Ravi said from the corner of his mouth.

"Not when he was a little dit. He was fine then. Really sweet. He was into everything and loved to build. Lego, toilet rolls, blocks, he'd build something from anything." Pulling him close to her, she then winked at George. "He was our little engineer."

The table seemed to be the most interesting place for Ravi as he cleared his throat and scratched his head. 

"It was when he got older that we worried for him. He would go out on the estate, and we wouldn't see him for hours. We didn't know what he was doing, and all of his friends were druggies or muggers."

The wrinkles on her face vanished when she smiled. "But he turned it around. He got a job and got his head down. The boys on the estate were still there, but Ravi was getting socially mobile. He was getting paid and getting out. That was the dream on the estates. To get out one day." Staring into the darkness surrounding them, she shook her head, her eyes glazed. "It's strange that someone like Dean would choose to live here when he has the opportunity to live anywhere in London."

"It's safe," George said. "Both emotionally and practically. You put a fence around this place, and you have a fort. Also, when things are as chaotic as they are, I suppose it's nice to have something you know. He's lived here for so long ..."

After nodding her agreement, Mrs. Vadher said, "It was one of the boys we didn't like that saved us. Judgment is a wicked thing, George. Judgment polarized this society. Judgment turned someone like Dean into a lunatic. Judgment from the upper classes that his life was a waste, a drain on the state. I bet they're regretting ever making him feel like that now. I'm ashamed to say we judged Ravi's friends. But we've learned now that we were wrong. We thought they were no good for our boy, but our boy was on the right path while still being friends with them."

"You must have done something right then."

Looking at one another, Ravi's parents smiled and his mum said, "We've been blessed with our little engineer."

Reverting to the little boy that he clearly used to be, Ravi whined, "Stop it, Mum."

"We plan to get out of here though. We want to head to the seaside. Bournemouth. It's where a lot of our family are, and we want to be with them. We just need the opportunity to leave. We need to wait for London to calm down."

Scoffing, Ravi shook his head. "That ain't happening anytime soon."

"You'll find a way. You're our shining light."

"I need to be more than that, Mum. I need to be a battle axe. I need to be a landslide. I need to learn how to fight with force, not intelligence. We live in a basic world now where the winners are those with the fiercest will and strongest might. I need to man the fuck up if we're to survive." 

Heavy breaths raised and dropped the boy's tense frame. Resting clenched fists on the table, he ground his jaw. It was the first time George had seen him like this. It was hard not to laugh.

"Now come on, Ravi," his mum said as she leant over and rubbed his shoulder. "We've spoken about this. Anger doesn't serve you. It won't help you rebuild a positive future."

Throwing his reply back, Ravi's voice cracked like a whip. "It'll help me fight my way out of here though, Mum. It will help us survive. The nice guy doesn't win in this life anymore."




* * *




Another long spell of silence was broken by Ravi's mum. "Tell me about your life before all of this, George." When she winked at him, her eyes glowed. "You're a good-looking man. Where's your wife? Your family?" 

Raising his hand, Ravi looked across the table at George. "You don't have to answer that."

The slight frame of Mrs. Vadher sagged at the berating. It sent a pang through George's heart. "No, it's okay. I don't have a family. I only have a sister."

"And where is she, dear?"

No matter how many times he said it, the words never came easily. "She's married to Dean."

After putting her glass down on the table, Mrs. Vadher's face fell slack. "Oh."

"Crap, isn't it? That's the only reason I'm staying here. Dean has her, he knows where she is and she's pregnant. She's close to full term."

The intensity of having them all staring made George sweat, and his throat tightened. "Once I get reunited with her, I'm gone. This life ain't for me."

"It ain't for any of us, son," Ravi's dad said. "It's the best we can make of a dire situation. I feel sorry for you guys. At least we get to stay at home. From what Ravi's told us, it's brutal out there."

The flickering light shimmered over George's bloody hands. 

Leaning forwards, Ravi's mum tipped a wine bottle up. "Here." 

Placing his hand over his cup, George shook his head. "No thank you. I don't drink."

"You ought to start," Ravi said. "It makes things easier."

There was a waver in George's voice when he replied. "I've not drunk for years."

Tilting her head to one side, Mrs. Vadher frowned. "Why not?" 

"Stop asking him questions, Mum."

Taking a moment, George took several deep breaths. "Things didn't turn out too well the last time I drank." The silence surrounded them, and George stared at the table. His ribs ached. "I had a family once. I had a wife and a boy. Zach was the perfect child. So bright and fierce." 

When he looked up, all three of them were watching at him, hung on every word. "He died."

Ravi's mum gasped.

"I had a few beers after I'd put him to bed one night. I was watching the football that I'd recorded from earlier that day. He was a good kid. At two, he slept through the night. We were lucky that we had such a good sleeper."

The silence encouraged him to fill it. "I'd put a pizza in the oven and fell asleep." The flickering light softened, and his eyes burned as tears rose to the surface. "Sorry, you don't need to be hearing this."

It was Ravi who spoke this time. "Carry on, George. We want to know."

"I didn't wake up until the fire service were kicking the front door down." A growl tore his voice. "It was too fucking late by then. He was gone." Slipping his hand up his top, he felt the swirls of burned skin on his ribcage. "The flames set my top on fire. I can still smell the mix of my own burning flesh and sweatshirt. I hate to think about the pain Zach would have gone through. I've been told that a lot of people die in their sleep because of smoke inhalation." Pulling a deep breath into his tightening lungs, George sighed. "I hope he never woke up."

When he looked up, he saw that Mrs. Vadher was crying freely, and both Ravi and his dad were speechless. "Sorry to put a downer on things, but that's why I don't drink. It's also why I can't leave my sister to struggle on in this new world with an arsehole like Dean. I owe her and her unborn child for Zach's sake. I'm going to do everything in my power to make sure they're okay."

Although George's stomach was turning backflips, he ate the last mouthful of food. It suddenly tasted bitter, but it would have been rude to leave it. He should have offered to wash up, but he wanted out of there. The screech his chair made when he stood up tore through the flat. "Thank you for the lovely dinner, Mrs. Vadher. I think I need to go to bed now."

Standing up, she walked to the door with him. Just before George walked out, she held his right hand in both of hers and looked up at him. "You're a dear heart, George. Thank you for the food. And thank you for looking after our boy. He tells us that you're good to him."

Looking down at her frail hands, George felt her warmth. It opened his heart, and no amount of swallowing could suppress his tears. Biting down on his lip, he nodded and walked out into the hallway.


Night Shift










Opening his eyes, George remained still and watched his breath. This winter had been long. Too long. 

Despite having four duvets and three layers of clothes, his bones were still cold. 

Without Ravi's collection of clocks, George had no idea of the time. All he knew for sure was that it was daylight outside. The sun pushed against his drawn curtains and created a dusky hue in his bedroom.




* * *




Hours passed while George laid in bed and stared at the ceiling. Voices echoed in the hallway at points in the day, making him flinch in anticipation of a knock. The last thing he wanted was to see anyone, especially not one of Dean's little muppets. 

He'd gotten out of bed twice. Once to go to the toilet, and once to grab some dry crackers. They'd turned into a sticky paste in his mouth, sucked all of the moisture from his body, and ushered in a dehydration headache that stabbed into his eyeballs. But not even the blinding pain motivated him to get up and get a drink. 

The time with Ravi and his family showed him that some people still had plenty to be thankful for. In a life where so much had been lost, they'd managed to keep a hold of what mattered most. 

Where was his sister? How was she holding up?




* * *




After another hour or so, the damp of the room had clogged George's sinuses. Letting out another exhausted groan, he opened and closed his mouth, the taste of stale phlegm sitting on his tongue. 

Every muscle in George's body ached like he had influenza. Lifting his hands up to look at them, he then dropped them back down, panting from the effort.

The rapidly-fading light had reduced everything in his room to silhouettes. The night shift came around too quickly. If George didn't get himself up, then Dean would be upstairs to drag him from his bed. His entire body buzzed like a fridge that was about to go kaput. Even his eyelids ached. 

After some time and great effort, George managed to sit upright in bed. The lethargy that gripped his body sat in his stomach like concrete. Each belch lifted the dry taste of crackers into his throat. 

Once it had passed, he dropped his heavy feet onto the cold floor and stood up. 

Picking a wobbly path to his wardrobe, he pulled on another pair of socks, some thick jeans, another t-shirt, two jumpers, a sheepskin jacket and a pair of walking boots. The night shift was the worst.




* * *




The frigid wind burned George's exposed face when he stepped outside. It was a struggle to move with so many layers on, but he had to do something to combat the cold that had settled in his body from a day of inaction. It felt like the marrow had frozen solid. 

A cursory glance at the truck with the women showed him that Dean had given them a thick blanket. The man had an uncanny ability to sense when the group were on their last legs, and he always did something to pull them from the brink. Something to prolong their agony. 

There were two inactive women who lay away from the rest of the group. They didn't have any interest in the blankets. They didn't have any interest in much. Sometimes Dean's judgment was a bit too late. 

The screech that yawned from the opening gate took George's attention away from the suffering prisoners and onto Ginge. Despite living with the guy for a month, George had yet to find out his real name. They'd barely said more than a couple of words to one another. The scrawny ginger prick was so far up Dean's arse that he'd turned the man into a lollipop. 

In one hand, Ginge had his tennis racquet, which had been bent and sharpened so the outer frame was as keen as any blade. In his other hand was a red Jerry Can. Nodding, he said, "George."

Looking at the racquet, George didn't reply. Why did he use such a ridiculous weapon? There were plenty of swords, axes, and hammers lying around. It was surely bravado. A way of displaying just how creative he was when taking people's lives. The idiot had about as much creativity as he did sense.

The moonlight caught the can's glistening surface. The strong fumes made George's mouth water. Despite its flammability, George loved the smell of petrol. It took him back to when he was a boy, lying on top of his dad's motorbike and smelling the fuel tank. How many brain cells did he kill in that time? No one ever told him to stop.

Ginge dropped the large can with a clang. It was obviously full. Looking up at George, he flashed him a grin of black stumps that were once teeth. He wiped his brow with the back of his sleeve. "Busy day today." The can rang like a deep bell when he kicked it. "It took me fucking ages to fill this bastard up. Petrol's getting much harder to find."

George nodded. 

Looking over George's shoulder at the women, Ginge licked his lips. "I could do with one of them tonight to give me a rub down." Running his fat tongue across his black teeth, he laughed. "That young one that we caught the other day would do me just fine. Her sister was as tight as a worm's hole." 

How much force would it take to knock his stubbly jaw clean off his dirty face?

The reason Ginge was alive was because he was a good soldier. When Dean wanted a task performed, he would get to it without a second thought. That was the problem; he never had a second thought. Grinning, his green eyes slightly out of focus, he then laughed again. It was a shrill, disorientated giggle. He'd clearly drunk a little too much petrol. "I've been out siphoning today."

"Really," George said, "I never would have guessed." Rolling his eyes, he looked around them. "With you already telling me and all."

The high-pitched cackle turned into a hacking cough. After spitting on the floor, Ginge looked up, his eyes spinning. "Isn't it obvious?"

George sighed. 

Moving so close that George could smell his halitosis, Ginge lifted his top lip up and his bottom lip down. His words came out as a muffled slur.

Pulling his head back, George frowned at the man. "What are you trying to tell me?"

Letting go of his lips, Ginge pointed at his face. "This is why I hate siphoning." Spreading his lips again, he then leaned forwards. 

Holding his breath, George saw what the problem was and nearly vomited. Running along the inside of both of Ginge's lips were so many ulcers that they looked like insect eggs on the bottom of a leaf. Barking another deep heave, George stepped back. "Fucking hell, that's disgusting." With his hand over his mouth, his stomach tensed again. "Does it hurt?"

"Like hell." 

It was a good job that dry crackers were the only things George had eaten. Anything else would be on his boots by now. "You need to get that looked at. It won't be long before it's septic."

Shrugging, Ginge lifted the Jerry Can, walked past the women's truck and placed it next to the wall of them that were already there. Whenever George was outside, he always had half an eye on their supplies. They had enough petrol to last them weeks. They had enough petrol to set half of London on fire. Regardless of this, Dean still sent people out for more. 

When Ginge walked back past the cage, he banged his fist against it, sending out a loud rattle. He then blew the women a kiss and thrust his crotch forwards. "Maybe one of you lucky ladies will get to ride this soon." The ring of his laugh bounced off the walls outside and then up the corridor as he disappeared into the block. 

Staring at the door Ginge had just disappeared through, George couldn't help but imagine the filthy looter kissing one of the women. The cluster of ulcers would no doubt pop like tiny bath pearls. Thick, yellow puss would ooze from his mouth. 

When his stomach rolled again, he shook his head. 

He needed to get away from this place.


Help










Standing in the tower's heavy shadow, George looked up at the bright moon. When the cold's skinny fingers found the gaps in his clothes, he hugged himself in a futile attempt to stay warm. 

Looking up at the line of windows along the side of the tower, George saw they were all dark except for Dean's. Each window was an opportunity for one of Dean's little minions to watch what was going on below and report it back to him. The building was rammed full of sycophants who would cut their own arm off to gain favor with their master. Although many things had disappeared because of the crash, Big Brother was as strong as ever.

In his previous life as a bouncer, George had spent every shift checking his watch to see when his night would end. The night shift felt much the same except he didn't have, or care for, a watch. You were done when you were done. That was usually when the sun rose. If Dean liked you, that was. Ravi would always have to do an hour or two more than everyone else. Dean once sent a message around that he should be left until lunch time. As a 'fuck you' to Dean, George nearly went down to relieve the boy. Nearly. As always, he chose the coward's path. 

There were at least four hours left before George was relieved of his duty. It would more likely be six. Bouncing on the spot for warmth, he then rubbed his freezing face and turned full circle to see what was happening. 

The bright moon allowed him to see as far as the perimeter fence, but beyond that, it was inky black. It was hard to get used to the lack of light in a city where light pollution used to almost banish the moon. 

As he stood there, he listened to the rustling of what he assumed were scavenging foxes and the roar of the occasional motorbike or car engine far off in the distance.

With no visual distractions, George had to battle the horror show that was on the periphery of his imagination. The motorbikes were gangs forming. The rustling was them being surrounded. Every sound spiked his pulse. What would he do if a mob bore down on them now? 

Several women from the cage coughed, so George turned his attention to them. There was no point in worrying about what he couldn't control. If they were to be overrun, then they would have to deal with it when it happened. 

Standing close together for warmth, the women huddled beneath the blanket and stared out. Thick bags sat beneath sagging eyes on white faces. Liz looked as bad as any of them. A cold chill gripped George. It was like being stared at by a ghost.

Drawing a deep sigh filled George's sinuses with the reek of smoke. His throat dried, and he scanned his surroundings. Where was it coming from? Were the fires closing in? Would they be able to get out by morning? Taking another deep breath to settle his nerves, George's lungs were irritated by the reek of burning plastic in the air. He started to cough. 

Once George's coughing fit had passed, he heard stuttered breathing from the women's truck. Having avoided doing anything other than glancing at the cage until now, he couldn't ignore the sound. When he looked over, his blood turned cold, and his breath abandoned him. It was the girl that Dean had taken up to his flat. 

Moving closer, George saw her battered face. She looked like the elephant woman. One eye was swollen shut, her two front teeth were missing, she had deep weeping bite marks in her cheeks and there was a dark red cigarette burn just beneath her left eye. The stench of excrement caught in George's throat when he gasped, and he had to chew back his heave. "What the fuck?"

The older, curvy woman from the gated community moved out from under the blanket. Her face twisted as she pointed at him. "You let this happen."

When George looked at the other women in the truck, he saw they were all staring at him. Those lucid enough had the same narrowed eyes and tight jaws. He looked at Liz. "I ..." He then realised that he had nothing to add. The silent rage that came back at him forced him to look away.

Continuing, the curvy woman pointed at George. "They dragged her up to Dean's flat because of you. They blindfolded her when she was up there."

The screams from last night came back to him, and his insides shrivelled up. The sounds of the poor girl wailing as a group of men had their way with her echoed through his barren mind. 

"She had that many hands pawing at her that she didn't know how many men were there." Moving forwards, the curvy woman pushed her round face against the bars. "She didn't know how many fingers were inside her."

All George wanted to do was walk away. That would be the easiest option. But he couldn't. These women didn't have the choice when things got too hard, so why should he take it? Dropping his head and shoulders, he let her continue. 

"She was raped for hours." There was a growl in her voice when she repeated, "Hours. She was passed between them like an inanimate object that existed purely for their pleasure. They had to carry her back down here because she can't walk." Pointing at the girl, broken and curled up on the floor, her red face twisted. "They fucked her so hard that she can't fucking walk now. Do you understand?"

Grabbing the side of the truck to stop his legs from buckling beneath him, George's world spun. It was impossible to avoid Liz's glare, but he quickly moved on to the girl. She looked back at him through distant and bruised eyes. There was no anger. Anger would have been a sign of hope. She had none. George could have freed her. He could have freed them all before this happened. 

A softer voice came in, and George looked up to see that it was the girl's younger sister. Moving from beneath the blanket, she held her hands out in front of her as if praying. "Please help us. Please get us out of here."

Some of the other women joined in, "Please. Help us." 

All George wanted to do was tell them it would be okay. That he would help them out. But Sally was his number one priority. Whatever happened, he had to make sure that his sister and her baby were taken care of. Bowing his head, he sighed. "You all need to keep the noise down. The last thing you need is Dean hearing you."

The chin of the young girl dropped, and Liz's eyes narrowed to slits. Sarah remained on the floor, rocking and staring into space.




* * *




Pointing the key at the truck, George unlocked it. Shunk! An orange glow of hazard lights cut through the silent dark. Looking up, George scanned the windows of the tower block. Was anyone there? It looked like the entire place was sleeping. Looks were often deceiving. 

The sensible choice would have been to not get involved, but these women needed his help. 

Opening the car door, he removed the packet of biscuits that he'd stored up front. No one knew about his stash, not even Ravi. Pushing the door nearly closed, he stopped when the interior light turned off. Slamming it would attract too much attention. 

Once he was back by the truck with the women, he slipped the packet of biscuits through a gap in the cage. 

The rustling called out in the graveyard silence as Liz took them. 

"Please don't fight over these," he said. "It'll make too much noise, and Dean will come out. There's one for each of you." 

After staring at him like she was about to throw the packet back in his face, Liz turned around and shared the biscuits with the other women. Some of them ate them whole, quickly turning their attention to the ones that didn't, their wide eyes shimmering with what appeared to be dark intent. 

Holding his hand out, George looked at Liz. "I don't want to leave any evidence." 

Snatching the packet away, the curvy lady held it to her chest. Standing up straight, she pursed her lips. "I'm not giving it back unless you let us out."

Fuck! Checking the block again to see if there was any change at the windows, he then looked back at the woman. "It's not for my sake, love. It's for yours." 

Examining his features, the woman appeared to be considering her next move. 

"Dean won't punish me for the biscuits, you know." Making a point to look at all of the other women, George then raised his eyebrows at her. 

She gave the packet back. 

"I'm sorry," George said as he shoved it into his pocket. "I'm truly sorry."

"Not that sorry." Her eyes were nothing but slits now. "Not sorry enough to get us out when you had the chance. You're a fucking coward like the rest of them."

Each word dealt him a physical blow that drained a little bit more of his strength. Standing there, he waited to make sure she'd finished. The abuse was no less than he deserved. The angry stares from the rest of the women agreed; especially Liz's. 




* * *




After he'd walked around the tower block and seen nothing but shadows, most of which he was certain were projections of his own imagination, George returned to the truck. Sarah was still curled in a ball on the floor, her back pressed against the bars of the cage and her knees pulled into her chest. She looked up at him through big, watery eyes. 

The words 'it'll be okay' sat on George's tongue, but he couldn't say them. That was a lie he wasn't prepared to offer. Even reaching in to hold her hand was off limits. He looked up at the lit window and heard Dean's repeated comment about the women in his mind. "Don't touch the animals!" To help them would make their situation much worse than they could imagine. 

The younger sister moved towards George and said, "Why did you kill Chris?"

Chris? Was that his name? A series of images flashed through George's mind, and he flinched with every one. The hammer turning slippery in his hands. The man's wide eyes, white against the claret running down his face. The loose jaw and lolling tongue. Resting on the cold truck, he tried to shake his thoughts from his head. 

"You seem like a nice man." She frowned at him. "You're not like the rest of them, so why did you kill Chris? What did he do to you?"

'The prick used my name' suddenly seemed much less rational now the peer pressure from the gang had gone. 'I had to do what was necessary to save my sister' sounded nobler, but it probably wouldn't hold up either, especially as that was why he hadn't freed them. All this suffering for one person. 

Looking away from the girl's accusing eyes, he then turned to look at Liz. The softness he'd once seen in her face had been replaced with pure malice. It cut to George's core, and his heart skipped. Thinking no one could hate him more than he hated himself, he now wasn't so sure. While keeping his eyes on Liz, he replied to the girl in a whisper, "I'll get you out of here soon, I promise." 

Liz's eyes pinched, crow's feet spreading to her temples. Hatred, mistrust, bitterness, he couldn't ascertain which one. All of them were justified. Why was he even saying it? 

The young girl's voice wavered and stuck in her throat, "Please do, sir. I don't want to be taken into the tower block." At first, she looked down at her sister and then up to Dean's penthouse flat. Her wide eyes lost focus. "I don't want to go up there."

Taking a breath, George held his reply when the swing doors to the tower block were kicked open. 

As Dean marched towards them, his loud words rode the condensation issuing from his mouth. "Stop flirting with the women, George."

With quickening breath, George's hand felt for the empty packet in his pocket to make sure it was out of sight. How much had Dean seen? Had he been watching from the block the whole time? Did he see him feed the women? 

"Not feeling very chatty, eh?"

A dry gulp did nothing to relieve George's throat. 

Pointing a thumb over his shoulder, Dean said, "We've been up playing poker all night. It was high stakes, and I lost." Looking at the women in the cage, he continued, "Ginge won. Slippery fucker." Laughing, he then said, "Anyway, the prize that he's won is a night with one of these beauties."

The face of the younger sister fell as if all of the muscles in it had failed simultaneously. 

With his stomach lurching, George then shook his head. "No." 

The smile fell from Dean's face, and his dark eyes lost their spark. "No? What do you mean, no? I wasn't asking for your permission." His grip tightened on the hammer. 

In that moment, there was only Dean and himself. Wishing he had less layers on so he could move more freely didn't make it a reality, so George clenched his fists and took a calming breath. Looking at Dean's chest, George's martial arts training had taught him that was where the first sign of an attack would be. 

After looking down at George's hands and then back to the cage, Dean laughed and shook his head. Undoing the padlock, he pointed at the younger of the two sisters. "It looks like it's your lucky night, darling. You're Ginge's prize."

When George swallowed, his throat pinched. Coughing away his heave, he stared at the back of Dean's head. The collective stare of the women bore into the side of his face. Why did he have to be the one to save them? 

Who was he kidding? He wasn't going to save them. He couldn't leave Sally. The tension slid from his body, and he looked at his toes. 

"No!" the younger sister called. The timing of it was almost as if it were in response to George's resignation. Her savior had bolted. 

Refusing to look up, George winced at her words. 

"Please. Please don't take me to him. Please. Anything but that." 

When George looked up, he saw Dean reach into the cage, and the girl withdrew. 

Gritting his teeth, Dean reached in further, and the girl pulled back again. "For fuck's sake!" Grabbing Sarah, he threw a jab across her face. It snapped her head back, and the wet crack echoed around the forecourt. 

When Sarah hit the floor hard, a couple of the women screamed. 

The younger girl covered her mouth and looked at her downed sibling. 

Dragging the now unconscious girl towards him by her hair, Dean raised his hammer. "If you want to keep her alive," he said, spittle spraying from his mouth, "then you need to be coming with me now!" The skin on his face was glowing. 

The fight fell from the young girl's frame, and she shifted towards Dean, taking his hand. Once she'd stepped outside, he threw her at George and locked the padlock. 

Looking down at the small girl in his arms, George screwed his nose up at the smell of piss and shit. Swallowing back the hot saliva running down his throat, George noticed she was looking at him with the slightest glimmer of hope. 

When Dean yanked her away, he laughed. "Steady on, love. You should save those sultry looks for Ginge. We don't want him getting jealous, now do we?" 

Watching them walk arm in arm towards the tower block, George's nauseous stomach tensed. 




* * *




After standing still for a time, staring at the closed door of the tower block, George looked over at Liz. 

A sneer sat on her gaunt face. 

Walking over to his truck, he took the opportunity to close the door that he'd previously left ajar. There was no worry about him waking Dean now. Slamming it shut, he pressed the button on the key fob. 

Shunk! 

With a spinning head, he had just one clear thought in the chaos. Sally might still be alive. As long as that was a possibility, everything else came second.


Trust










The stark winter sunshine found a gap in George's curtain and hit him directly in the face. The bright light stung and had obviously been on him long enough for a headache to form, a wet throb sending electric shocks through his temples. 

Pushing his heavy body upright took great effort, and George released a yawning groan. Every muscle ached. When his bare feet touched the cold tile floor, he flinched and pulled them back. After several deep breaths, he took the plunge and pushed them onto the floor again. The shock of holding them there increased his heart rate and threw his eyes wide. 

Parting his curtains disturbed a thick smell of mold that made the air taste of mud.

There was a white dusting of frost on everything outside. It couldn't have been any later than about eight in the morning. If that was true, then he'd had no more than two hours of sleep. The dizziness and knotting in his stomach agreed with his estimate. 

Pressing his head against the window pane, the spiky sheet of ice on the inside burning his skin, he looked down on the women below. There was movement in the cage, and it didn't look like there had been any casualties since he left them although the younger of the two sisters was still absent. What was Ginge doing to her?

Watching the prisoners, George noticed the blanket had gone. The ice scratched his forehead as he shook it. "Fucking arsehole." 

A rumble in George's stomach encouraged him towards the kitchen. Turning away from the window, he then stopped dead when the makeshift hinges on the gate outside creaked. Spinning back around, he saw Ravi slip out into the city. Where's he going? It must be a rest day. Why else would Ravi leave the complex? He should follow the boy. He wouldn't last five minutes if he ran into the wrong people out there. 

Last night's clothes were draped over the back of a threadbare chair, so George pulled them on. The cold and damp of the flat had bonded with the heavy fibres, and they sat against his skin like chain mail. They smelt as moldy as his curtains. That was unavoidable. Any longer than twenty minutes in this flat left everything smelling this way. Some men lit fires in their rooms to counter the damp. George would rather put up with the stink. 

The thick tang of bleach hit George's tight throat, and he coughed several times. Dean had someone clean the floor about this time every morning. The sky blue tiles glistened with the vicious, undiluted alkaline. It was the worst time to leave his flat. 

Once he'd recovered, and with his mouth tasting like he'd eaten soap, George grabbed the railing for support and took pigeon steps across the slimy floor. The descent was going to be slow, but rather that than end up broken at the bottom of the stairs. 

After only two flights, his tired legs started to wobble. He'd not had enough sleep. Every time he hit the next step, his legs shook and threatened to speed up his descent. 

Clinging onto the rail, he stopped to pull deep lungfuls of the chemical air into his body. It burned as he dragged it in, and within a few seconds he was coughing hard, every inhalation making the wet barks worse. The empty corridor amplified every sound. This was far from the stealthy exit he'd planned. 

Once the coughing fit had passed, he spat blood on the floor. Looking at the lump of phlegm on the shiny, clean tiles, he grinned and muttered, "Fuck you, Dean. Who's going to clean that up you OCD fuck?" It wasn't the first time he'd done it and it wouldn't be the last. Sometimes it was the little things that made this life bearable. One day, he planned to get up early and take a shit on the floor. 

Gripped by paranoia, he looked behind him to be sure that no one was watching. When he didn't see anyone, he moved on. 

Stepping outside, George fumbled at his zip and did his jacket up to his neck. Winter seemed to have lasted an age this year, and it showed no sign of letting up. 

With his shoulders tense and his jaw locked tight, he bit down as if the pressure of his bite would combat the effects of the wind. 

When he caught the tang of charred pork in the air, he looked over at the cage and realised he'd been wrong earlier. There were fewer women on the back of Si's truck. The two women who were on the edge had obviously fallen over. Either that or Dean had pushed them. Looking around, George saw smoke rising from the blue industrial skip. 

When he looked back at the women, he was met with Liz's fierce glare. After holding it for a second, he then dropped his head, turned his back on her and walked towards the gate.

Walking over to John on the gate, George nodded. "You okay?"

Staring at George, his eyes half closed, his jaw slack, John didn't reply. 

"I thought you'd be with Ginge right now." It made George's skin crawl, but he said it anyway. "You two share everything, right?"

Squinting as if he were trying to locate the words, John sighed. "We did. Then he got that young bird last night." Hawking up a ball of phlegm, he spat it on the floor. "You find out who your mates are pretty fucking quickly when women are involved." Turning away from George, he stared into the distance. "I'd have loved a go on that little thing."

Suppressing his shudder, George changed the subject. "I'm going out to look for some water nearby."

John pointed out into the city. "Ravi's just gone for food. I'll tell you the same thing I told him: This area's been picked cleaner than a porn star's arsehole before a day on set."

It took great effort to smile at the crude joke. Some battles were worthwhile. Telling John he was a complete prick wasn't one of them. With his clear learning difficulties, the guy was a passenger in all of this. "Well, I'll have to find someone willing to share their supply then." 

A wicked smile grew across John's stubbly face. He then opened the gate, the temporary hinges screeching in protest. "Good luck, George." With an expression as gormless as ever, he added, "Maybe you'll find some ladies out there to bring back."

Passing the man, George was hit with the thick stench of body odor. It was strong enough to overpower the smell of burning bodies. Because there was no one to tell him to do so, John probably hadn't washed since everything went to shit.




* * *




Two to three hours had passed, and George had yet to see another person, only hints of them. A stirring in the darkness of an abandoned building. Shadows in alleyways. The sound of breaking glass underfoot. 

The smell of rotting food and human waste had been replaced with burning wood and molten plastic. Looking into the next building he passed, his chest tight, he scanned the dark and seemingly empty rooms for fire. People were easy to deal with—they yielded much quicker than flames. 

When he saw it was okay, he allowed himself the briefest moment of relief before moving on to the next one. He then repeated the process all over again. 

When would it get to the point where more buildings were burning than not? Would it be impossible to stop it spreading when that happened? 

Tiredness saturated the large muscles in George's legs, and they threatened to seize as he walked. Breathing was also more difficult with his lack of sleep, his heart pounding twice as hard as it normally would. Regardless of this, George pulled his shoulders back and lifted his chin. He wouldn't be beaten by his own stupid body, and he wouldn't be beaten by his fear of fire. 

Why had Ravi come out on his own? Why didn't he just tell George that he needed help? Too fucking stubborn, that boy. The streets were now a place for sharks and the brave. Ravi was neither. 

Pulling his face down into his collar stopped the wind getting beneath his clothes. Looking across at one of the only shop windows on the street that wasn't smashed, he stared at his reflection. Barrel chest. Muscular legs. Thick neck. He looked at his dorsal fin. He was a fucking shark all right. Plunging his hands deep into his pockets, he dipped his head into the oncoming wind and continued on. Ravi best fucking appreciate the effort. 




* * *




George had been walking for hours, and the threat of cramps twinged in his legs. About every ten steps, one or the other side slightly gave way, wobbling him momentarily. He was yet to fall, but he felt closer to it with every passing second. 

Each blink stayed closed slightly longer than the previous one. His neck struggled to support his head. Two hours' sleep wasn't enough. 

Swinging his arms as he walked may have drained more energy, but it kept him warm in the sub-zero conditions. If only he could heat up his cheeks in the same way, the icy gales having turned them numb hours ago.

The heavy veil of night was falling over the city as the sky turned a deep yellow. He had to get back soon. 

Looking across at an abandoned supermarket, George felt a pulling towards it. The large hole where the automatic doors once were showed that the dark space was free of fire. Checking both ways, he crossed the road.

The frame of the old white doors lay sprawled on the floor amongst thousands of small pieces of glittering safety glass. Despite moving on tiptoes, the little pops and crunches were unavoidable as they crushed underfoot. Fortunately, the wind whistling through the shell of the building masked most of it. 

The old refrigerators in what was previously the chilled section were on George's left. The absence of an electrical buzz was deafening. All that was left on their shelves were dark stains and unopened bottles of rancid milk. They provided the perfect screen to hide behind. 

Once he'd moved in close and dropped into a defensive crouch, George heard a voice. Ravi? A second voice responded. Who's he talking to? With his pulse pounding in his ears, George slowed his breath. Once he felt calm enough, he moved along the line of fridges. 

At the end of the line, George poked his head around to see Ravi. The boy was dressed like he was going to a wedding, a new trench coat replacing the bloodied one from the previous day. He was talking to another boy. From where he was stood, George could only see the boy's back. He wasn't one of Dean's gang. 

The boy had his hood up. He was tall – at least six feet two inches. There was no way he was any older than twenty. His long, skinny frame was that of a body yet to reach manhood. 

"The middle of the night will be a perfect time to do it," Ravi said. 

The boy had an urban twang to his words. "I think so too, bruv. Catch 'em while they're sleeping."

"Come when I'm on guard duty. Dean makes us do it on our own, so I'll be able to look the other way and leave the gate open for you."

A deep frown weighed heavy on George's face. 

The hood nodded. "So there's plenty of food you say?"

"Yeah. An entire truck full. You'll need to hot-wire it though. The guy that has the keys doesn't let them out of his sight." 

There was a metal bar next to George that had previously held a shelf up. Should he end this now? No one was getting his food. No one.

"I can get Brigsy on it. He used to joyride like a mother fucker." 

A slimy grin spread across Ravi's face. It then dropped when he said, "Just make sure my mum and dad don't get hurt, yeah? We need to get them out safely. After that, you can do what you want with the block."

"Just your mum and dad? Everyone else is fair game?"

George's stomach lurched when Ravi said, "Yeah. Fuck everyone else up for all I care. Especially Dean." Ravi then added, "Oh, and there's a big black fella called George."

"Yeah?"

"Burn the cunt. He's a smug bastard that thinks I'm a fucking charity case. He's mugged me off one too many fucking times."

The world around George spun, and his guts sank. The bar next to him screamed to be used. The hoodie would drop with one swing. He could then pin Ravi to the floor and squeeze the air from the little cunt's throat. The lack of oxygen would burst the boy's eyeballs like boils.

With adrenaline swimming through his blood, George took calming breaths to pull everything back under control. 

A strong, cold wind then carried the smoke of a nearby fire into the supermarket. It aggravated George's dry throat. When he swallowed, it was like drinking dust, and a squirming itch settled on his gag reflex. Holding his breath prevented it from coming out, but it didn't stop his body bucking with silent coughs. Why hadn't he found some water sooner? 

"Do any of your crew know about the plan?"

The hood shook. "No. But it won't take much to persuade them to storm the block. Mal's been fucked up from his bike crash. They want blood, fam." 

"Good. I can't afford for them to know who I am. If Dean finds out ..." 

The tickle set George's tear ducts off, and he had to rub his eyes. He had to cough soon. Picking up a small bolt that was in the fridge, he launched it at a row of shelves that had children's toys on it. It was one of the only shelves in the supermarket that hadn't been ransacked. 

The hood twisted towards the loud clang. George saw his face. He was a black kid with thick bags beneath his eyes and withdrawn cheeks. It was the face of an addict. Crack, scag, he wasn't sure, but this boy was a user. 

"What the fuck was that?"

Shrugging, Ravi looked in the direction of the children's toys. "I haven't got a clue. We should get out of here. Are we done?"

The hoodie nodded. "Yeah, we're done." 

Until that moment, George hadn't thought about which way the boy would go and quickly searched for somewhere to hide. Fortunately, he headed in the opposite direction. 

After scooting back near to the entrance of the supermarket, George let his barking cough loose. It shot around the empty building. Once he'd recovered, he walked back up the aisle like he'd only just entered the place. 

When he came to the end of the refrigerators, he turned the corner to find Ravi standing with a crowbar in his hands. Looking at it, George smirked. "That's the second time you've greeted me on the offensive. You expecting a rumble, boy?" 

Before Ravi could reply, George looked at their surroundings. "What the fuck are you doing here?" His cough folded him in two again, his throat burning with every explosion. After heaving hard, he stood up and swallowed several times. It did nothing to dispel the taste of smoke on the back of his throat. 

All of the blood had drained from Ravi's face. Lowering his weapon, he said, "Um, George. H... h... how are you?"

Clenching his jaw, George stared straight into Ravi's shifty eyes. "I'm looking for water. Have you seen any?" 

The boy shook but didn't reply. Before George could ask any more questions, he started coughing again. 

When he looked back up, Ravi was still shaking. "So, what are you doing here, boy?" 

No response.

Maybe now wasn't the time. Maybe George could take advantage of the chaos if he knew when it was coming. Maybe it could help him get to Sally. Don't be too hasty, George. Giving the boy an out, he said, "Looking for food for your parents?" 

Nodding, Ravi's tense frame relaxed a little and he forced a smile. "Yep. They're so hungry at the moment."

"They didn't look good last night."

Silence. 

"And they're the only ones that matter to you, eh?"

Ravi's eyes pinched at the sides as if he were trying to understand the meaning behind George's words. 

Speaking again before the boy could answer, George said, "So, have you seen anyone else around? This city's like a fucking ghost town."

Looking at the bank of smashed windows that ran along one side of the supermarket, Ravi pointed behind them. "It's getting dark soon, George. I need to go and see if I can find any food. If I stumble across any water, I'll bring you some, okay?"

Talking had irritated George's throat again, and before he could say anything else, another fierce coughing fit grabbed ahold of him. The hacking barks flipped his stomach several times. 

By the time George had finished, Ravi had gone. Looking in the direction he'd headed, George muttered, "Slippery little fucker."


Dinner Date Two










Knocking hard against the door sent a sharp echo around the empty hallway. It was surprisingly quiet for early evening. Pulling his hand away, George could feel a slight buzz along his knuckles. 

As he stood waiting, drawing shallow breaths to avoid the burn of the bleach, the frigid air surrounding him penetrated his layers of clothes. To try and distract himself from the shiver running through his body, he looked down at his hands, opening and closing them several times. It did nothing to warm them up, and the muscles in them ached from the movement. The absence of fresh food from his diet was making his entire body heavy with lethargy. 

Cuddling himself for warmth, his eyes stinging, George considered knocking again before his corrosive environment reduced him to a pile of hair, teeth, and shoes. 

The short breaths threw stars in front of George's eyes. Holding off for as long as he could, he eventually gasped to get more air into his body. When the bleach hit the back of his throat, tearing coughs exploded from him. Each one hurt more than the last, and each inhalation dragged more of the chemical air into his body. Bent over double, George spiralled into a choking paralysis. 

When the door finally opened in front of him, he looked up at Ravi's slack face, lifted a carrier bag full of food, coughed several more times, and then said, "Surprise."

Turning back to look into his flat, Ravi moved out into the hallway and pulled the door after himself. 

Craning his neck, George looked through the small gap that remained. "What's up, Rav? Got something in there you're trying to hide?" 

A heavy frown sat on Ravi's face. "No. Why are you here, George? How can I help you?"

"I have some more food to share." Holding the bag up again, he forced a smile. "Your mum's cooking is the best."

Looking up and down the hallway, Ravi winced and put his finger to his lips. "Shhh."

George didn't care. Ravi would be the one punished for this interaction, not him. All Dean wanted was the slightest excuse to fuck the boy up. However, before he could make any more noise, Mrs. Vadher had pulled the door open and pushed Ravi aside. 

"George," she said as she stepped into the corridor and hugged him. She smelled of spice. It had been a long time since George had eaten a good curry. 

"Mrs. Vadher, it's lovely to see you." Stepping back, he raised the bag again. "I've bought some more food. I've been craving one of your meals all day." The strong aftertaste of bleach sat in his throat when he swallowed.

Batting the comment away, Ravi's mum giggled and said, "You charmer, George. Come in."

"Do you think that's wise, Mum?" Ravi said. "I'm on the graveyard shift tonight, and I could do with resting up before it."

Staring at the boy, George said, "You've had a busy day today, haven't you, Ravi?"

Batting Ravi's protests away, Mrs. Vadher shook her head. "Nonsense. You're young and fit." She turned to George and winked. "I'm sure you can handle a night shift without having a sit down on the sofa beforehand."

Crossing the flat's threshold, George watched Ravi deflate. As he passed him, he patted the boy on the shoulder and flashed him a broad grin.




* * *




When George looked up from a mouthful of refried beans, he saw Ravi's mum was watching him. 

"Sorry it's not better food." 

The cold, spicy pulp sat on his tongue. It had the consistency of mashed potatoes, and he could feel a heave lifting up his throat. Trusting Mrs. Vadher's cooking, he swallowed. The delicate mix of spices surprised him. They brought what he assumed would be a bland taste to life. Wasn't that the point of curry? After finishing his mouthful, he smiled. "Don't be. This is lovely. It reminds me of Dahl."

Beaming at George, Mrs. Vadher clapped her hands together. "Very good, George. It is a Dahl recipe." She blushed, "Without the heat to cook it with of course." 

Winking, George then shovelled another mouthful. "You've done a sterling job."

When Mrs. Vadher looked across at her son, George saw he was sat at an incredibly poorly-lit part of the table. With the evening settling in, it was hard to see him. There was no way that was a coincidence. 

"Ravi," she said, "what's wrong with you tonight? You seem very quiet."

Glancing at his dad, as if to point out his stealthy approach to mealtimes, Ravi shrugged. "Just resting up, Mum." He then looked at the line of clocks on the mantelpiece – they all showed it was five o'clock in the evening. "I have a long night ahead of me."

While staring at the boy, George raised his eyebrows. "You've got to be extra vigilant on night duty, eh?" He looked at Ravi's mum. "If anyone was to overrun the block, they'd surely do it when everyone was sleeping." Looking back at the boy, he watched him drop his eyes to his dinner plate. "Don't you think, Ravi?"

Mrs. Vadher put her hand on her chest. "Oh, it doesn't bear thinking about. That would be horrible if we were attacked."

"Don't worry," leaning over, George clapped Ravi hard on the back. "We've got one of our best men on the job tonight." Sliding a candle across the table threw the flickering light on Ravi's face. "He'll make sure everyone's okay."

Eating another spoonful of Dahl, he watched the boy. 

Ravi didn't look up.

The candlelight flickered and animated Ravi's still face as he stared at his plate and ate small dollops of food. Watching him, George saw the slight shift in his eyes every once in a while. He seemed painfully aware of George's scrutiny. 

After Ravi put the last spoonful of dinner into his mouth, his mum spoke again. "So where did you go today, son?"

Releasing a booming laugh, George commanded the room's attention. "Didn't he tell you? We bumped into each other at the supermarket." He laughed again, "It sounds like the old days, doesn't it?" 

Silence returned to the room. 

After staring at George, Mrs. Vadher looked at her son. "He didn't say anything. Which supermarket?"

Before Ravi could reply, George cut him off. "The old Sainsbury's a few miles from here. The city looks like a ghost town now, doesn't it, Ravi?"

Swallowing like he was having difficulty with his food, Ravi nodded and gulped twice more. "Um. Yeah, it does."

"There's that many ghosts out there," George said, leaning forward and lowering his voice, "that I was sure I heard Ravi talking to someone when I first walked in."

Mrs. Vadher's mouth hung open. "It's that bad?"

"Tell her, Ravi, I could have sworn I heard all kinds of things while I was out there. Proper conversations." Gripping his knife so tightly it shook in his grip, he looked at Ravi's throat. 

Taking a sip of water, Ravi threw a sideways glance at the cutlery in George's hand. "Um. Yeah. It's crazy out there."

"Crazy?" Throwing his head back, George released another booming laugh. 

Staring down at the space between them on the table, still not confident to look up at him, Ravi cleared his throat. "Look, George, I need to be getting ready for the night shift now."

Leaning across and slapping her boy on the arm, Mrs. Vadher pointed at George's plate. "Ravi, let George finish his meal."

Lifting his hands, George swallowed the cold and spicy mush in his mouth. "No, no, it's fine, honestly, I was just about to go anyway."

When Ravi stood up, his chair screeched across the floor. "Let me see you out."

Nodding at both of Ravi's parents, George smiled. "Thank you again for having me."

Smiling back, Mrs. Vadher turned her hands to the ceiling. "Anytime, George." 

Ravi's dad didn't say anything. Instead, he looked up, his narrow eyes flicking between George and his son. 

Once they were at the door, Ravi opened it, the smell of bleach snaking into the flat. "Thanks for coming over, George. We really appreciate the food."

Stepping outside, George then held his hand out to Ravi. "My pleasure. Anything for a mate."

Accepting the handshake, Ravi kept his head bowed. "My mum appreciates it too. Thank you."

Squeezing so hard that Ravi drew a sharp intake of breath, George refused to let go of the boy's hand. "Like I said, anytime. If we can't look out for one another in this hell hole, then why are we even here?"

"I totally agree, George." Yanking his hand away, Ravi then disappeared back into his flat. 

Standing before the closed door in the dark hallway, George hawked up some phlegm and spat at it. "Cunt." His word echoed in the empty space.


Prisoner










The tome weighed heavy in George's hands, and the small words were hard to see in the candlelight. The sentences swam on the page in front of his tired eyes. Each blink lasted longer than the last. The story stopped making sense. His head dropped. 

Snapping awake, George took a sharp intake of breath, and his eyes flashed open. He couldn't sleep tonight. Not while Ravi was on duty. Folding the corner down on the damp page, tiredness sending a wobble through his hand, he got to his feet. 

While yawning, George stretched his arms to the ceiling. A series of pops and clicks sprang from his body. With his senses sharpened from the action, George walked over to his pile of books in a dark corner of the room. There were seven stacks, and each one came up to his chest. 

Literature was about the only thing that Dean didn't want a piece of. It was the only thing George could enjoy without the control freak's intervention. It was probably years since the stupid bastard read anything that didn't have tits and sport in it.

The cover of a paperback on the top of the pile closest to him had curled upwards. The damp in the flat got to everything. Pushing a heavy hand down on it, George then looked out of the window. It was quiet. Ravi was standing on his own by the gate. Was he waiting for them? 

Pulling his hand away, George sighed when the cover turned up again. These books had only been in the flat for a month, and they were already ruined. 

After retrieving his candle, George hunkered down and shone it on the sides of the books. Waves ran through the pages of each and every one of them. The damp had even got into the first editions at the bottom, despite him stacking at least fifteen to thirty books on each. He'd hoped the pressure would prevent it from happening. 

"At least it'll stop me having to carry them when I leave," he said to himself. 

Standing up, George pressed his face to the window to look outside again. The frozen glass burned his skin, and he saw nothing out of the ordinary. 

The book he was currently reading came from a big house they'd raided last week. Their library was everything he'd ever dreamed of. Shelved books from floor to ceiling. The smell of polished wood. A ladder on runners to access the top shelves. A leather-topped wooden desk with a brass reading light. Its green glass shade looked like something he'd expect to see in an antiquated New York library. 

Once he'd entered that room, he became totally lost. Upon leaving it, he tripped over the naked and defiled corpse of a woman and her fully-clothed husband next to her. He should have stayed in the library forever. 

Returning to his seat, he slumped down again. The smell of rotting upholstery surrounded him as he picked up his book. It was called The Stand by Stephen King. He'd nearly put it down several times because the post-apocalyptic subject matter was too close to reality. The Dark Man, Randall Flagg, bore a striking resemblance to their own dark man. He was evil personified. A knot sat in George's stomach as he considered the possibility of the devil walking the earth in the form of his brother-in-law.

Reading the next page sent palpitations of anxiety through his chest. But he couldn't stop. Maybe he persevered because of the ray of hope that sprang out of Boulder. Maybe it was the possibility that he would find happiness like Stu and Frannie Goldsmith. George and Liz? He almost laughed at the absurdity of that notion now. 

The message that good was stronger than evil made sense. When George looked at the dried blood around the sides of his fingernails, a painful lump rose in his throat. Which was he? 

Watching the shimmering shadows in the room, the poor light stinging his eyes, George returned to his book. He needed to know that everything would work out okay. He needed some hope.




* * *




When it became impossible to read for tiredness, George snapped the book shut and screwed his nose up at the damp smell that wafted from the pages. He then put it down on the little table next to him. 

Standing up on shaky legs, he walked over to his bed and lifted the covers back. Just before he kicked his shoes off, he realized what he was doing. There was no way he could go to sleep now. Rubbing his face hard to try and banish his exhaustion, he turned around and walked over to the window. 

When he pressed his head to the cold glass, his breath caught in his throat. Watching Ravi tease the gate open, he saw ten or so figures, dressed from head to toe in black, slip into the complex. 

With his heart pounding, George swallowed hard and shook his head. "Fuck."

The candle barely stayed lit as George rushed to the kitchen. Dropping it on the side a little too heavily, he flinched, expecting the glass container to break. When it didn't, he turned around and lifted his baseball bat, wrapped his grip around the handle, and drew a deep breath. Unlatching the front door, he then blew the candle out. 

The stench of bleach momentarily knocked George backwards. Coughing a couple of times, he then reached out into the darkness. His hand found the cold handrail. Taking a moment to compose himself, he then started his hasty descent. 

As he moved down the stairs, George dragged his bat along the railings. The vibration buzzed all the way up the handle, an ache nestling in his elbow. An image of Zach doing the same with a stick along fences sprung into his mind. Shaking his head cleared his thoughts, and he continued on. 

The clanging rattle rang out in the cavernous hallway like a football clacker. The sound was jarring and cut right through him. If that didn't wake everyone up ... 

With his confidence growing, George started taking the stairs two at a time, his weak legs one stumble away from total collapse. "Wake up!" he shouted. "We're being attacked!" The empty hallway threw his call back at him from every angle. 

Taking a moment to look up, he saw candles above as people came out into the hallway. Help wouldn't be far behind. 

When he got to the bottom of the stairs, he imagined one of the invading gang on the other side of the front doors. Kicking so hard it stung the ball of his foot, George rushed outside with his bat raised. 

The outside air set fire to his sinuses, fingers, and ears. Why did he leave his jacket in the flat? 

Despite the gang having only just entered the complex, there was already chaos outside. There were men on cars and trucks, bouncing with frenzied excitement like monkeys in a safari park. George's head spun as he struggled to get his bearings, and he nearly tripped over John, who was lying on the ground and clutching his throat.

Leaning over the fallen man, George stared at him. "What's wrong?" 

Looking up, John opened and closed his mouth. Spluttering, he kept a grip on his neck. 

George could see the light leaving John's bulging eyes. Leaning closer, George saw a dark liquid belching through the gaps in his fingers. The reek of iron hung in the air and George's stomach lurched. There was blood everywhere. "Sorry, mate. There's nothing I can do."

When George looked up, he saw one of the invading gang members running directly at him. Putting the momentum of standing up into his swing, he drove the bat into the stomach of his attacker. The impact ran up his arms and stung his shoulders. The man folded over the bat like a ragdoll, his fingers and toes touching as he bent around the weapon. He then fell to the floor, gasping.

Forgetting the person on the floor, George saw the truck with the women was fine. The food truck wasn't. There were two men going at the padlock while another stood guard. 

Shaking his head, George shouted, "No fucking way!" 

Charging at the truck with his bat raised, George saw the one standing guard was the guy who'd been talking to Ravi in the supermarket. A quick scan showed him that all of their attackers had the slim builds of boys. There wasn't a fully-grown man among them. It now made sense why the one he hit folded so easily. 

As he closed in on the hoodie, the boy raised his chin and pulled his shoulders back. When George got close enough for the boy to see him, his frame sagged. Peter Pan had suddenly realized that he was out of his depth. The crowbar in his hand lowered. 

Wringing the bat's handle like he was trying to draw sweat from it, George gritted his teeth and continued on. Fury coiled in his shoulders, and a heavy frown squashed his view of the boy. 

However, before he could drive a full-bodied swing at him, Dean and most of the other men burst from the block. 

Looking past George, the whites of his eyes catching the moonlight, the hoodie shouted, "We've got to go, lads! This ain't happening tonight!"

Before George got to them, the three of them ran. 

Looking around, George saw all of the hoodie's gang heading for the gap in the gate. All except the boy he'd winded. He wasn't going anywhere. 




* * *




It was hard with only the moonlight to guide him, but George performed a thorough investigation of the cage. He couldn't see any damage around the padlock, and running his fingers across the cold bars suggested all the welded joints had held. Shaking his head, he laughed to himself. "Useless pricks." 

When he looked up, he saw the boy that he'd hit was still lying on the floor. With his hood over his head, he had Ravi sat on his back, pushing his face into the concrete like an over-zealous police officer.

Shivering, the cold wind reminding George again that he should have worn a coat, the big man watched Dean walk over to them. What the fuck was he wearing?

Before he addressed the intruder, Dean pointed at Ginge. "Secure the perimeter, and close the gate." He then pointed at Jason. "You help him."

Leaning down, Dean pulled the boy's hood free. 

When he caught sight of the prisoner, George sighed. He wasn't any older than about seventeen. What a waste of a life! 

Looking at Ravi, who continued to ride the back of their resistant captive, Dean pointed at him. "Lift him up."

It looked even worse when they got him to his feet. At about five feet nine, he couldn't have weighed any more than ten stone. What was he doing getting mixed up in this bullshit? 

Shaking his dishevelled, mousy-brown hair from his eyes, the kid stared at Ravi. 

Hooking the boy's chin with his hammer, Dean pulled his head round. "Look at me, not him."

Moving closer, George watched Dean step into the kid's personal space. Standing close enough so a cigarette paper wouldn't pass between them, Dean ground his jaw and looked straight into the boy's eyes. 

Having been caught up in his concern for the kid, George then had a proper look at what Dean was wearing. How was he not freezing? He stood in nothing but a large pair of white boxer shorts and his suit jacket. Dean didn't even seem to notice the cold. On closer inspection, George saw the boxer shorts had a Millwall F.C. logo on the leg. 

Breathing steam, the psychopath tilted his head to one side. "I was sleeping, you little fucker." 

The boy flinched from the words. 

"I was having a nice dream until you and your band of fuckwits came in and ruined it."

The boy didn't reply. Instead, he looked at Ravi, who looked away.

"What's your name, son?" Dean asked.

The boy still didn't reply. 

Lifting his hammer, Dean pushed the metal head into the boy's face. "You've stretched my patience to breaking already, so you'd best fucking answer my questions before I bury this into your fucking skull." Pointing his hammer at himself, he added, "Do I look like the kind of person that you want to upset?"

The boy slurred his word. "No."

Returning his hammer to the kid's face, Dean pushed so hard the boy had to bend backwards. "What's your name?"

"F... F... Freddie."

"Well, F... F... Freddie, we've established that I don't look like the kind of person you want to upset. So let me ask you something else. Do I look the kind of person you should rob?"

The butterflies in George's stomach made him nauseous as he watched the boy shake his head so vigorously it looked like he was having a seizure. Why had the boy tried to attack him? He'd given him no other choice but to put him down. Stupid little prick.

Rage seemed to crawl beneath Dean's red skin. "So why did you?" The wobble in his voice suggested that holding himself back was causing him great discomfort. 

"Food," Freddie replied, still shaking. "W... we need food."

Turning to George, Dean threw him the keys. "Bring me a chocolate bar."

The large bunch stung as George caught them in his cold hands. He then looked at Dean for a moment; he wasn't his bitch. But if he didn't do it, the boy would surely pay the price.

Returning from the cage, George held the chocolate bar out for Dean. When the semi-naked sociopath grabbed it, George held on longer than he needed to. They stared at one another. Whispering so only Dean could hear, George said, "I ain't your bitch. Next time, go and get it yourself." 

After snatching the bar away, Dean glared at George before turning his attention to John on the floor. 

Despite not liking the man, a heavy darkness swelled in George's chest as he watched the last few twitches of life slip through him. There had been too many deaths, and there would be too many more. 

Silence filled the space, and everyone watched Dean, waiting for him to say something. 

When it had gone on for a few minutes, George drew a breath to speak. However, before he could get the words out, Dean shook his head to jolt himself from his daydream and looked up at Freddie. Smiling as if he were high, he asked, "Do you like Snickers bars?" 

Narrowing his eyes, Freddie studied the lunatic. 

"Well?"

Freddie looked at the corpse and started sobbing. 

While holding it out to him, Dean spoke in a soft voice, "Here, take it." It was the voice he'd used on the dog in the cul-de-sac.

Swallowing back the musty taste of damp that was permanently in his throat, George watched on. What was Dean doing?

Reaching out a shaking hand, Freddie took the offered bar. 

Wincing, George looked down at Dean's hammer. At any minute now, it was going to end up buried in the side of Freddie's head. 

Without taking his attention off Freddie, Dean held his hand out behind him. 

Continuing to watch the hammer and the tight grip that Dean had on it, George placed the keys in his open palm.

Whilst still looking at the boy, Dean flicked a key free with one hand and held the bunch in Ravi's direction. "This opens the cage on the truck that we haven't used. Put him in it." He then added, "Oh, and give him a blanket."

"Give him what?"

Flashing a glare at Ravi, Dean lifted his top lip in a snarl. "A blanket. Are you fucking deaf or something?"

With his guts sinking, George watched Ravi grab Freddie and lead him to the truck. Freddie was now crying freely. What the fuck was going on? Why was he playing with him? "He's just a kid, Dean. Just put him out of his misery, will ya?"

Dean's back tensed, but he didn't reply.

Watching Ravi, George wondered when it would come out that he knew the boy. Had Dean already twigged? 

When Ravi looked up, he realized George was watching him. Physically sinking, he then looked away. How long would it be before everything unravelled? George needed to make sure he'd found Sally by then.

Waiting around, George saw Ravi lock his friend up and return the keys to Dean. At that same moment, Ginge and Jason returned. 

"Anything?" Dean asked.

Shaking his head, Ginge shrugged. "They've all gone."

While scratching his chin, Dean looked around them. "Good. I need you and Jason to stay out here tonight with Ravi. We can't have one person on guard anymore."

Ginge nodded. He was a good soldier. Jason frowned at Ravi. 

Looking over at the cage with the women in it, Dean chewed his bottom lip. Rubbing his crotch, his usual filthy smile returned. "All of this drama has made me restless. I need someone to lift my spirits now." 

The women withdrew as one. 

The smile slid from Dean's face at their reaction. Searching the women in the cage, he pointed. "You."

George's stomach lurched when Liz put her hand on her chest. "Me?"

Before George could speak, Dean shook his head. "No, not you. The new woman. The one with the huge titties."

It was the woman who had told George of the girl's experience at the hands of Dean's gang. It was only now that he noticed the younger of the two sisters was back in the cage. She looked worse than her sibling with her dishevelled hair, cut lips and distant eyes. Glancing at Ginge, George balled his hands into fists. Nasty cunt. 

Wagging a finger at Dean, the curvy woman said, "No. No fucking way."

"It ain't a question. If it takes four of us to drag you up there and strap you to the bed, then that's what we'll do, but you're coming. I can be kind if you can be compliant."

George watched on as as her lip bent out of shape. 

Walking over to the cage, Dean unlocked the door and clicked his fingers at her. "Come on, love."

Looking at the two girls, the woman got off the truck, gasping when Dean pushed the hammer between her legs. "I can be nice, or I can be nasty." Leaning closer, he spoke in a breathy drawl that made her recoil. "Real fucking nasty. How I am depends entirely on you."

One sharp yank could liberate the hammer, and George could cave Dean's skull in before he'd blinked. But that wasn't the problem. Ending Dean would be easy, but what about Sally?

The woman's head dropped, and her shoulders bounced with the sobs that rippled through her. 

After locking the cage, Dean led her to the tower block and spat on John's corpse as he passed him. "Fucking pussy." 

The woman shrieked when she looked down at the dead man. Now his hands had fallen away, the long wound on his neck was much easier to see. The moonlight lit the dark, glistening gash, and the horror of his death was evident on his stretched face. 

There were just four men left outside, five if you included John. Ravi, Ginge, Jason, and George. The silence was suffocating. 

For a moment, George didn't move. He stood staring at Ravi until the boy looked up. They held each other's glares for about thirty seconds before George shook his head. He then followed Dean into the block, stepping over the maimed corpse on the way in.


Burn Baby Burn










George's eyes flashed open and he gasped for breath. With his pulse pounding and his vision swimming, he tried to look around his room. Everything was as it should be. So why did he feel like it wasn't?

The cold had turned his nose and ears numb. Pulling his covers close, he groaned, his heavy limbs willing him to remain in bed. 

Frothy saliva had built up in his mouth overnight. When he swallowed, he could taste tar. Sniffing did nothing to stop his nose from running. 

The strong winter sun pierced the gap in his curtains, hitting the wall just above his head with the certainty of a laser beam. When he rubbed his face, everything ached. 

The odd feeling he'd woken with suddenly made sense. It was morning, and he couldn't hear a thing. There were that many people in the block that someone was usually walking up and down the stairs at any one point. But there was nothing. 

Had they gone on a raid without him? 

No, not without the food truck. 

But where were the keys? 

Sitting up so quickly his head spun, George grabbed his jeans from the floor and fished the keys from the pocket. 

Staring at them, he shrugged. Where the fuck is everyone? 

With aching muscles, a sour taste in his mouth, stinging eyes, and the thick damp of his room clogging his sinuses, George decided to stand up. Anything would make him feel better than he currently did. 

When his bare feet hit the cold, tiled floor, all of the muscles in his body tensed, and he drew a sharp breath. No matter how many times he got out of bed in this place, he was always surprised by just how icy the floor got. 

Placing a hand on his chest, his heart thumping against his palm, he took several breaths, the cold air biting into his lungs. 

Lifting his hands to rub his face, he noticed the slight traces of dried blood still there. 

Taken from his thoughts by a loud knock on the door, George jumped and looked up. The shot of adrenaline quickened his breath, so he allowed it to settle as he stared. 

It came again, the sharp crack pulling George's neck tight. The words popped from his dry throat, "Who is it?"

"Si."

Si was Dean's best mate. For this reason, George avoided him at all costs. It was a shame because of all the members in the gang, he was the one that George liked the most. But how could he trust someone so close to that psychopath? "What do you want?" 

"Dean wants everyone outside." There was the slight whine of apology to his tone. 

Lifting his shoulders in a huge shrug, George then raised his middle finger at the back of the door. 

An expectant silence hung in the air. 

Mouthing 'fuck off' served no purpose, so he sighed, "Okay, give me five minutes."

Listening to Si's footsteps as he descended the stairs, George stared at the door for a moment longer before muttering, "Cunt," and falling back onto his bed.




* * *




Kicking the swing door open pulled the freezing wind into the building. Shivering, George stepped out into the forecourt. Everyone was outside and staring at him. 

Studying the scene, George saw they were all gathered around John's corpse. They'd wrapped him in white blankets, and Dean stood over him, ready to perform whatever fucked up service he thought was appropriate. The first person he looked at was Ravi. 

The boy stared back. 

Holding his glare, George waited until he looked away. 

When Dean clapped his hands together, it cut through George's trance. Clearing his throat, the suited lunatic began. "Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today in the sign of God, and in the face of this company ..." Looking down at the swaddled John, he paused to compose himself. Tears stood in his dark eyes. 

Biting his bottom lip to repress the smirk, George looked at the mourners. How many of these fuckwits realize that Dean's starting a funeral service like it's a wedding? Looking over at Liz, who was glaring back at him, he raised his eyebrows. 

When she didn't respond, he scanned the cage. Some of the women were looking at the ground. Some were staring at him. When he saw the younger of the two sisters, a sharp pain stabbed his heart. The poor girl's face was battered and covered in lumps. Tears ran down her cheeks. Her skin had turned yellow as the bruising settled in. When George searched the rest of the cage, his stomach dropped. Where's the woman that Dean took up to his flat yesterday? 

George turned back around in time to see Si and Ginge struggling with bloodied sheets. Wrapped within the sheets was a large frame. Curly, brunette hair hung out of one end. Blue jeans out of the other. Bile shot into his mouth, and he gulped the bitter phlegm back down. 

The older of the two sisters wailed, and George looked across to see her fall to her knees. The teeth marks on her drawn cheeks looked like they'd turned septic. Liz continued to stare at him, hate shooting from her cold eyes. 

Watching his two men place the woman next to John, Dean sighed and then cleared his throat. "To join together this man and this woman in holy matrimony, which is commended to be honorable among all men." 

Removing a tissue from the top pocket of his bloodied suit, Dean blew his nose and said, "John Simmonds never had a wedded partner in life, so the best we can do is to make sure that he has one in death." He looked from one wrapped corpse to the other. "John, do you take Marie to be your wife?" His mouth bent out of shape and he paused as if awaiting John's reply. 

Every drop of blood in George's body turned to ice. What the fuck am I doing here? All of the other gang members stood with their heads bowed. Feeling for the keys in his pocket, George looked across at the food truck. The sooner he got out of here, the better. 

"And, Marie, do you take John to be your husband?"

There was silence, save for the girls sobbing in the cage. When George looked over again, he saw Liz rubbing their backs.

Putting his hammer down, Dean pulled out a magnum of champagne and shook the bottle. Twisting his neck up as if a pain ran down one side of his body, he spun on the women in the cage, his livid skin on fire. "Shut up! Stop your fucking crying." Biting down on his tongue, he popped the cork at them. 

It hit the metal bars with a ping, and the girls fell silent. Staring at them for a moment longer, the champagne overflowing the huge bottle, Dean then turned back to the newlyweds and said, "I now pronounce you man and wife."

With the same glassy stare, Dean proceeded to empty the remainder of the bottle on the pair. It seemed like the golden liquid hitting the fabric was the only sound in the whole of London. It seemed like everyone held their breath, George included.

After the last drop had fallen from the bottle, Dean looked around and said, "Well?"

Silence.

His skin was aglow. His dark eyes had turned onyx. "Can I have a round of applause for the bride and groom?"

The sycophants erupted in celebration. The women in the cage watched on. The irony that they were the ones being treated like animals while this fucked up posthumous ceremony was being conducted added to George's shame. Had everyone lost their minds? How did he end up a part of this? When he looked at Dean, he noticed he was still weeping.

Clearing his throat, George said, "What the fuck is this?"

Silence descended on the crowd, and a nerve twitched beneath Dean's right eye when he looked up. "What?"

"This! What are you doing, Dean?"

"Marrying John."

"I can see that, but he's fucking dead."

The suited lunatic raised the huge bottle and continued staring at George. Biting down on his bottom lip, he then brought it crashing down on John's head with a wet crunch. Milliseconds later, the tinkling echo of shattering glass danced around them. 

Weakness wobbled George's legs when he looked at the huge dent in John's cranium. It had warped his head to the point where he looked like he belonged in a dusty jar, frozen in amber fluid in a museum for freaks and mutants. 

With just the neck of the bottle in his right hand, Dean knelt down and drove it into the woman's gut with a loud grunt. The sheets ripped, and blood belched from the deep wound. 

He screamed as he stabbed her again, "You fucking idiots!" Steam shot from his mouth. He turned on John, "Why did you get yourself killed?!" Jumping to his feet, he wound his right leg back and kicked John in the guts. The wet thud was like he'd kicked a roll of carpet. 

The girls in the cage were crying louder than before. 

When George looked back at Dean, his wild eyes rolling and his jaw gripped nearly as tight as his fist around the bottleneck, he stepped back a pace. It wasn't worth the fight. Not today.

Dropping to his knees again, Dean drove the bottle into the mess that he'd already made of Marie's stomach. "Why didn't you just take it, you stupid cunt?" Stabbing her again, the bottleneck now just six inches long, her glistening wound littered with broken glass, he yelled, "Why did you have to push me?!" Blood sprayed back at him as his arm fired like a piston. It seemed that he'd already forgotten George's challenge. 

Turning his back, George flinched with every wet squelch, and he shook as he stared at the ground. 

It was yet another reminder that he needed to get the fuck away from this place.




* * *




During the five minutes while Dean attacked the dead woman, George had his back turned and his eyes closed. When everything fell silent, George looked around, and every muscle in his body slackened. 

Dean was on the floor with his legs buckled beneath him. A pool of blood had spread around him, and all that was left of Marie's stomach, and the sheets covering it, was a pulpy, burgundy mush. 

When George was hit with the thick smell of shit, he pinched his nose and took several steps back. 

The splash back had painted Dean's face red. When he ran his tongue across his lips, George heaved. The suited lunatic then looked up at Si and Ginge, and a grin split his red mask. Staring for a moment, condensation from his breath puffing out in front of him, he nodded. "It's time." He giggled, tears still cutting a path down his face. 

Si slipped on the blood when he went for John's legs, but he managed to stay upright. Moving with pigeon steps, he bent and grabbed the man's ankles. Looking up at Ginge, who was frozen as he stared down at his dead and mutilated friend, Si said, "You ready?"

A heavy frown crushed Ginge's face. Then it cleared, and he nodded. 

As the pair carried John to the skip, slipping as they walked on bloody soles, George then looked at Dean again. 

The smile had left the psychopath's face, and he was crying. Holding Marie's head to his stomach, he stared down at her. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean for this to happen." The weakness in his tone was replaced with a low growl. "But you pushed me. You pushed me too far." Leaning over the woman, Dean then pressed his thumbs into her eyes. 

Turning away, George watched the women in the cage squirm. 

By the time he'd turned back around, all that was left of her eyes were two deep, red holes, and Dean's thumbs glistened. 

When Dean flicked his head in the direction of the women, the noise stopped. Silence hung thick in the air as if no one dared breathe. 

The tension was broken by the sound of Si and Ginge's steps on the metal stairs. 

When they got to the top, Si said, "One, two, three." 

They launched John into the huge, metal container, his body hitting the bottom with a booming thud. Then they walked back towards Marie's corpse.

George jumped when Dean's hand shot out and grabbed Ginge's wrist. Staring at the gang member, Dean kept a tight grip on the broken bottle neck. 

"Uh, w... what's up, Dean?" 

Laughing and crying simultaneously, Dean titled his head to the side, his voice warbling with his giggles. "What are you doing?"

Eyeing the makeshift weapon in Dean's grip, Ginge gulped. "T... taking her to the skip so we can get rid of her."

Watching Dean's eyes roll, George pushed against his pocket and felt the outline of the truck's key again. There was a clear path from him to the vehicle. Swallowing to ease his dry throat, he looked from Dean to Ginge, the muscles in his legs twitching with anticipation. 

Running a hand through his matted hair, Ginge shook where he stood. "Shall I do something else?" 

Holding his stare for a few more seconds, Dean let go of Ginge's wrist and fell onto his back in hysterics.

After stepping back a few more paces so he could be closer to his truck, George watched Dean laugh until he had nothing left. Laying in the puddle of blood, Dean stared up at the sky with glazed eyes and a docile grin. 

Leaning into Ginge, Si whispered something George couldn't hear. When Ginge nodded, the two of them lifted Marie from the ground, both men checking for Dean's reaction. 

When there was none, they carried on, making sure to skirt around their insane leader. 

As they walked away, Marie's head hanging out of the end of the sheets, George stared at the dark holes in her face. Looking down at Dean's thumbs again, George watched the man run his hands through the red pool like he was making a blood angel. 

Once they'd climbed the ladder to the skip, they tossed her in with the same final thud. 

Dean then jumped to his feet and stood to attention. Drips fell from his greasy hair, and the back of his suit was darker than the front. With a stony expression, Dean watched his men descend the metal stairs. 

When the suited lunatic turned around, George saw the blood was already drying against his skin. Focused on the cage with the women, Dean swaggered over and blew them a kiss. They all looked away. He then lifted a small can of petrol from the huge supply behind them. 

Focusing solely on the skip as he walked towards it, Dean's eyes glowed.

The sound of his loafers on the metal stairs had the finality of an executioner walking up to the chopping block. It was hard getting the air he needed into his lungs, and George couldn't settle his pulse as he stared at the red, metal can in Dean's hand. 

When Dean got to the top, he smiled, undid the lid on the can, and poured the petrol in. The scars on George's ribs ached as the wet splash echoed through the huge container.

Cracking up again, Dean giggled as he waved into the skip. "Bye bye, losers." Dropping the can and then resting both of his hands on the side, he laughed so hard he could barely breathe. 

Everyone else watched on in silence. 

When Dean lit the match, George's guts swelled, and he was overcome with the need to shit. The rushing wind of instant ignition boomed through the skip, and Dean quickly pulled his head back. 

George was nowhere near it, but he could imagine the hot blast. The choking smoke. His dying son. 

When the acrid smell filled the air, George heaved. It tasted like burning plastic. Fatty, burning plastic. 

Tears blurred George's vision as he watched Dean. Since they'd lived in the block, George had lost count of the bodies that had been burned. It was worse a few weeks back when they were taking over the place. The residents that refused to leave their homes ended up in the bottom of the skip. The stench had come close to driving George's sanity away. The screams still haunted him at night. Smelling the tang of charred pork now made his head spin. 

Whenever he looked out of the window of his flat, the skip was there. It fought for his attention, but he never looked at it. He didn't need anything else fuelling his nightmares. 

Where had it all gone wrong? Dean's manifesto was brutal, but the twisted logic had kind of made sense. The wealthy had had their time, and strength was no longer measured with money. But once he started taking the women, it moved on to something else. 

The cruel game that Dean was acting out wasn't about surviving anymore.


Charred Pork










Having been in his dark room for the past few hours, George had to squint against the low winter sun as he watched Dean pace up and down in front of him. Lined up with the other men for the address, George zoned out, their maniacal leader's monologue turning into white noise in his mind.

Having spent the past few hours in his flat, George's sinuses were clogged again, and the taste of moss lined his throat. 

The sharp breeze, which was normally so invasive, felt good against his face. Breathing it in, George used it as a natural decongestant. 

After several deep breaths, the cold burning his nostrils, George's head felt clearer. The reward was to be hit with the too-familiar stench of charred pork. It was one of those smells that, once settled in, grew roots that stretched to the deepest parts of both his senses and psyche. It drove his tongue against the roof of his mouth, and it felt like his stomach was trying to crawl from his body. 

Once his guts had settled, George reconnected with his surroundings. With the exception of Ravi, all of his fellow gang members stood in awe. They seemed to love Dean's voice nearly as much as the egotistical prick loved it himself. 

What am I doing here?




* * *




After about ten minutes, the red-faced Dean was still going. Stopping in front of Ravi, he stared. Heavy breaths lifted and dropped his slim shoulders. When he jabbed his finger into the boy's chest, Ravi stumbled backwards. 

"What the fuck were you doing last night?"

Ravi's mouth hung loose. "Huh?"

When Dean stepped closer into Ravi's personal space, the boy pulled his head back. He looked too scared to step away. 

"What the fuck were you doing last night?"

The smell of burnt hair hit George, and he scrunched his nose up. When it found the back of his throat, he coughed. Dean threw him an angry glare, which George returned with interest. 

Once Dean had turned his attention back on Ravi, George swallowed to banish the bitter aftertaste. It didn't help. 

There was a loud crack as Dean cuffed Ravi across his ear. "You were fucking sleeping, that's what you were doing."

With a flushed face, Ravi shook his head. "No. I wasn't sleeping, Dean. Honest. I was—"

Wham! Dean cuffed him again. "Don't answer me back, boy. You were fucking sleeping."

Sleeping was better than the truth. George watched on. Ravi should take that charge. 

Looking up at the window to Ravi's flat, George saw Mrs. Vadher staring down. The kind woman was glaring straight at him. What did she expect him to do? Her son was a turncoat wanker who didn't deserve rescuing. Sighing, George turned away. 

When Dean pointed his hammer at George, the big man lifted his shoulders and clenched his fists. His heart pounded, and he frowned hard.

"If it wasn't for George waking the whole fucking block up, we would have been fucked. You owe him big time."

Although Ravi looked sideways, he didn't lift his eyes high enough to meet George's strong glare. 

Looking at George, Dean said, "What do you think about it?"

When the boy still wouldn't look at him, George looked over at the women in the cage. They'd nearly lost everything. The women, the food. George's eyes narrowed. "I think you're right, Dean. I reckon he was asleep." 

Snapping his head up, Ravi's wide eyes searched George's face. 

Stepping forwards, George threw his arms wide. "Well, what do you expect me to say? You fucked up." Pointing up at the window to his flat, he added, "I noticed them from up there, so how the fuck did you miss them when you were outside?"

Despite opening and closing his mouth, Ravi didn't say anything. 

When Dean pointed at George, a dusting of dried blood kicked away from his suit, caught the sharp wind, and rode the breeze. "See, you should have fucking noticed them." He pointed his hammer at the floor. "On your knees."

Raising his eyebrows, Ravi looked from Dean to George and back to Dean. "What?"

The glare of Ravi's mum burned into the side of George's face. When he looked up, she pushed her hands together as if in prayer. If only she knew what a slippery little shit her son was. 

With his eyes closed, Dean pulled a long breath into his body. A shudder ran through him as he slowly exhaled. When he opened his eyes again, Ravi was still on his feet. "Don't make me repeat myself, boy."

Falling as if his legs had given way beneath him, Ravi hit the floor and started crying. 

The slightest smile tickled the sides of Dean's mouth.

Looking up at Ravi's window again, George saw Mrs. Vadher was also crying. 

"Apologize."

"Sorry."

"And now thank George." 

Shifting around on his knees, Ravi looked up, the light catching his glistening cheeks. "Thank you, George."

"What are you thanking him for?" Speaking in a whiny tone, Dean mocked the boy. "Thank you, George." With his face on fire, he shook as he shouted, "Thank you for what?"

Ravi tutted.

By the time George had winced at Ravi's mistake, the boy was wrapped around Dean's steel-toe-capped boot. 

Hunched over on all fours, Ravi's mouth spread wide as he pulled air into his body. 

Winding his leg back again, Dean then lifted the boy from the ground with another kick. It flipped him over. 

When the smell of flatulence hit George, he pinched his nose. Once it had passed, he looked at Dean leaning over the boy, hammer in one hand, a clenched fist made with the other. Ravi's mum was still at her window. 

"Did you just fucking tut at me?" 

Crying, Ravi didn't reply. 

Kicking him in the side of his ribs, Dean leant over him. "Talk to me, you little fuckwit. I said, 'Did you just fucking tut at me?'"

Ravi's mouth was stretched so wide it looked like it would rip. Snot dripped from his nose as he fought for breath.

"Well?!"

"Yes, I tutted." Shaking, Ravi continued, "I'm sorry, Dean."

The next kick flipped Ravi onto his front. "First you tell me I don't give you enough food for you and your lazy family ..."

George looked up and saw that Ravi's dad was now at the window, holding hands with his mum. 

"Then you let those stupid little cunts in. Now you're tutting at me. Do you have a fucking death wish or something?" Lifting the hammer up, Dean said, "Well?"

Looking up at Ravi's window again, George shook his head. For fuck's sake. Stepping forward, he grabbed Dean's wrist.


Pink Lightning Bolts










Clamping Dean's thin wrist, George stared into the man's dark eyes. 

"What the fuck are you doing, George?"

Trying to keep his tone level was hard when he could feel his pulse in his neck, but George managed it. "He made a mistake. That's all."

"So you're running this gang now, are you?"

George's bicep shook as he held Dean's arm in place. "No, but I don't want to see the boy die for a mistake."

"That's exactly why he should die."

Looking at the other gang members, George then turned back to Dean. "People fuck up sometimes." It was hard to look at Ravi with what he knew, but he did it all the same. "But that doesn't mean they should always be punished for it. Let the boy learn."

"Learn how to be more of an incompetent prick?"

"Give him a chance, Dean."

"Don't tell me what to do."

"I'm not. I'm asking."

A huge grin tore a slit in Dean's face that turned into a booming laugh. Looking down at Ravi on the floor, he nudged him with his foot. "Get up."

Although he was wobbly as he stood up, Ravi managed to obey the order. 

"I don't normally give second chances, let alone third, but George is right. You're one of us." 

Staring at the boy, George nodded. "Yeah, you're here for the gang. Looking after the gang's interest like the rest of us." After a pause, he added, "Your loyalty isn't in question."

The smile fell from Dean's face, and he pushed the bloody hammer into Ravi's cheek. "You're on your last warning though. If you fuck up again, I swear I'll kill you myself." His red face twisted as he added, "I'll pull your fucking fingernails out." 

Ravi didn't reply. 

As Dean walked away and started addressing the assembled men again, George continued to stare at the boy. 

Ravi didn't look up.

Turning to the tower block, George looked at Ravi's mum. She was still crying, but she wore a tight-lipped smile. 

As the adrenaline left George's system, the smell of burning bodies crept back into his consciousness. Pinching his nose again, he focused on Dean in time to hear him say, "... three men a night now."

Suddenly, George wasn't the only one pissed at Ravi. The entire line of men stared at the boy. 

Continuing, Dean pointed at three of the men. "Si, Ginge, and Jason—you're on tonight."

Contrary to the looks on faces, there wasn't a word of complaint from the men. All three nodded. 

Throwing his bunch of keys to Jason, Dean pointed in the direction of the vehicles. "Get the boy. He's coming with us."

After glancing at the boy in the cage, George looked at the women's truck, and his blood ran cold. How had he not seen it before? Sitting in the piss and shit was a long, thick lump of meat. It was greasy and charred on the outside with lightning bolts of pink running through it where the skin had split. It was someone's thigh. He looked over at the industrial skip. How the fuck did they get it out of there?

As he stared at the meat for a little longer, he noticed there was a small chunk missing from the side of it and heaved. 

The chunk was the size of a human mouth.


Hi-ho










When Jason led the skinny lad over, Dean's face lit up. 

George watched the hammer in his hand. Any minute now. But then he slipped it into his back pocket. What the fuck? 

Clapping his hands, the loud slap ringing out, Dean then rubbed them together. "Freddie, how ya doing, son?"

The boy stood shivering in the cold. 

Grinning, Dean put an arm around his captive. "Okay, Freddie, why are you here?"

The shake got worse. "I ... I tried to rob you."

The tower block walls threw Dean's loud laugh back at him. "Jesus, Freddie, you're like a pneumatic fucking drill. Stop shivering, will ya? Seriously though, I appreciate your honesty. You ain't trying to mug me off by spinning me a yarn. I can work with honesty." Tilting his head to the side, he stared at the boy. "And did you take anything worth stealing?"

"No. I got more from you when you gave me the Snickers yesterday."

It looked as rehearsed as a street scam. Dean pulls Freddie from the audience, they claim to have never met and then Freddie tests his wonder product and tells everyone just how amazing it is. 

Pulling away from the boy, Dean patted him on the back. "See, you're better off being with me than against me. I look after my people, don't I, boys?"

There was a weak chorus of calls that George played no part in. 

When the boy looked at Ravi, Dean laughed. "It has to go both ways though." Grinding his jaw, Dean pointed at the Indian boy. "He's a cunt. That's why his card's marked. Are you a cunt, Freddie?" 

Shaking his head, Freddie continued shivering and continued to stare at Ravi. 

Hugging himself for warmth, George looked from the boy to Ravi and back again. He then glanced at Dean. If only he knew. 

"I'm not sure if you realize it, but you've won the star prize by being caught, sunshine." Fishing his hammer from his back pocket, Dean waved it around as he spoke. "You've fallen in with the strongest gang in London." Pointing the hammer at Freddie, his smile fell from his face. "I should kill you." 

Closing his eyes, George's stomach tensed. He didn't need to see any more violence. Then he heard Dean's lowered voice, "And I've been thinking about it all night. But I've decided to take you in. We need new blood in the gang."

Opening one eye, George saw Dean wink at his newest recruit. "We'll set you straight."

As Freddie stared on, his face hung loose. 

Using his fingers to count, Dean said, "We have food, shelter, water, and women."

The smile was forced, but Freddie's shoulders relaxed slightly. 

Dropping his voice, Dean spoke so only the men could hear, making a point to keep glancing at the caged women. "And you can do anything you want with them." 

George looked at Liz. 

Holding his hands out, Dean said, "So, how about it?"

Freddie didn't respond.

"Come on, son. Do you want in or out?" Leaning close to the boy, Dean's face dropped. "Out means D-E-A-D, by the way. Do you need me to tell you what that spells?"

Speaking in a febrile voice, Freddie said, "I'm in." After shaking Dean's hand, Freddie glared at Ravi. 

Ravi looked at the floor. 

Drawing him close again with an arm around his shoulder, Dean's slim frame swamped the skinny lad. "Gents, this is Freddie. Freddie's been a very silly boy. But he's ready to change, aren't you, Freddie?"

When the boy nodded, his eyes were filled with tears. 

The kid must have realized he'd just signed a deal with the devil. 

As he walked up and down the line of men again, this time with Freddie in his armpit, Dean said, "We're going looting today, lads."

Most of the men bristled. 

"I've found a huge house, and I know there's someone there. They seem to have a lot worth taking, and the man's a fat waste of space." After spitting on the floor, Dean clapped his hands together and rubbed them. "Candy from a baby, boys." He pointed at their vehicles. "Usual teams in the trucks, apart from Freddie. You're in the cab with me, sunshine." Pointing at the two men, Dean said "Ginge, Jason, You're staying here. We need to keep this place guarded at all times." Dean then walked over to his truck. 

Watching Ginge deflate, George nearly offered to take his place. Then he looked at his pickup. There was no way he was letting someone else drive it. 

Walking over to his vehicle, Liz watching him the entire way, George got in and started the engine. 

The door opened a couple of seconds later, and Ravi slipped in. The waft of his aftershave was as potent as ever. 

Scratching his head, Ravi looked at his feet. "Thanks for saving me." 

Watching the other two trucks move off first, George swallowed the bitter taste in his mouth. "I did it for your parents."


It's Good to Talk










Staring at Liz in the truck in front of them, her dirty, exhausted face pressed against the bars, George gripped the wheel. Holding it until it hurt, he then eased off, waiting for the pain in his knuckles to subside before he squeezed it again.

Although he couldn't see the layer of grime on his hands, he could feel it against his skin like tight-fitting gloves. The slightest trace of blood still nested around his fingernails. 

After a deep inhalation of the aftershave-tainted air, he looked at Ravi. "Mike Osbourne was a kid at our school. Fat kid, glasses, bit of a nerd. No one liked him."

The pause lasted for a few seconds before Ravi turned to look at George. "Riiiiiiight."

"He was a horrible little cunt. The kind that sat in the front row and kissed the teacher's arse. It made him an obvious target for bullies. He'd rat anyone out for anything if it could gain him favor with the teacher."

There was no reply. 

"Anyway, he would get robbed every morning before school. Without fail. It happened so frequently, he brought a decoy wallet in one day. Handing it over, he kept his real one. It worked, but the only problem was how smug he was about it. He proper mugged the kids off to everyone at school. Told anyone who would listen how he got one over on the bullies. The next time he got stopped, they stole his bag as well as his wallet. His school books ended up in the canal."

"The guy sounds like a loser."

"He was. A proper cunt. I never bullied him though. I mean, look at me. Even if the kid was my size, which he wasn't, he wasn't a fighter. Every time someone punched him, he pissed himself."

"Someone like that should have been home-schooled."

"To make things worse, the fat little prick loved Elvis too. Now I know I'm a bit older than you, but Elvis hasn't been cool for a loooooong time."

"So what's your point, George?"

George held a finger up. "I'm getting to that. So, one day, after several years of handing his lunch money over every time he came to school, the fat and obnoxious little prick decided to do something about the bullying. Fuck!" 

Adrenaline kicked in, and George twisted the wheel, copying Si's abrupt movement in front on him. The food in the back slid from one side of the cage to the other with a loud clang. Looking in his rear view mirror, he snarled. "That was a fucking dog. It was dead." Squinting to see better, he then swallowed the foul taste that rose in his mouth and took a deep breath. "I think it had been cooked." Looking at the women in front, he thought about the barbecued leg in with them. 

"Speaking of dogs," Ravi said. "Why did Dean leave our dogs at the close last week when we left?"

"Apparently they were too expensive to feed and weren't worth the hassle. He also didn't want to pick up their shit anymore."

"With the world in the state that it's in, you'd think he wouldn't give a fuck about some dog shit on the pavements."

"Are you serious, boy?" Shaking his head, George screwed his face up against the memory of bleach that was permanently burned into his sinuses. "Have you smelt the hallway? The man's a clean freak."

"True. So, Mike. You said he decided to do something about what was happening to him."

"Oh, yeah. So our school had a rivalry with the neighboring school."

"As most do."

"Right. Mike thought he could pay some of the boys at the other school to sort his problems out. One of his cousins went there, so he had a connection. I heard he paid them a good couple of hundred quid."

While doing his hair in the mirror inlaid in the sun visor, Ravi then started stroking his eyebrows into shape. "So he tried to set up a fight between the schools? That's what kids in rival schools talk about doing all the time, isn't it?"

"Exactly. He was fed up with the current regime that he was living under, so he thought he'd try to do something about it. Change his situation and maybe his social standing. The thing was, some of us, although we may not have necessarily looked out for him, stopped the bullying when we saw it happening most of the time. We were nearly on his side, yet he was setting up something that fucked us all over. I understand he was tired of the bullying and not being able to eat each day, but he went about it the wrong way."

"So what happened?"

"His cousin sold him out. I knew the boy, and he told me everything before it happened. Not even his cousin liked him."

"And what did you do?"

"What could I do? I knew Mike was planning to fuck a lot of people up. A lot of people that didn't deserve it. I couldn't let that happen. I didn't want to have to fight because of him no matter how sympathetic I was to his reason for doing it." Looking across at Ravi, who was now staring straight ahead again, George gripped the wheel. "I didn't think I could stop him doing what he was planning, so I had to get involved. I had to tell the top boy at school what was going to go down. I couldn't stand by and let it happen."

Ravi's gulp was audible. "And what happened to Mike?"

"Killed himself. He got badly bullied after everyone found out. Even worse than before. The poor, fat little cunt took his own life in the school toilets." Sighing, George sagged at the memory. "I found him." Pinching his throat, George said, "I remember him hanging there. Electricity flex around his neck. His fat tongue sticking out of his fat mouth. The weight of his large body pulled his chins up and made his chubby face look even fatter. It's amazing how much weight the neck can hold. At fourteen, he was easily fifteen stone."

When there was no reply, George chewed the inside of his mouth for a moment. "Sometimes I wonder whether I did the right thing in telling everyone. Should I have stood back and let it happen? Should I have had a word with Mike? Maybe let the fight kick off?"

"I think if you'd have spoken to Mike, let him know what you knew, then he would have made the sensible choice and stopped planning to fuck people over. Everyone deserves another chance, right?"

Raising an eyebrow, George resisted the urge to look at Ravi. "Yeah. Let's hope they make the right choice when they get one, eh? Do you think if I'd told Mike what I'd heard, then he would have forgotten about his crazy ideas?"

"Definitely," Ravi's reply shot back. "I'm certain he would have." 

After a few seconds of silence, Ravi then said, "Thank you, George."

"Don't make me regret it, boy."

Ravi didn't reply.


Porcine Prisoner










As he came to a stop outside the property, George rolled the tension from his large shoulders. Butterflies sat in his stomach when he looked up at the big townhouse. 

As if reading his mind, Ravi said, "I hope no one gets killed today."

Screwing his face up, George stared at the boy. "It's Dean we're talking about. Someone's going to die. Even if it's one of us." 

The house was tall and white and shone against the backdrop of a decaying city. It stood in a row of similar houses, and the line of abandoned luxury cars out the front was a nod to days past. Two-seater sports cars with private number plates had very little use in the new world. 

Ravi whistled. "Wow, I reckon it's got at least five bedrooms. Notting Hill's a nice place, bruv. I bet this one's worth at least ten mil." There was a pause. "Was worth." He sighed, "It's worth fuck all now."

The tension returned to George's shoulders. The boy never fucking shut up.

"I wonder why they haven't left. Don't they realize they're a target for every gang in town?"

"A gang like those hoodies that stormed the block earlier, you mean?"

Shrinking in his seat, Ravi shut up. 

When Dean got out of his truck, he bounced on the balls of his feet and waited for the other gang members to hop down. The bloody hammer had turned his arm into a pendulum. Rocking from side to side, it was ready for action. 

A slow lurch rolled through George's stomach as he watched on. What was he doing here?

As the crew gathered behind Dean, George looked across at Ravi. "You've got some making up to do, boy."

Staring back at him, Ravi's face loosened. "Huh?"

"Get the fuck out there and help them."

"But I stay in the truck with you."

Watching the boy for a moment, George then slowly shook his head. "Not anymore. That privilege has gone, sunshine."

Several breathy noises escaped Ravi's mouth, none of them turning into fully-formed words. When he looked up, George stared hard at him. 

Dropping his eyes to his lap, Ravi sighed and then nodded. His lip buckled, but he didn't say anything. 

When Ravi opened the door, it filled the cab with the smell of smoke. Another building burning in London. 

Enough of the fumes entered George's space that when Ravi closed the door, the chemical bite nipped at the back of his throat, and he started to cough. 

Every time George coughed, it was worse than the last. It made his throat burn like he was hacking up glass. 

When it finally passed, George got out of his truck and did his coat up to his neck. Burying his hands in his pockets, he tensed against the cold air. The smell of smoke was richer out here, and he was sure it carried the tinge of burning flesh. Or maybe he was imagining it. The scent was so embedded in his psyche that he would have smelt it in a rose garden. 

Looking over at the cage, his eyes found the lump of meat on the filthy floor. There were more bite marks in it. 

Turning away from it, he watched Dean look past his group of men to his truck. "Come on, Freddie." 

When the meek Freddie slipped out of the cab, George could see the reluctance with which he walked towards Dean. The boy still wouldn't take his eyes off Ravi, and Ravi did everything to avoid looking back at him.

Pointing at the building and shouting loud enough for the people inside to hear, Dean called, "We're going to smash the door in and take everything!"

Freddie might have thought the orders were for his benefit, but George knew better. The mind games had begun. This was phase one of Dean's systematic destruction of those he was hunting. It was like an art form for the man.

Looking at the large windows, George couldn't see any signs of life. There were no twitching curtains. No silhouettes stirring in the darkness. No sounds from inside. Maybe Dean was wrong? Although it would be a first if he was. Besides, the houses rarely buzzed with activity when this motley crew were on their doorstep. 

With his innards twisting, George imagined the family inside rushing around as they frantically tried to find a way to avoid the promised nightmare that was about to kick their front door in. Looking down at his dirty hands, George's head spun as he thought of the scared boy in the cupboard. Grabbing his truck to support his weak legs, he imagined the dad and the boy must have gone through something similar before they were caught. 

Turning to his men and winking at them, Dean then shouted so loud his red face turned purple, and spittle shot from his mouth. "If there's anyone inside, we're going to fuck them up. We'll take the women, but we're killing everyone else." The full-bellied laugh exploded from Dean's body before he turned to Freddie. "This is how we roll, kid. This is how we get shit done."

The pale boy nodded.

Throwing the keys at Si, Dean pointed at their vehicles. "Make sure the trucks are open." With Freddie, Ravi, and Warren on one side and Jules and Naps on the other, Dean looked at the house and sang in his deepest voice, "Swing lo, sweet chariot."

A shudder wobbled George when the men's booming reply bounced off the walls of the house. "Coming forth to carry me home."

They moved forwards. "Swing lo, sweet chariot."

"Coming forth to carry me home."

Walking up the three marble steps that led to the black front door, Dean pounded his hammer against it. 

Whack!

When it didn't yield, he hit it again.

Whack!

Other than two dents, the door held fast. 

Dean screamed as he drove the hammer into it again.

Whack!

And again.

Whack! 

And again. 

Whack! 

Each sharp whack snapped through George and made him blink.

Expecting it to take some time, George turned away from the lunatic and looked at the pig in his truck. The poor animal had been fucked for days. It didn't help that it was being buried beneath the looted food. It was a wonder its lungs hadn't been crushed already. While stroking its dry and cracked nose, he listened to its shallow breathing. The pause between inhale and exhale was growing to the point where he wouldn't be surprised if it stopped completely. Should he just kill the thing and put it out of its misery? Laying his large hand on its hairy face, he whispered, "There, there. Don't worry, mate, this will all be over soon." 

The half-closed black eyes looked up at him, and the pig sighed.

Whack!

Whack!

Whack!

There was a movement in the corner of George's eye. When he looked up, he saw it was Liz. She had her arms spread wide as if to say, "What the fuck?"

Returning to the animal, George suddenly realized he was showing it more kindness than he had to her. Pulling his hand from the cage, he dropped his eyes to the floor.

The loud crack and rip of splintering wood tore through the air. They were in. 

When George looked up again, he saw Dean stood hunched on the doorstep, panting as the gang filed past him. With his greasy, black hair, his wild beard, his blood-stained suit and his exhausted stance, he looked more like a lunatic now than ever.

Watching Dean enter the house, George looked up at the windows again. "Please be empty. Please."

The bright sun bouncing off the white walls turned the open doorway into a black hole. A dark mouth that belched the sounds of breaking crockery and tearing furniture as the gang worked the place over. 

Flinching from every sound, George cringed when the first inevitable scream came. It didn't take long. It belonged to a woman, and it sounded like she was being ripped in two. That was about the only thing Dean hadn't done to someone. Yet. 

Before George's mind could run away with the thought, Freddie emerged from the house with her. She looked about forty and had the lithe body of someone who worked out a lot. 

When Freddie shoved her forwards, she fell down the marble stairs. The knock of her knees crashing against the stone floor made her cry louder, "You killed my little boy, you fucking arseholes." 

Within a few seconds, Dean was outside, his suit damp with blood as he shouted, "Yeehaw!" With his dark eyes stretched wide, he laughed and then spat at the woman as he passed her. "He went down like a sack of shit, love."

The phlegmy saliva hung from her nose. "He was three years old!" Spraying a mixture of tears, snot and spit, she repeated, "Three!"

With tension clamping his large shoulders, George looked around for a weapon. He had to end this. Now. 

Frowning, Freddie lifted her to her feet and restrained her as Dean laughed in her face. When he received Dean's nod of approval, Freddie started smiling too. "Fuck you!" he shouted at the woman. "Fuck you, you fucking whore!"

"That's exactly what we're going to do, son." A dark laugh bubbled from Dean.

Swallowing down the lump in his throat, George couldn't see anything to attack Dean with. 

Spitting at her again, Dean then wiped his mouth with the back of his sleeve. It left a line of blood across his face. "He wasn't a very tough three."

A week. If he didn't see Sally within the next week, then George was gone. Grinding his teeth, he stared at Dean. In one week's time, it would all be resolved. Even if that resolution meant George kicking Dean's door down and smashing the fuck out of the horrible cunt. Use his own fucking weapon against him. He'd take the keys, free the women, and get the fuck out of the complex. This had to stop. 

Staring at his hammer with glazed eyes, Dean grinned. "Weak little skull. It cracked like a chicken's egg."

The woman's scream made George jump. 

One sharp twist, and she was free of Freddie's grasp. While running at Dean, she wailed and slashed at the air. 

Stepping aside to dodge her attack, Dean brought his hammer round. There was a hollow crack when he caught her left temple.

Turning bandy mid-run, her legs gave out beneath her, and she fell face-first to the floor. Skidding along on her cheek, she finally came to a stop as a limp corpse. Taking a life was effortless for Dean now. Breaking a door down seemed harder.

Staring at the woman with her cheek pressed against the floor, the bloody bruise on her temple, her wide eyes stark on her loose face, George then looked back up at Dean.

Jabbing his hammer at Freddie, Dean raised an eyebrow. "You've got to hold on tighter, sunshine. She could have fucked me up."

Even from this distance, George could see Freddie trembling. The boy watched the hammer as his grey tracksuit bottoms darkened around his groin. 

As Dean focused on the boy pissing himself, his usual maniacal smile returned and his eyes glazed. "Don't worry, son." 

Pulling a cigarette from his pocket, Dean struck a match, used it to light his smoke, and shrugged as he flicked it away. "We live and learn." A sneer lifted his top lip, and the warmth left his face. "Now go back in the house and find some clean trousers. You look a fucking state."

When Freddie emerged from the house in a pair of what where clearly the owner's tracksuit bottoms, Dean pointed at him. "Wooowee! Easy, MC Hammer." With his cigarette in his hand, he started doing the running man while humming, "U Can't Touch This".

Jules and Naps then stepped outside with who George assumed was the owner of both the tracksuit bottoms and the house. 

Tugging on Freddie's baggie slacks as he walked past, Jules winked at him. "Looking good there, boy."

Not offering a reply, Freddie turned beet red as they pushed past with their porcine prisoner. The fat man was obedient to the gang's direction as they led him over to Dean. 

The rest of the crew exited one by one with boxes and bags filled with food. Each one of them smirked at Freddie's trousers. 

Dean watched the containers of food pass him, his smile subsiding. Then he turned to George. "They had a fucking banquet on the go in there." Nodding at the fat man, he shrugged. "Although I'd imagine it takes a lot of food for this cunt to feel full."

George didn't reply. 

Holding his open palm out to Si, Dean caught the keys that were thrown at him and then tossed them to George. 

Catching them, George opened the back of the truck so the men could fill it up. Each new load of food crushed more air from the pig's lungs. 

Turning back to the house owner, Dean pointed the hammer at him. "You, on the floor."

All it took was a moment's hesitation for Jules to kick the back of his knees and Naps to shove down on his shoulder. 

Wincing when he hit the ground, the fat man looked at his wife and then back up at Dean. "P... please don't kill me. I'll give you anything you want."

Dean's shrill laugh skipped over the city's silent rooftops and hurt George's ears. "What makes you think I'm going to kill you, fat man?" Without taking his eyes off him, he flipped the hammer and caught it again. "Besides, we're already taking what we want, so it's not like you have anything to offer me."

The man started crying. 

"Although …" Dean said.

The man stopped and looked up.

"What are your blow jobs like?"

After sighing, George looked at Liz. As always, her eyes were on him.

At first, the house owner's face creased. Then he said, "I'll do anything you want, just don't kill me. Please."

Driving his right fist across the guy's chin, Dean leant over him as he fell to the floor. "Have some fucking dignity! Your boy and wife are dead, and you're prepared to suck a guy off to survive! What's fucking wrong with you, you fat cunt?!"

As Warren walked past them with food, Dean pulled an apple from the box. He looked at it for a moment, tossing it in the air and catching it again. He looked back down at the man. "Where did you get fresh fruit from?"

The man was hyperventilating. 

"Come on, fat man, spit it out."

There was still no reply. 

At that moment, Ravi emerged from the house. He looked at Freddie, and Freddie glared back. He then looked at the dead woman. It was the first time Ravi had been so close to the action. For a dark-skinned boy, George was surprised at how pale he currently was. 

Flicking his head up at him, Dean said, "Go and get the boy."

It snapped Ravi from his daze. "But the boy's dead, Dean."

"I know he's dead, you fucking arsehole. Now go and get him."

Opening his mouth, Ravi then looked at the hammer in Dean's grip. Closing it again, he turned around and went back into the house.


Broken Britain










The air left George's lungs when Ravi emerged from the house with the tiny form of the little boy sprawled across his arms. His small mouth lolled open, his eyes extinguished like they'd never been ignited with the exuberance of youth. 

Before Ravi could walk down the steps, Dean raised his hand to halt him. "Throw him."

When Ravi looked up, his face was as drawn as the boy's. 

George tutted. "Fucking hell, Dean, what's wrong with you?"

With his face locked in a deep frown, Dean turned around. Bouncing on his toes, he ran the tip of his tongue out over his thin lips. "What?"

"I said, 'What the fuck's wrong with you?' It's a fucking kid. Another fucking child! Jesus, Dean, pick on someone that can actually fight back." Gritting his teeth, George stared straight into Dean's black eyes. "You're sick in the fucking head."

The rest of the gang fell silent. Even the sobbing man on the floor stopped. 

Instead of answering, Dean turned to Ravi. "Throw him to me. Now!"

Ravi's face buckled.

"You're fucking mental." George tapped his temple with his right index finger. "You need to get checked out, mate."

Lifting the hammer, Dean stayed focused on Ravi. "If you take another step forwards, I'll cave your fucking head in, boy. Throw me the fucking kid. Now!"

It looked like Ravi was fighting against a body that refused to cooperate. Releasing a primal scream as if he were drawing on all of his energy reserves, he launched the dead boy. 

The child flew through the air, his limbs loose, responding to their own independent physics without the muscle coordination to help them do anything but. 

Holding his breath, George watched on.

Spreading his arms to catch him, Dean then stepped aside at the last minute. The tiny corpse slapped against the concrete floor. A dead fish hitting a pier. Leaning over the boy, who was on his back and staring up at the sky with blood leaking from the hole in his head, Dean then turned to George. With narrowed eyes, he laughed, his face remaining stony. "Cracked like a fucking egg." 

Balling his hands into fists, George stepped forwards. Warren and Naps raised their weapons. 

Looking at the two men, one stood on either side of him, Dean smiled. Hunching down, he prodded the kid with his hammer. "I may not like this spoiled little cunt, but don't worry, George, it's not all kids that I hate. I'll make sure your unborn niece or nephew are okay. They'll be safe with me."

"You're full of shit. You don't have a fucking clue where Sally is." 

"I know exactly where she is, and if she's going to give birth safely, I need to get back to her soon. If anything happens to me, she's fucked. She won't get out of the room I have her locked in. And believe me, it's hidden enough that no one's gonna find her." 

Searching Dean's face for the lie didn't reveal it. 

Throwing George a wink, Dean then lifted the dead boy by his foot. 

George turned his back and stared at the women's truck. Looking at the waste-covered floor, his eyes stopped on the charred leg again. Swallowing the phlegmy bile that rose into his throat, he looked at the women. For once, Liz wasn't watching him. Instead, it was the two girls from the close, now ugly from abuse, that stared back. Sunken eyes. Pale skin. Healing wounds. Greasy hair. The prom queens turned refugees. A heavy sigh rolled through George, and his attention left them when Dean spoke. 

"I used to be at the bottom of society."

Dean was looking down at the fat owner of the house, dangling his little boy so close that the kid's dead face was nearly touching him. The man stared at his progeny and cried louder than before. 

"I lived in a shitty council flat and got refused every job I went for. I was either underqualified or didn't have enough experience. That was when I was lucky enough to get a response at all from the people interviewing me. I went for a lot of jobs. A lot of shitty jobs." The frown on his face cast a dark shadow over his features. "I couldn't even get them."

After a deep breath, he voice grew louder. "I listened to rich twats like you, clueless Tory politicians like our wannabe prime minister and media-brainwashed idiots rant on about how good, hard-working families were being robbed by benefit scum like me."

Straining his ears, George picked the fat man's words out of his sobs. "I never said that about you. I promise."

Snorting a laugh, Dean sneered down at him. "You'd suck a man off to stay alive, so forgive me if I don't believe a word that comes out of your fat fucking mouth." Bending over, spittle spluttering from his thin lips, Dean said, "Anyway, we were blamed for the state of the country as if the welfare budget was the cause rather than the effect. We had no fucking jobs because that cunt Thatcher sold us out in the eighties." When Dean stepped closer to the man, his shadow smothered him. "All of the money went to wide boy cunts like you. 'Good, hard-working families' were cut adrift. They used to be able to make a living before Thatcher killed industry." 

The tension in the air sparked and lifted gooseflesh on George's arms. Turning away again, he looked at Liz and heard the fat man shout, "Please. No, please."

Spinning back around, George balked when he saw the lunatic rubbing the dead boy's head wound in his father's face. "Fucking hell, Dean, what's fucking wrong with you?"

Looking at George again, Dean bit down on his bottom lip and then spun to kick the fat man. 

There was a wet crunch as boot hit face, and George felt his own jaw weaken in sympathy. 

Turning around to face George again, his shoulders wound up to his ears, the limp boy still hanging from his grip, Dean snarled. "The more shit you give me, the more I'm going to fuck this fat cunt up." Kicking the man again, Dean said to his victim, "Tell him to leave it."

With blood pouring from his mouth, the man slurred, "Leave it."

Shaking his head, George turned away from Dean and cringed when he heard, "Lick it. Lick the boy's wound like the animal you are."

The silence would have been complete were it not for the sound of a lapping tongue and the occasional giggle from Dean. Unable to stop himself, George turned to see the fat man's mouth and chin were red from his son's wound, lumps of flesh wobbling on them. Drawing a sharp breath stopped the heave in his throat. Fuck this! There was no way that Sally could still be around. She probably ran off the second everything turned to shit. Dean was fucking with him.

Marching over to Dean, who kept a hold of the limp corpse, George pressed his forehead against that of his brother-in-law's. There was a rich smell of blood surrounding him. The stench increased his awareness for the claret raging through his own veins. "Put the boy down."

"What the fuck's it got to do with you, brother?"

"I ain't your brother."

"Technically, you are."

As he looked down at the boy's chubby face and his dad licking the wound, George said, "Just fucking stop that, man." 

Pulling away, the house owner then vomited on the floor in front of him.

Despite being fully aware of the entire gang raising their weapons, George said again, "Put the boy down."

"Are you threatening me?" Dean lifted his hammer above George's head. 

"Put the boy down. You've killed him already. Isn't that enough?"

"No, it's not enough." Dean tilted his head to the side. "You'd best watch yourself, George. You're on very fucking thin ice."

George could feel it creaking beneath his feet. "I don't care." Snatching the boy's left arm, George yanked him hard. Hoping the corpse would slip from Dean's grasp didn't make it a reality, and suddenly, both men had a strong grip on a cold limb.

Tears stung George's eyes, and he spoke through gritted teeth, "Let him go. Now."

"George, you're my brother-in-law, which is why I'm so fucking tolerant of you." The hammer twitched in the air, ready to come crashing down. "I love your sister, and I know you'll be a good uncle."

"You love her enough to fuck all of these women every night?"

Sighing, Dean said, "But I swear, if you don't give this up, I'm going to drive this fucking hammer into your head. Only one of us can walk away from this if it goes any further." Turning to the gang surrounding him, he said, "And you don't have any backup."

Looking across at Liz, George saw her gently shake her head. Holding her glare, he saw her do it again. Letting go of the boy's arm, George watched the small cadaver swing in Dean's grip. 

Dean stared at him for a moment longer, his red skin burning and his eyes wild.

Turning his back on the man, George trudged towards the truck. 

The lonely walk was accompanied by Dean addressing the fat man, "Say sorry."

"Sorry."

"Fucking hell, fatty! Have you got a guilty conscience or something? I didn't even say what for."

The tone of Dean's voice had changed. It had more gravel in it. It was the voice he used when his head had gone. Inhaling and then releasing a stuttered breath, George dragged his feet and continued on towards the truck to wait for the inevitable.

Upon reaching his truck, George waited by it and turned around to watch Dean. 

With the boy still hanging from his outstretched arm, Dean stared at his dad. "Open your mouth!"

Knelt on the floor, the man regarded his boy through watery eyes before looking up at Dean. 

Raising his hammer, Dean lowered his tone and spoke slowly. "Open your fucking mouth!"

With a wobbling jaw, messy with his child's blood, the man's resolve cracked, and he opened it. 

"Wider than that, you fat cunt." Dropping the boy, who hit the concrete face first, the rest of his flaccid body piling down on top of him, Dean pointed over at George. "Open it like you're about to suck his cock." Laughing, he said, "Maybe he needs that to calm him down."

Fighting against the frown, George watched on. The right time would come. When it did, he was taking Liz and the food. Leaning against the cold truck, aware that at least half of the group were looking at him for a reaction, George kept his attention on the fat man, who opened his mouth so wide his jaw disappeared into his chins. 

After Dean had reached into his suit pocket, his hand shot at the man's mouth, culminating in a loud crack that bounced off the white walls of the house. 

The man's muffled scream shot out. It was only when Dean got out of the way that George saw the apple the man was now biting on. 

As snot shot from the man's nose, Dean looked around and said, "Look, boys. Hog roast."

Some of the men laughed.

Pointing his hammer at the floor, Dean said, "On your belly, fatty." 

A shove from Naps encouraged the large man to fall forwards. With his hands still tied behind his back, his ample gut absorbed most of the fall. When he landed, his face was once again next to his son's. He closed his eyes with such force, his head became a mass of wrinkles. 

Leaning down, Dean said, "Open your eyes. I want you to look at him." Shifting the dead boy with his foot, Dean made it so their faces were touching. "The kid was destined for greatness, eh? Well guess what?"

The man still had the apple in his mouth as he looked up at Dean and fought for air. Tears ran down his face.

"I've seen plenty of amazing kids fucked up because of poverty. Because greedy cunts like you have all of the money and think it's because you've worked hard." Pointing his thumb at his chest, Dean's top lip curled in a snarl. "You judged us. Called us 'benefit cheats', 'lazy', 'the problem with the state of this country', 'chavs'. We were living on the fucking breadline, you fat waste of space. You and your tax-dodging mates lived lives of luxury, paid fuck all tax, fucked the financial sector up, and then told us that we were the fucking problem." Dean jabbed a finger at his own temple. "That's fucked up." 

After a slight pause, Dean said, "You used to have power in society. You used to be the one controlling things when money had any meaning. But it was never real. The only value it had was what we attached to it as a society. When it stopped working for most people, it was rejected, and what were you left with? Fuck all! A fat man in a suit used to be a symbol of power. Now it's a symbol of greed and weakness. I wear this suit just to show you how much a man in a three-piece can ruin your fucking life, you horrible cunt." 

When Dean lifted the dead boy again, George shook his head and opened his truck. Getting in, he slammed the door. Once more, he became the focus of most of the gang's attention. Staring straight at Dean, who returned his gesture, the hammer down by his side, he flashed a facetious grin, put the key in the ignition and twisted. The powerful engine shook the car as it came to life.
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When the well-manicured Ravi came over and rapped his knuckles against the window, George wound it down and stared at him. 

Unable to make eye contact, Ravi looked at the floor. "Dean wants to know what you're doing."

The boy still stank like the perfume section of a department store. "Warming up." When Ravi didn't move, George nodded at Freddie. "He knows you, doesn't he?" George wound the window back up again before Ravi had time to answer. 

The fans were up full, the loud whirring preventing George from hearing anything outside the car. Resting his hand over one, he let the heat from it run up his sleeve and stared straight ahead. 

It was easier to watch Dean when he couldn't hear him. The arsehole dropped the boy and walked over to his truck. While this was happening, Naps and Jules pulled the fat man up so he was kneeling again. They made him bow his head. 

A cold chill ran through George when he saw Dean produce a sword. "Fucking hell." 

Throwing practice swings through the air as he walked over to his prisoner, George flinched and looked away.

After a few minutes, George looked back, expecting to see a beheaded man. But he was still kneeling, and Dean was shouting at Freddie. 

At first, Freddie backed away. That was until Dean's body snapped tight, his mouth flapping as he became more irate. The powerful fans and closed windows made it impossible for George to hear what he was saying. 

Freddie stepped forwards.

When the boy was close enough, Dean held the sword out to him, handle first. 

Popping the door open, the bitter air rushing in, George got out of the car. "Dean!"

Dean looked over. 

"Leave the boy alone. You should be doing this, not him, you spineless cunt."

A huge grin spread across Dean's face, and he turned to Freddie again. "It's time for you to do your bit, son."

Shaking his head, Freddie then stared at the weapon. "I can't do that. I can't kill someone."

Looking at all of the other gang members, Dean laughed. "Is poor Freddie too sensitive to take a man's life?" The humor left his voice when he stepped into the boy's personal space. "It's kill or be killed, sunshine. Those are the only two choices you have."

Taking the sword, the long weapon wobbling in his grip, Freddie looked at Dean. 

"If you don't do it, I'll put you next to this fat cunt and make you watch him lose his head first, just so you can see how much you're going to suffer."

The fat man cried, and George noticed a small puddle gathering around his knees. 

It looked like it took all of Freddie's effort to move towards the doomed man. When he got close enough, he lifted the sword above his head, his arms still trembling. 

"Don't do it," George whispered.

Both Freddie and the fat man screamed as the blade swung in a fast arc through the air. The glistening steel sparkled in the winter sunshine. Turning away, George went weak when he heard the dull thud.

When the expected silence was filled with the fat man's scream, George spun around and covered his mouth. It didn't take his fucking head off?

Crying, Freddie wound up for another swing. 

It ended with the same damp thud. 

The man screamed. 

Roaring through clenched teeth, Freddie hacked at the man again and again. 

Shunk!

Shunk!

Shunk!

Each swing ended in a damp squelch and another scream from the victim. Blood spilled from the wound and ran around the front of the man's neck before spilling on the floor. Dean bounced on the spot, giggling and rubbing his hands together. 

Each of Freddie's cries sounded more exhausted than the last. 

Shaking his head, George flinched with every hack. 

Shunk!

Shunk!

Shunk!

It felt like it had gone on forever, but the next shunk reduced the two screaming voices to one. In that time, George still hadn't looked up. Despite hearing the fat man's suffering come to an end, George's heart wasn't any lighter. Listening to a boy being reduced to a quivering mess was as upsetting as any murder he'd witnessed. Even the one that still stained his hands. 

George was just about to lift his head when he heard Dean say, "Keep going. Take his fucking head off, you pussy."

With slumped shoulders, George continued to look at his feet. When he blinked, a tear fell to the floor. Another family destroyed by the vile excuse of a man. Another life extinguished to make a point. Innocent people were dying because of a chip Dean had on his shoulder from a capitalist system that was now defunct.

Wailing like he was being skinned alive, Freddie grunted, and George had to listen to it all over again. 

Shunk!

Shunk!

Shunk!

Dean's shrill cackle filled the space in between each wet squelch.

At least fifteen minutes of throat-tearing screams, Dean's maniacal laugh, and shunks passed before there was a heavy thud. A medicine ball hitting concrete followed by silence. Looking over at Liz, George tapped his temple. Like she didn't know Dean was mental. When he looked up and saw Si was watching them, his stomach twisted. 

A subtle smile lifted Si's mouth. Nodding first at Liz, he then winked at George. 

Freddie remained on his knees, crying and vomiting. 

Standing over him and tapping his foot, Dean waited for the boy to stop. "That was fun now, wasn't it?"

Freddie didn't respond. 

"I'm guessing that was your first kill? You did well." Covering his mouth, he then laughed through his nose, "Considering I gave you a blunt katana."

George gasped as the men surrounding the pair erupted in laughter. 

Looking up at Dean, Freddie's eyebrows pinched in the middle. "Blunt?" 

"I know. Stroke of genius, huh? I mean, the effort it must have taken you to cut that fat cunt's head off with an ornament. It must have felt like trying to cut a tree down with a brick." Winking, Dean then lowered his tone. "Just in case you hadn't worked it out, I did it to fuck with you."

The boy dropped his head and didn't reply. 

"Did you seriously think that I was going to let you into this gang? No fucking way." Pointing, he shook his head. "You broke into my home and tried to rob me."

Jules and Naps stepped forward and pushed Freddie over. He fell without resistance. They used cable ties to secure his hands behind his back. The way he'd been restrained forced his face into the pool of the fat man's blood on the floor. The scarlet liquid sprayed up from his heavy breaths, but Freddie didn't even seem to notice. He looked lost inside his own head.

Spinning around, Dean stopped and pointed at his truck. "Throw him on the back." 

As Dean walked towards him, George stared, and his whole upper body tensed. In his peripheral vision, he saw Freddie launched into the truck. He hit the metal floor face first with a thud and a squeal. 

They continued to stare at one another as Dean retrieved the keys from George's top pocket. He smelt like an abattoir. He then walked around to the back of the truck and locked the cage. 

When he came back around, George having watched him the entire way, Dean spread his arms wide. "Have you still got a problem?"

Staring at the man, George didn't reply. He had a huge fucking problem, but now wasn't the time.

Shaking his head, Dean spat on the floor between them. "Pussy." Walking over to Si's truck, he locked the cage before returning to his own vehicle. Leaning inside the cab, he pulled out a Molotov cocktail, lit it, and threw it through a downstairs window with a loud crash. 

After watching the flames grow for about thirty seconds, Dean jumped into the cab of the truck, tooted the horn, and started his engine. 

George got back into his truck too, and Ravi slid in beside him. The chemical stench of bad aftershave filled the confined space. For once, the Indian boy had no words. All he did was stare directly ahead. 

Before he pulled away, George looked at the three dead bodies and burning house. He had to end this. There was no way that Sally was still with Dean, and the longer George spent with him, the harder she would be to find.


Capitalist Pig










Standing by the trucks, the fresh air biting into his exposed face and the smell of charred pork hanging in the air, George gulped to stop himself coughing and watched Dean pace up and down in front of them.

The sky had clouded over, and it felt like the first time in days that George didn't have to squint because of the sharp sun. It was well into the afternoon, and the air around them was thickening with the onset of night. It wouldn't be long before complete darkness descended on them. 

All George had to look forward to was another evening of lying in his bed, wide-eyed with his senses turned up full as he listened to his surroundings. In the quiet dark, the shadows came to life, and the voices in his head roared. 

The extra layers that everyone wore made their arms, chests, and legs puffy. Dean was the only exception, parading about in a suit and trench coat as if it were April. 

When the rant started, George cringed. Here we fucking go again.

"If you're working for me, you have a right to stay here."

The words came out before George could stop them. "Fucking hell."

Stopping in his tracks, Dean turned on him. "Problem?"

"No, Dean, not at all. I love listening to the same fucking speech every fucking night. Please carry on delivering your manifesto." Levelling a dead stare, George snorted air from his nose. "It's so fucking enlightening."

A pulse twitched beneath Dean's right eye.

George glared at him. 

Setting off again, Dean marched up and down, staring at each gang member, clearly looking for an excuse to kick off. None of them rose to the challenge. When he returned to George, his entire body was wound tight.

Leaning ever so slightly forwards, George clenched his jaw and looked into Dean's dark eyes.

Holding his stare, Dean addressed the group, "If you have loved ones that you want to protect, then they have a right to stay here too. If they contribute, they get fed. If they don't, they only get a bed." He then moved on to Ravi. "I'm talking about the two old cunts you have living with you."

When George cleared his throat, Dean stopped again, his shoulders pulling tight to his neck. 

"You do realize, Dean, that your looting has created abundance, right?"

Dipping a sharp nod, Dean smiled. "Too fucking right." Looking around at the gang, he continued to grin. "I want to make sure that the people who roll with me get looked after."

"Yet, despite this abundance, you're denying people like Ravi's parents?"

"They don't fucking contribute."

George had him. Narrowing his eyes, he said, "Isn't that what people said about you when you couldn't find a job? Aren't you creating your own capitalist society with exactly the same problems you complained about? Does that make you the oppressor now?"

Straightening his back, Dean's dark eyes shifted in their hollow sockets. "No. This ain't a democracy. It's my way, or fuck off. Simple. I ain't selling any illusion."

Turning his back on George, Dean retrieved a box from the food cage. While walking back down the line, he dished the food out. "Apples again, boys. Make the most of it because it won't be long until everything we eat comes out of a tin." When he got to Ravi, instead of giving him a tin of beans with his apple, he gave him a tin of dog food. "Feed this to your scrounging parents. You're a fucking drain to me, boy."

George scoffed, but Dean ignored it. 

Looking down at his reward, Ravi kept his head bowed.

That wasn't good enough for Dean. "Well?"

The boy looked close to tears when he looked up. "Thank you."

Throwing his head back, Dean threw a laugh at the sky. Some of the other gang members joined in.

When Dean got to George, he had a bounce in his step. Taking the offered apple and beans, George said nothing. 

Raising an eyebrow, Dean stopped. "You okay, big man?" 

The rich smell of blood coming from Dean's suit made George scrunch his nose up. Wrapping his hand around the can, he looked at Dean's temple. A hard blow would turn the cunt's lights off. 

The space between the pair grew thick with tension. The hairs on the back of George's neck lifted. At that moment, it was just Dean and him. Drawing deep breaths to keep him focused, George squeezed the can harder. 

Although Dean laughed, his face didn't. The smile then vanished. "George, I know we're related, man, but you're taking the piss out of me now. I can't let this insolence continue."

"That's a big word for you."

Biting down on his bloody bottom lip, Dean's nostrils flared. 

Staring at the crusty claret that spiderwebbed through Dean's stubble, George swallowed. Hopefully, his face was infected. A slow and toxic death was exactly what this nasty cunt needed.

Although Dean moved on, something had changed between the pair. George had pushed too far. 

Naps was next in line, and Dean handed him his apple and beans. After just a moment's silence, he said, "Fucking hell, you piss-taking cunt. I give you food, and you don't even thank me. What's fucking wrong with you, you Egyptian streak of piss?"

Frowning, Naps opened his mouth. 

"Well?" The red skin on Dean's face glowed.

Clearing his throat, Naps said, "Thank you. I was trying to say—" 

Wham! Dean cracked Naps around the side of the head with a tin of beans, and Naps' legs buckled beneath him. 

As he watched him hit the floor, George's stomach dropped. 

Before he'd completed his fall, Naps' eyes had rolled back in his head. 

No one made a move to help him.

After watching him crumple, Dean handed the can he'd just used to Warren. Waiting for a thank you, he then moved on. 

Warren looked down at the blood on the can.

Stopping, Dean looked at him. "Everything okay?"

Warren nodded.

Jules accepted his rations. "Thank you."

Despite being Dean's favorite, even Ginge shifted from one foot to the other as the nutter approached him. Someone was getting it today. What he'd just done to Naps was simply an appetizer. After giving him the food, Dean leant forwards and whispered something.

When Dean stepped aside, Ginge walked over to Dean's truck. Flipping the back down, he grabbed Freddie's heels. Pulling him off the truck by his feet, the boy hit the floor chin first with a sharp yelp.

As Ginge dragged him, the boy's face scraped along the ground. The jagged surface made his teeth chatter. Every few meters, he spat mouthfuls of thick blood.

Watching this stimulated a rush of hot saliva that George swallowed. It had a metallic quality to it as if his own mouth was bleeding.

The first genuine smile since they'd returned lit Dean's face. It turned his dark eyes bright as he watched the boy getting taken to the tower block. Waiting for Ginge and Freddie to vanish into the building, he then turned around and clapped his hands together. "Right lads, you're free until tomorrow." Looking over at George, he said, "You'd best get some rest though, big man. You're on guard duty tonight, and I think our routine is taking its toll on you. Something seems to have got stuck in your thick head, and it's making you cranky. Maybe some time alone will calm you down. Ravi, Naps, you're both on too."

Looking down at the unconscious Naps, his trousers soaked with piss, George then glared at Dean as he followed Ginge into the tower block. Squeezing the can to the point where his hand hurt, he watched the swing door close behind him and muttered, "Cunt."


Final Straw










"Cunt!" George spat as he paced the length of his flat with his fists balled and his large shoulders locked tight. "Cunt! Cunt! Cunt!"

Walking into the kitchen, he shouted, "Cunt!" There was a hint of an echo as the edges of his accusation slipped out into the communal hallway. 

Staring at the front door, George shrugged. "Let him fucking hear." Opening it, the smell of bleach rushing in, George screamed so loud his throat hurt. "Cunt!"

Slamming the door shut afterwards, he stood behind it and waited. 

After what must have been about fifteen minutes of standing and staring at the door, George leant his back against the wall and slid down it. Dropping his head into his hands, he looked at the floor. What was he doing here? What did staying with this bunch of degenerates achieve? He needed a plan. 

Standing up again, he pulled one of the kitchen drawers open. Despite the night creeping in, there was still enough light to catch the glint of the blade. It may have only been a bread knife, but it was long and sharp and would make light work of a soft stomach. He placed it next to the sink.

Returning to the drawer, he pulled out every sharp implement he could find and stacked them on the side. A bottle of water sat next to the pile he was creating. Looking at it made him aware of the film of dirt on his hands. Other than the occasional splash of urine, they hadn't seen liquid since he'd taken the man's life over a week ago. Holding his hands out in front of him, the nails filthy, he carried on. He would only clean them when he knew the killing was done. 

Grabbing the broom from next to the front door, he stood on the head and yanked hard. The handle came free. Fishing through his pile of knives, he picked one with a small and straight blade and started whittling the end into a point.

As he chipped away at the broom handle, flakes of wood falling to the floor, George thought about the cupboard in the hall. It had previously held no interest for him, but now a toolbox was exactly what he needed. He set the broom handle down. 

Dropping the heavy metal box on the kitchen floor with a crash, he flipped the lid open. It stank of oil. Pulling a hammer out, he then retrieved a hacksaw, pliers, and a long screwdriver. Each one was weighted just right for their particular job. Stabbing, cracking, smashing, cutting. All he needed now was a sledgehammer to knock the cunt's door in.

Lifting the pliers again, George stretched them as wide as they would open. The pivot was gritty from lack of use, but they still worked. Fingers would fit in easily. Dean's big toes would be the only things that were too large. The hacksaw would have to deal with them. Unless he found some bolt cutters, that is. The thought made the muscles in George's hands weak, but he would do whatever it took to get his sister back. When he snapped the pliers shut, they made a satisfying click.

Stopping suddenly, George looked up. There was a creaking sound from outside. Someone was leaving their flat. Tiptoeing over to his front door, he pressed his ear to the cold wood and listened.

"What are you doing, dear?" It was Ravi's mum.

The pause seemed to last a lifetime. "Um, I'm going out, Mum. I want to see if I can get us some more food."

Shaking his head, George whispered, "Lying little shit."

It had nothing to do with timing and everything to do with luck when George popped his door open at exactly the same time as Ravi clicked his shut. The silent hallway would have given him away for sure if it wasn't for that stroke of fortune. 

When the bleach hit him again, George stumbled backwards and rubbed his nose to try and counter the burn. Having not noticed the first time he looked out, George saw the floor was glistening again. The line of blood left from dragging Freddie up the stairs was just a memory now. 

Thinking of the stacks of bleach in the downstairs cleaning cupboard, George made a mental note to take some. Plonking Dean in a vat of the stuff would surely loosen his tongue. 

Standing in the thick aroma, George listened to the slap of Ravi's feet against the stairs. When he felt the rush of wind that signalled the outside door being opened, George pulled his own door closed and followed the boy.

Ravi was already out of sight by the time George got outside. The sky was dark blue as the night closed in, but it was still too light for George to tail the boy. He would have to go to the supermarket and hope for the best. 

As George slipped out of the complex, he caught Liz's eye. Swallowing against the smoky air, George turned his back on her and rushed out into the city. There wasn't long left before nightfall. 




* * *




Nestled between the kid's toys and the audio visual section gave George plenty of things to hide behind. He was close enough to hear their conversation but far enough away to be able to escape quickly should he need to. As George listened to the pair, he kept an eye on the fading light. London was a different beast in the evening, and they had to be back for their night shift. 

Throwing a flippant arm in the air, the hoodie stepped forwards into Ravi's personal space. "What's happened to him?"

"I don't know, bruv. He's fine." He paused. "I'm sure he's fine."

"You don't sound very fucking sure."

Running a hand through his hair, Ravi looked up at the taller boy. "They tied him up."

"They what?!"

"They tied him up and threw him in the truck. Then they dragged him into the tower block when we got back."

Leaning down so their foreheads were touching, the hoodie growled, "You weren't supposed to take him, bruv."

George's heart exploded at the loud crash from Ravi stepping back into the shelves behind him.

After looking around, Ravi dropped his voice to a near whisper, "What do you want me to do? Fight Dean? Besides, we wouldn't have taken him if he wasn't so stupid to have been caught."

George didn't see the hoodie move, but he saw the knife now pressed against Ravi's throat. "Say that again. I fucking dare ya."

Raising his hands, ever the submissive, Ravi said, "I'm on your side, man. Don't you think that if I wasn't then I would have led Dean straight to you by now?"

Pulling away, the hoodie slipped his knife back inside his coat. "This is fucked, bruv. We need to get Freddie back."

"And we will."

"When?"

"Soon. Trust me."

Shaking his head, the hoodie pointed at Ravi. "I'm not very comfortable trusting you."

"Look, I have a plan."

"What is it?" 

"You need to storm the tower block."

"Again?"

"Yeah. This time with more of the boys. Overrun the place and take your pick of whatever you want. We have a huge supply of food." 

Wanting to get up and smash the boy's face in, George clenched his jaw and remained where he was. 

"If you do it in the next day or two, I'm sure Freddie will be fine."

The hoodie rubbed his chin. "I can't get the boys together straight away. We need a little bit of time."

"Okay, man. Well how about we meet back here in two days to plan it?"

The boy nodded. "You'd best make sure that Freddie's okay in the meantime. I'll hold you personally responsible if he's not." 

"I can't keep him safe forever."

George shook his head. You can't keep him safe at all, you delusional prick. 

"If you want to make sure he's going to be all right, you need to be ready to take the block sooner rather than later."

The knife was out again, the six-inch blade levelled at Ravi's face. "Don't put this on me. This is fucked because you took the wrong fucking guy."

Ravi didn't respond, and after a few seconds of staring at one another, the hoodie walked away. 

As George watched Ravi follow him, he knew two things. One: In two days, he would have to be ready to leave the tower block. Two: He wouldn't have to do a thing about Ravi. There was no way Freddie would still be alive by the time they stormed the block. The hoodie would deal with the little prick himself.


Another Cold Night










When George stepped out of the building, Naps was already waiting outside. Walking over to him, George clapped his hands together and rubbed them. Cupping his mouth, he blew hard, his warm breath turning to steam as it spilled from the gaps in his hands. "It's fucking freezing." 

When Naps didn't reply, George sniffed the air. The smell of smoke had died down. Maybe there were less fires in the city? Thinking about Zach, George blinked against the slight sting that spread over his eyeballs and stared into the night. "It's fucking dark too."

Naps finally spoke, slurring his word as if his tongue were too big for his mouth. "Torch?" 

Stepping closer, George balked at how swollen Naps' face was. The man was also swaying slightly. Looking first at his glazed eyes and then the torch that he was holding out, George shook his head. "I'd try to avoid using that if I were you. Not only will it light you up like a fucking Christmas tree, but you won't be able to see fuck all after you've used it. If those pricks come back again, you need your night vision working so you can see exactly where they are."

Staring at him as if he'd just spoken in another language, Naps reverted to silence.

"Still feeling that whack from earlier, eh?"

There was no light in his droopy eyes. 

Looking past the man, George then pointed at the deck chair by the tower block. "Why don't you take a seat, mate? Rest up a while."

Watching him stumble over to it on unsteady feet, Naps then flopped into the chair, and George shook his head again. Hopefully, a rest was all he needed. There was little compassion in George's heart for any of his fellow gang members, but Naps was one of the least offensive of the bunch. It would have been much nicer to see Ginge in this state.

After about ten minutes, the door to the block flew open, and Ravi stepped outside. Glancing at his imaginary watch, George then looked up at the boy. 

Either oblivious to George's irritation or choosing to ignore it, Ravi dug his hands into his armpits. "Fucking hell, bruv, it's brass monkeys out here." Stopping to look at Naps, he pulled his hands out again and clapped twice at him. "Oi, wake up."

"Leave him be."

Shrugging, Ravi walked away from the drowsy man with a grin spread across his stupid face. Throwing a hooked thumb over his shoulder, he raised an eyebrow. "Has he pissed himself yet?"

"What the fuck are you talking about?"

"Naps! You know why they call him Naps, right?"

George stared at him.

"Give him a pint or two, and he'll piss the bed the second he falls asleep."

George still didn't respond. 

The smile fell from Ravi's face. "Suit yourself." Continuing past George, he walked over to the gate. 

Within ten paces, the night had enveloped him, and he was no more than a silhouette.

Hugging himself for warmth, George shook his head. He then spun in a slow circle, the arctic wind burning his exposed face. Stopping to look at Naps, the steam coming from his nose showing that he was still alive, George fished the truck keys from his pocket. The truck unlocked, and the blinking hazard lights momentarily lit up the night like magnesium. 

Blinded by the sudden illumination, George stumbled in the direction of his truck. By the time he was next to it, the bright spots in his vision had cleared. When he opened the door, he was dazzled again, this time by the interior light. Fumbling around, he fished out a thick blanket and some crackers. 

Wrapping the blanket around Naps, the strong smell of piss coming off the guy, George tucked him in tight. 

Turning away from the injured man, George stepped towards the caged women with the crackers and stopped dead when a scream cut through the night. Looking at the gate, George saw there were no intruders. Ravi wasn't moving other than to look up. It was Freddie that screamed. The light might have been poor, but George could see the unease in Ravi's twitchy figure. 

The boy had made a promise that he had no fucking hope of keeping.




* * *




After a few hours of walking the perimeter fence, George checked where Ravi was before moving close to the cage and sliding the crackers through the bars to Liz. "Here, have these."

Taking the packet, Liz stared at him but didn't reply, the whites beneath her eyes shining bright on her drawn face, her wavy, auburn hair lank with grease.

Looking down, he stared at the leg on the floor. There were more teeth marks in it. Chewing back the sour sick that lifted into his throat, he looked at Liz again. 

Opening the packet, she wore a sneer on her face. "Well, aren't you the fucking hero? One fucking cracker each! We could have done with your chivalry the other day." Moving forwards, she pressed her face against the bars. "You could have killed that arsehole and put an end to this."

With a furrowed brow, he continued to hold eye contact with her. "We've been over this already. I'm sorry." Looking at all of the other women, their mouths working on the crackers, their eyes blank, he bit his bottom lip. "I'm so sorry."

Shaking her head, Liz pointed at the charred, yet undercooked leg on the floor. "Tell that to Marie."

Turning away, George saw that Ravi's silhouette was still staring out into the city. "Please be quieter, Liz." He then looked up at the tower block's windows. Si had caught them staring at one another. Was he wise to their situation now? Was he watching them? 

When he turned back to Liz, his heart hurt at seeing the hatred in her features. "I know me apologizing won't bring Marie back." Addressing the two young girls, both of their faces heavy with torment, "But I'm truly sorry." 

Sniffing, the stench of ammonia and excrement hitting both the back of his nose and throat simultaneously, George coughed. Breathing through his mouth, he avoided looking down at the rancid floor again. In the past month, the cage hadn't been cleaned out once. It was a wonder that more of them hadn't died from infection. 

"Sorry's just a word, George. It ain't going to get us out of here." Liz pointed at the two girls. "It ain't going to undo the fact that these two have been brutalized." The younger girl flinched. When she blinked, a tear ran down her face. "Look at them, George. You need to get us the fuck out of here." 

"You need to lower your voice, Liz. Dean's a sick fuck. If he sees me talking to you ..." The lump that lifted into his throat cut his words short. 

"Why didn't you do something the other day? I don't understand. You had the perfect opportunity to take that arsehole out and rescue us all. Why didn't you?"

Although he was replying to Liz, it was hard to ignore the fact that nearly every woman was awaiting his answer. "You know he has my sister."

"You think he does."

"Are you saying I should give up on her? You lost your brother recently. You know what it feels like to lose a sibling. There was nothing that you could have done about that, but I have a chance to save her life."

For the first time, Liz's frown lifted, and the soft voice of the woman he'd fallen for came through. "What if she's already dead though, George? I've seen you with Dean over the past few days. You don't think he has her either."

"I lost Zach years ago. I can't give up hope while there's a chance. I can't afford to lose another person I love."

"But what about me?" She shivered as she stared at him. "I don't know how long I can hold on for." 

The stabbing pains of grief swelled in his chest as he put his hands through the bars. When she grabbed them, he flinched. "You're freezing."

Sniffing against her runny nose, she pushed her lips tight. "We're not doing too good out here." The fire had left her. "We need to get out."

"I promise you, I'll have you out within two days. Whether I have my sister or not. Please just give me that time."

The tears that escaped her eyes were the first he'd seen her cry. Silence hung between them before she said, "I used to work in an office before all of this."

George raised an eyebrow. "I bet that was dull."

"It was. I worked there for ten years. Do you know why I stayed?"

Shrugging, George waited for her to continue.

"The carrot."

"The carrot?"

"The promise of a better tomorrow. The promotion that may come if I worked harder, stayed later, compromised myself to the point where I felt ill. Mentally and physically." Shaking her head, she scratched her temple. "I quit three months before the world went to shit. I booked a one-way ticket to India. I never managed to take that flight." Sighing, she looked at the floor. "Do you know what I learned?" 

George didn't reply. 

"The promise of a better future means nothing today. Until it happens, it's only a promise. You can't build a life on promises. You can't compromise a life on them either."

"Liz, you'll get out of this alive, I prom..." Looking at her raised eyebrows, George stopped talking. 

"I don't have a choice how long I give you, George. We're prisoners. We're at the mercy of you and your gang."

"Dean's gang!" 

Another scream shot out of Dean's apartment, and she looked up at it. "I just hope that you get us out before he gets to me." Looking around the cage, her eyes stopped on a woman who was curled in a ball. The cracker was resting on her side, untouched. She sighed again. "Or before I die."

Squeezing her cold hands, George said, "I will."

"Actions, George. They're what matter." Pointing at the older of the two girls, she said, "Look at the bite marks on her cheek."

George shook his head. He already knew how much of an arsehole he was.

"It's infected. Can you get something for it? TCP or something? I'm worried what it will do to her if we leave it too long."

When he looked at the girl, she stared straight ahead like a submissive animal, refusing eye contact. The scabs from the teeth marks glowed with yellow mucus like the infection would eat a hole through her face. George lowered his eyes. "I'll see what I can do."

When more screams shot out of Dean's open window, George shook his head. The boy wouldn't last the night. Looking back to Liz, he froze. She was staring over his shoulder, her jaw hanging loose. When he turned around, his stomach sank to see the smug face of Ravi staring right back at him.


Secrets










Staring at the boy, George pointed. "How long have you been standing there?"

"Long enough." 

Grabbing his arm, George gritted his teeth. "Why are you being so smug, you little prick?"

Shrugging, Ravi raised his eyebrows. "I'm not being smug, George. I just feel happy that I can't be held to ransom anymore."

"You think me and Liz is worse than what you've done?"

Scratching his chin, Ravi looked over at the cage and waved. "Hi, Liz."

Taking hold of the boy's other arm, George shook him. "Shut your fucking mouth."

"It's just nice to have a bit of security."

"You cocky little shit. Guess where I was earlier?"

Ravi shrugged.

"In the supermarket. I saw you with your hoodie mate again. I know what you're planning. Whatever you think you have on me, Dean will react much worse to what you're doing."

The confidence had left the boy despite his words. "That may be true, but you know he'll go to town on her when he gets the chance."

Another scream came from Dean's flat. "Like he's going to town on your mate up there?"

When Ravi didn't reply, George ground his teeth. "Just fuck off, Ravi. You've got much more to worry about than me chatting to women."

"So we're going to keep each other's secrets, are we?"

Continuing to stare, George sneered. "Fuck off."

"We're fucked, aren't we?" 

Shaking his head, George put his hands through the bars in the cage and held Liz's. They felt fragile like dry twigs. When he looked up at her sunken eyes and jagged cheek bones, his heart skipped. When did she get so frail? "No. I think we'll be okay. Ravi will keep his mouth shut."

"What if he doesn't?" Her eyes widened. Her words quickened. "He'll pick me next if he knows. Please, George, get me out of here." Looking up at the penthouse flat, she shook her head. "I can't go up there."

"I'll make sure that doesn't happen. I really care about you. I know we haven't known each other for that long—"

"One month. Long enough." Looking at the floor, she started to cry. "Long enough when you've been standing in your own piss and shit. Long enough to form relationships and then watch those people die of malnutrition. Long enough to consider eating the cooked thigh of a former prisoner. Long enough to realize that the hope you'd been holding onto was totally insubstantial. Long enough, George. Long enough."

A lump caught in George's throat that tasted of both bile and grief. The air around them stank. "I just need to make sure Sally's okay."

Liz gave him a weary nod and then looked out into the night. "Why did you kill that man in the close?"

Although he knew she'd want an answer at some point, the directness of her question stole George's breath. "He used my name."

A blank stare looked out of the cage at him. 

"In front of Dean. In front of all of them. He said my name like he knew me. What if they all thought that was true? How bad would that look? If I'd have let it slide, Dean would have cut my throat in my sleep. Brother-in-law or not, no one should be mixing with those type of people in his eyes. It's his deep resentment for them that makes him behave the way he does."

"That's bullshit!"

"It's the truth. You think I wanted to kill him?"

"No. That's bullshit that Dean behaves the way he does because of that. He behaves the way he does because he's fucking mental. It's like football thugs that pretend it's about the game, or those English Defence League losers that claim they're fighting for the future of their broken country. Extremists that believe their violent rampages are in the name of God, or Allah, or some other fictional character. It's because they're violent men, and they've found a socially acceptable way to channel that violence."

"Socially acceptable?"

"Amongst their peers, yes. They get hero worshipped for being arseholes. If they just cried and sought therapy for the fact that their mummies never loved them, then the world would be a much better place." With glazed eyes, she stared into space like she was lost in the movie playing in her mind. "Why did you leave the little boy burning in the house? By the time we left, those flames were touching the clouds."

The thought of fire made his ribs ache and his chest tighten. "What other choice did I have? When the dogs sniffed out the people in the house, I had to come back with someone or the others would have gone up to check it out. It was the man or the boy. Or both."

"You could have chosen to batter Dean instead of an innocent man. You could have used the hammer that killed my brother to take Dean out." 

Not knowing where to look, George opted for the floor.

"The man I fell for wasn't a coward. That man would have fought for his principles."

"Fell?"

Liz looked away.

"I'll find my sister, and I'll get you out of here. We'll find a place in the country with a big garden like we talked about. We can work the land. Get back to basics."

With a twisted face, she jabbed her temple. "You're fucking delusional, George." Throwing a hand in his direction, she sneered. "You're just as bad as the rest of them. You're murdering scum. You're oppressing everyone that you come into contact with to serve your own purpose. You're a bad egg."

"I'm—"

"You've let horrible things happen, and you blame it on the need to find your sister. You're spineless, and your sister's probably fucking dead." She stepped back a pace and was swallowed by the shadow cast from the truck's cab. 

Biting down on his bottom lip, he pointed at her. "Fuck you, Liz." Turning his back, George walked away, lethargy gripping his muscles. Regardless of what she thought, he'd do the right thing. In two days' time, he'd have to.


Letter










The screeching gate cut to George's core. Covering his heart as if it would calm his quickening pulse, he searched the dark. Frowning against the total absence of light, he clenched his fists and cleared his throat. "Who's there?" 

Squinting harder allowed him to see Ravi moving in the dark. He was letting them in. Fuck! 

Drawing a lungful of air, the frigid burn of the evening biting into his warm throat, George was just about to yell an alarm for those in the block when the intruder came into view. The sight drained his muscles of their need to fight. "Dean?"

There was another scream from Dean's penthouse. 

A wonky grin split the suited nutter's face. "Evening."

"What?" Pointing up at Dean's flat, George said, "I thought you were up there?"

There was a slight tinkling as Dean moved forwards. It sounded like he had a pocket filled with tiny bits of porcelain. "I was. And now I'm here."

"What are you doing? It's the middle of the night."

"I went out for a stroll. I like to walk in the city at night." There was a fresh splattering of blood on the side of Dean's gaunt face. 

Glancing over his shoulder, George saw Liz was watching everything. Looking down at Dean's hammer, George took a calming breath. She was right, this had to end now. Dean had no fucking idea where Sally was.

"Oh," Dean laughed. "I nearly forgot. I have this for you. Here."

At the end of Dean's outstretched arm was a letter. "What is it?"

"A letter. Obviously. Here, take it. It's for you."

"Who's it from?"

"Who do you think? Jesus, George, has the lack of sleep gone to your head or something?"

Reaching out, George took the small, white envelope. Catching the front of it in the moonlight, he recognized his sister's handwriting. It was addressed to him. 

By the time George had looked back up, the door to the tower block was swinging shut, and Dean had gone.




* * *




George didn't know how long he'd been standing there. It could have been ten minutes. It could have been two hours. Finally, he opened the letter. 




To my dearest George, 

I'm writing this letter ...




The words started to blur, and the note trembled in his hand. Rubbing his eyes, he tried to read it again, his tears falling freely. 




To my dearest George, 

I'm writing this letter to let you know I'm okay ...




The grief overwhelmed him, and his legs weakened. Walking over to his truck, he opened the door and sat inside.


He's Dead










Upon daylight breaking, George looked around. For the past few hours, all he'd done was sit in the truck and stare.

The letter was still in his hand, and his eyes were sore. Looking over at the cage, he saw an exhausted Liz staring back at him, her eyebrows raised.

"George! I've been trying to call you for hours. What's going on? Are you okay?"

Stepping out of the cab, his head spinning, George stumbled over to Liz and handed her the letter. 

Taking it in her shivering grip, Liz cleared her throat. "To my Dearest George, I'm writing you this letter to let you know I'm okay. Mostly. I'm as big as a house and I have cankles, but I'm okay."

"I'm due to give birth any day now and Dean has me safely in a place where I'll be able to have your new niece or nephew without any problems. I have good people with me—Dean has seen to that. I've heard you're doing well with getting food sorted out. I'm not surprised because you and Dean and both very resourceful." Pausing for a moment, Liz took several deep breaths. "Please don't worry about me. I'm fine and will be fine. I'm so excited to be a mum and to introduce the little bean to its Uncle George. Take care. All my love and so much more. Sally."

Although George couldn't see through his tears, Liz's silence told him that she knew where this was going. Seeing the white of the letter come through the bars to him, George took it and slipped it into his pocket. "I'm sorry, Liz." Swallowing against the pain of grief lodged in his throat, he rubbed his temples. "I have to make sure my sister's okay."

Unable to tell if she was nodding or not, George waited for some other acknowledgment that never came. 

"I'm sorry." 

George walked away from the cage.

For the rest of the shift, George walked the perimeter of the complex and stayed as far away from Liz as he could. She wasn't staring at him anymore. The resilience she'd shown for the month he'd known her for was finally broken. George was good at destroying people. 




* * *




It was another cloudless morning, the sharp sun beating down, the air biting at any piece of exposed skin.

The front doors to the block then swung open, and Ginge and Si stepped out. In Ginge's hand was his tennis racquet, and it was dripping with fresh blood. Glancing at Ravi, George saw the boy staring at the weapon. Hoodie wouldn't be happy with him. 

"You can go and get some sleep now," Ginge said as he walked over to Naps and shoved him with his foot. "Wake up, you lazy cunt." When he shoved again, Naps fell out of the chair and hit the floor in exactly the same position he'd been sitting in. 

Kneeling down, Si slipped two fingers along the side of his neck. When he looked up, he glanced from George to Ginge to Ravi. "He's dead."


Knock Knock










Knock knock!

The noise crashed through George's dream, and he woke with a start. Opening his eyes, his world spinning, he remained dead still. A sharp splinter sat in his heart as his prematurely-ended dream came back to him. He was with Zach in the park. They both loved to go to the park. Staring at the ceiling, George's muscles felt like lead. Whoever was knocking could fuck off. 

Knock knock knock! The sound was accompanied by Dean's rasping voice. "Wakey wakey, Georgie. Rise and shine."

Letting out a long sigh, George lifted a tired arm and threw the bird at the back of the door as he muttered, "Fuck off, cunt."

Knock knock knock! 

Why didn't he get the fucking hint? Sitting up too fast, George closed his eyes and pinched his temples to ease the sharp headache galloping through him. 

The quick knocks were like a woodpecker to his skull. Knock knock knock! "Earth calling George. Come in, George."

The usual layer of fur sat on George's tongue. Swallowing the thick, muddy-tasting foam in his mouth, his dry throat pinched, tickling his gag reflex. Rubbing his face, he belched stale air and got to his feet.

Knock knock knock! 

Walking towards the front door on shaky legs, George made a point to take his time. Dean could fucking wait until he was ready. 

Knock knock knock! "For fuck's sake, George, hurry the fuck up, will ya?"

Staring at the closed door at the other end of the hallway, George stopped and started a countdown from one hundred in his head. Fuck you, Dean. 

Before he'd got to ninety, the door shook in its frame. Bang! Bang! Bang! There was also the sound of splintering wood as dust filled the murky air. "George!"

The front door was the only thing keeping the assholes in the building away from George. It wouldn't stand up to many more hammer blows.

Rushing the last few steps, George ripped the door open. 

The psychopath stood with his hammer raised. Dried blood matted his hair and stained the skin around his jowls. The dark stubble on his face had turned darker with the crusty claret. 

"What do you want, Dean?"

A taught face stared back. Thin lips. Beady eyes. "How long does it take you to get out of bed?"

"What are you? My fucking mother or something?"

Dean stared. 

"Where's Sally? Please just take me to her." 

The hint of a smile tickled the sides of Dean's mouth. "She's fine. You don't need to worry about her. I want you downstairs. Now."

"I wants don't get." Staring at Dean, George remained rooted to the spot, his nose crinkling at the rancid tang coming from his bloodied leader. It was a thick and acrid smell. The man was walking rot. A slow roll turned George's stomach.

"I said, I want you downstairs now."

"I heard what you said."

The silence held for about a minute, during which George refused to look away and barely blinked. Dean may have been holding a hammer, but George had the might, and he could see in Dean's weasely eyes that he fucking knew it.

Exhaling, Dean softened his tone. "We need your help. We're beefing up the perimeter fence just in case we get any other gangs thinking they can come in and steal our things."

Turning his head into his flat to breathe the less toxic air, George looked back at the crusty man. "Okay. I need to get changed. I'll be down in ten minutes."

Dean opened his mouth to reply, but before he could get a word out, George closed the door on him.




* * *




Coughing when he stepped outside, the reek of burning bodies assaulting him. George looked at the smoking skip. Poor Naps. 

The place was alive with the buzz of construction. From what George could see, he was the last one out again. All of the steel fence panels had been separated so they could be sandwiched between large sheets of plywood. 

Watching Dean parade around on a foreman power trip, his bloodied hammer hanging down, George's top lip arced in a snarl. What a cunt. When Dean marched towards him, George's back tensed, and his fingers twitched, desperate to be curled into fists. 

"So you've finally got out of bed then?"

"Yeah, thanks for that. The world's gone to shit, and I still end up with an arsehole boss giving me a fucking schedule." Blowing into his cupped hands, he then rubbed them together. It did nothing to counter the tingling bite of numbness that was currently working through them.

After staring at him for a second, Dean pointed at the waiting Ravi. "You're with him." 

Great! George didn't respond. 

Nodding at a truck with sheets of plywood on it, Dean said, "I want one of those attached to each side of each fence panel. Tomorrow, we'll start digging holes so we can bury some upright poles to make them solid."

Turning away from Dean before he'd finished his sentence, George looked at Ravi, who in turn looked at the floor.




* * *




Standing on one side of the fence, the heavy board cutting into his fingers, George tried to line up one of the pre-drilled holes. With his entire body shaking beneath its weight and sweat running down his face, he got it close several times before the other side moved. "Fucking hell, Ravi, are you really that fucking weak? All you need to do is hold the fucking thing in place while I line the fucking holes up."

The only response the boy offered were grunts and groans, his board perpetually moving as he struggled with it. It was going to be a long fucking day.

Standing with his back to the ruined city, the thick smell of smoke riding the wind, George tried to focus on the job at hand. The fires weren't getting any worse. It wasn't like the buildings were all thatched roofs and wooden beams. His silent assertions did little to ease the anxiety that sat in his stomach like broken glass.

Finally lining up a hole, George slid a bolt through. Scooting across to the other side, he slipped the next one through. Stretching the pain from his lower back, he bolted the top two corners and stepped away. "Put the nuts on them, Ravi."

Scanning the city, searching for signs of onlookers, all he saw was smashed windows, fallen signage and smoke—lots of fucking smoke. Despite the headache it brought with it, George would take the chemical smell of a burning modern building over charred flesh any day. Even if it did come with the threat of a runaway fire.

Continuing to stare at the ruins, George shook his head. How did everything fall apart so fucking quickly? The people had stopped marching the second the drumbeat ceased. It was like they'd been waiting for it their entire lives. They'd been given the chance to return to simpler times. There was no more council tax or shitty jobs. No more interest payments on mortgages they couldn't afford. No more being a drone in a system designed to serve the most affluent. All that mattered now was food, defecation, and procreation. In the past few months, London had changed from a shining bastion of commerce to the arsehole of the world. Maybe that's all it ever was anyway.

Snapping from his daze, George turned around to see Ravi looking at him. Tutting, he pointed at the boards. "Come on, boy, hurry up with that."




* * *




"Good work, lads." 

Standing by the trucks in a line with the other workers, George watched Dean march up and down in front of them. The letter had changed everything. The cunt had him over a barrel. 

Spinning full circle, Dean took in the entire perimeter fence, freshly boarded from the day's work. "All finished before dark. Ginge, Jason, and Ravi, you're on the nightshift tonight."

When Ravi opened his mouth to reply, Dean stepped into his personal space, their noses close to touching. "Problem?"

Closing it again, Ravi dropped his attention to his toes. 

Turning from the boy, Dean marched over to the truck with the women. "All I need now is some entertainment for the evening." The clanging rattle as he ran his hammer along the bars cut to the base of George's neck. It seemed to break through the daze of some of the more broken women. 

Licking his lips, which were surrounded with crusty blood, Dean then crashed his hammer into the cage, and the women withdrew. "Which one of you lovelies will be coming with me tonight?"

Unable to calm his beating heart, George watched on. Is he looking at Liz? Every time Dean went anywhere near the cage, it looked like he'd pick her. It was like playing Russian roulette. The bullet would be in the chamber one day. Not that he was the one with the gun to his head. He wasn't that brave. 

Pointing his hammer at Liz, Dean's voice came out as a low rumble. "You."

"No!" The word had left George's mouth before he'd even thought about it. 

Rather than the expected irritation, Dean was positively glowing when he turned to face George. With his head tilted to the side, he wore his usual grin. "No?" 

Balling his fists, George stepped forwards. "You fucking heard me. Leave her alone."

"I didn't ask for your permission, Georgie."

How did this cunt find out about Liz? When he glanced at Si, the man looked down. Fucking scum bag. It was inevitable that he was going to rat him out sooner or later. Stepping forward, George stared straight into Dean's dark eyes. With his pulse still rampaging and a wobble running through him, he kept glancing at the hammer. "I know you didn't ask for my permission, but you ain't fucking taking her." Before he could say anything else, a pain exploded across his chest as both of his arms were yanked back. He was then forced to the ground and caught in a headlock. Shaking and writhing did nothing to throw the men loose. 

After opening the cage, Dean clicked his fingers at Liz. "Come on, girl, it's your lucky night."

Using up valuable air, George said, "Leave her alone, you horrible cunt."

"Now that's not very nice, is it, Georgie?"

"Stop calling me that, you obnoxious prick, and leave her the fuck alone."

Darting forwards, Dean got so close that George felt the warmth of his fetid breath on his face. His soft voice crackled like thunder. "You don't tell me what to do."

Stars swam in George's vision as he fought for air. "What about my sister?"

"What about her?" 

Some of the men, including the one with a grip on George's neck, laughed.

"You cunt! She's fucking pregnant!"

"Exactly. I don't want to fuck a whale now, do I? I've got to get it somewhere."

Liz, who had remained silent, lifted her bowed head. "Leave it, George."

"See?" Delight illuminated Dean's face. "She wants it as much as I do."

What little fight he had left drained out of George as he continued to struggle for breath. "Liz?"

When Liz looked up, there were tears in her eyes. "There's no point in fighting it, George. I knew it would happen sooner or later."

The accusation robbed George of the small amount of air left in his lungs. 

Clamping a grip around the back of Liz's neck, her shoulders rising up to her ears, Dean then licked her face. "Listen to your girlfriend, Georgie." Staring over at Ravi, he clicked his fingers. "Come here, boy."

Without looking up, Ravi walked over to Dean's side. 

The guy who had George in a headlock had loosened his grip, but George barely noticed as he looked at the slimy Indian kid. "What the fuck?"

Ravi avoided George's eye. 

"Ravi, what's going on?" It was pretty fucking obvious what was going on, but maybe George was wrong? It was only last week when George was feeding his family. Surely, Dean was winding him up. 

Snorting a laugh, Dean patted Ravi on the back. "You're coming with me, son. I don't think it'll be safe leaving you where George can get at you." Looking at Warren, he said, "You're on the graveyard shift now."

All of George's power drained from him as he watched their suited leader drag Liz away with Si and Ravi. He could have done something to save her before now, but he didn't. Glancing at the cage, his body sank. He could have done something to save them all. 

Spinning around, Dean placed a hand on his own chest. "Oh, of course. Forgive me, George, where are my manners? I'm sure you've already guessed, but just for the sake of clarity, Ravi was the one who told me about your little love affair."

Staring at the Indian boy, adrenaline and fury galloping through him, George clenched his jaw. "Don't think your parents are safe now, boy. I'm going to gut them before morning."

After blowing him a kiss, Dean winked. "Night, night, Georgie." As he turned to walk away, he paused. "And if you try to come up in the night, I'll kill your girlfriend and your sister too. Also, Ravi and Si will be guarding my door with shotguns. Just saying." 

The four of them walked into the block, Ravi glancing back at George. 

"What about my parents, Dean?"

Stopping, Dean turned to the boy. "What about them?"

Ravi's shoulders slumped.

When the men loosened their grip, George spun around. The first person he saw was Ginge. Driving his fist across his chin, George watched him fold. The other two men fell into the pack. George couldn't take them all. Looking at the motley crew, he shook his head. "You fucking cowards." Turning his back on them, he walked towards the building, opening and closing his sore right hand as he went. It still hadn't been washed since he killed that man. It wouldn't be washed any time soon.


Between a Rock …










Looking up at the ceiling after another thud ran through it, George ground his jaw. They were three fucking floors above him, and it still shook his flat. What are they doing to her? 

Returning his attention to his book, the small font hard to read under the flickering candlelight, George squinted and persevered. 

Slap!

Crack!

Thud!

Reading was tricky on a good night with no electricity. This was very fucking far from a good night. Rubbing his stinging eyes, George dragged his finger along the dry page to try and track the words as he read them. 

Mouthing the sentences still didn't keep them in his head, but what other choice did he have? With the two sycophants standing guard at Dean's door with shotguns, he didn't have a prayer rescuing Liz with just a baseball bat and some DIY tools. 

Sighing, he looked at the letter from Sally on his bedside table. 

Slapping his book shut, George put it down and got to his feet. Extreme tiredness sent his head spinning, and he had to pause to get his bearings. 

When a high-pitched scream shot down the stairwell, he sighed and looked at the floor.

Slap! 

Crunch! 

Silence again.

Walking to his front door, his fists clenched and his stomach tight, George bashed the heel of his hand against his forehead. "Why did I trust that little cunt to keep his mouth shut? Why did I feed his fucking family? He ratted me out the first fucking chance he got."

The baseball bat was where he'd left it in the kitchen. Lifting it up and wrapping his grip around the handle, he then rested it on his shoulder. Twisting the lock, he popped the front door open, the smell of bleach, albeit more diluted than usual, rushing in. He liked Ravi's parents, but the boy needed to understand there were consequences for what he'd done. There were always consequences.




* * *




Click. 

The lock on George's front door slid into place as he returned to his flat. Holding his bat to his chest, he squeezed it until his forearms shook and his fingers hurt. He couldn't do it. It wasn't their fault their son was a cunt. 

Another scream echoed through the stairwell, weakening George's legs. As he slid down the door, his lip bent out of shape. "I'm sorry, Liz. I'm truly fucking sorry."

Sitting on the hard floor for a time had turned George's bottom numb. With his back still pressed to the icy door, he sat there shivering. The only light in his cold and gloomy flat came from the moon through the slit in his bedroom curtains.

Crack!

Bang!

Crunch!

Frowning so hard it had given him a headache, George rubbed his numbing face. When the smell of rot and dirt smothered him, he pulled his hands away. 

Within the next day or two, Ravi's mates would storm the building again. Surely they would do it better this time? To plan for anything less than that would be foolish. In the time he had left, he'd try to get to Sally. If that didn't happen, he'd have to make sure he took Dean with him. Even if he had to knock the cunt out to get him into the pickup. The rest of the gang could go fuck themselves. Dean was the key to Sally. 

When another throat-splitting scream shattered his nerves, George clenched his fists and released them. Repeating the process, he stared up at his ceiling. Once he'd been reunited with Sally, every bit of suffering dished out by Dean would come back to him tenfold. 

Retribution would be sweet.




* * *




Holding his breath, George twisted the creaking lock on his front door again. Dean's flat was three stories above him. It was just far enough away that he could sneak out without being seen. Just. 

Blinded by the darkness, he bent down and grasped fresh air once or twice before finding the holdall's handles. 

When he lifted it slowly from the ground, the tools settled and shifted in the bag, a noise of rubbing steel whispering through the flat. Saws, hammers, pliers, screwdrivers, George had the lot. If Dean was going to be made to pay for his actions, George was going to be sure to do it right. Taking a deep breath, he pulled the door open again. 

It was pitch black in the hallway, but it wasn't silent. The sound of Dean's filthy laugh came from above, accompanied by slapping flesh. Looking up, George couldn't see any further than a few inches in front of him. 

Reaching out into the inky black, George stepped forwards. Despite knowing this corridor, a falling sensation dropped in his stomach every time he shifted towards the stairs in case he misjudged it.

When he finally found the railing, Ravi's loud voice filled the hallway, and he froze. 

"You still awake, Si?"

"Yep."

"What do you think George will do?"

"Dunno."

"Surely he's going to do something."

"Dunno."

"Do you think he'll go for us too?"

"He might go for you. I ain't done nothing wrong."

The conversation ended.

It was a slow descent, but once George was at the bottom of the stairs, he pushed the door open a crack. Again, he heard Ravi's voice, and again, he froze. 

"What was that?"

"What?" Si sounded like he'd just woken up. 

"Didn't you just feel that gust of wind?" 

A torch sprung to life at the top of the stairs and darted around. 

"Fucking hell, son, you're paranoid. There's no one there. Just chill the fuck out, yeah? You're stressing me out."

The light went off.

Having kept the door open, George looked up at the top of the stairs for a few more seconds before he poked his head outside. The frozen wind burned his exposed face. The moon helped him see shapes, but none of them were human. Where the fuck were Ginge, Jason, and Warren? Drawing a deep breath, he pushed the door open further and slipped through the gap. 

Shivering from the cold, George continued to scan the area, his heart pounding. Then he saw them. All three of them huddled together as one big shadow by the gate, steam rising into the air from their collective breaths.

Stepping in the other direction, George headed for the truck with the women. 

In just three steps, he was behind it and hidden from view. As he walked along its side, he came face-to-face with the girls from the cul-de-sac. They stared at him through glassy eyes. George pushed his index finger across his lips. Their expressions remained unchanged. He would have got the same reaction from cattle. 

Crossing the gap between the women's truck and his own, George then placed the holdall on the floor and slid it just underneath the driver's side of the cab. Removing the keys with shaking hands, he pressed the button, the hazard lights flaring up in the darkness.

"Oi," the inevitable call came out. "Who's there?"

"It's George."

"George?"

When the man got closer he saw it was Ginge. "What the fuck are you doing out here?"

"Keep your knickers on, I'm just getting another blanket from the truck."

The moonlight illuminated the greasy guard, who had his tennis racquet raised. "Do we have a problem, George?"

"I'm not the kid I used to be."

"What the fuck does that mean?"

"As a younger man, I would have taken what you did to me personally. I would have waited until you were sleeping and cut your fucking throat. I can't be bothered with that bullshit anymore. Don't get me wrong. I still have my limits, and I still think you're a cunt, but I don't plan on attacking you if that's what you mean. I've dropped you like a sack of shit already. It's done."

Watching the thought process play out on the idiot's face, George opened the truck door and found the blanket that he knew to be in there. "Nice chat, Ginge."

Turning his back on him, Ginge wandered off to the gate to return to the other two guards. 

Seizing his opportunity, George grabbed the holdall and slid it beneath the driver's seat.




* * *




Lying in his bed, an electric buzz of exhaustion running through his tired mind, George stared at the ceiling. Having pulled the gap in his curtains tight, the room was now darker than an ant's arsehole. With nothing to look at, his mind ran away with him. How would he find Sally? How could he rescue Liz? Could he free the other women? Would Sally's labour be okay? How would he get rid of Dean? How—

Crash!

Bang! 

Slap!

George clamped his hands over his ears so hard it distorted his vision. The throb of his pulse ran through his eyeballs and turned everything blurry. Grinding his jaw, his blood boiling, tension locking his body tight, he continued to lie there. 

Crash!

Bang!

Slap!

Letting his hands fall to his side, he listened to the dragging sound that was like someone being shifted around Dean's flat. When he closed his eyes, he saw an image of the infected bite marks on the girl in the cage. They grew in his mind's eye until the yellow, glistening puss covered her entire cheek. The girl's face then changed into Liz's, and the imagined abuse unfolded. 

Black eye.

Split lip.

Cigarette burn.

Crash!

Sheered nipple.

Broken ribs.

Blood.

Semen.

Lots of semen.

Rolling over onto his side, George snapped his knees up to his chest and rocked gently. "No." Swallowing back the painful lump, his dry throat tasting like the musty room, he continued rocking. 

Crash!

"No."

Slap!

"No."

Smash! 

Frowning hard, shaking with ragged breaths, George opened his mouth to scream at the ceiling. Then he stopped. Something was wrong. 

Crash!

Something was missing.

Slap!

He couldn't hear her any more. 

Smash!

He couldn't hear Liz anymore.


Fucked










After what could have been no more than half an hour of tossing and turning, George got out of bed and returned to his armchair. 

Huddled in the threadbare piece of furniture, his knees to his chest, his duvet wrapped around him for warmth, he stared into the darkness. Having thought Liz's screams were torture, he was now listening to something much worse: her silence.




* * *




The watery blue hue of daylight pushed through the curtains. God was changing his palette for yet another day. Snorting a laugh, George sneered. "Fat fucking chance of there being a God."

Sleep deprivation doubling the weight of his exhausted body, George continued to sit in his chair and stare into space. Breathing through his mouth, the awakening day burning his dry eyes, George swallowed against the strong and bitter taste in his throat. 

Frowning did nothing to relieve the headache that drove needles into his temples. Lifting a heavy arm, he massaged his face. It offered no relief. 

The echo of voices in the hallway forced his eyes to the door. It was hard to hear the words but easy to identify the speakers. 

Si. 

Thud.

Ravi. 

Thud.

Dean.

Thud. 

Si again.

Thud. 

Dean. 

Thud. 

Dean.

Thud. 

Dean. 

Thud. 

Dean.

The thudding was accompanied by grunts and groans and went past his flat. They were dragging something down the stairs. 

Pushing against his chair, his thick arms shaking under the strain of his own large body, George forced himself to stand. 

As he walked to the door, his feet heavy on the cold ground, a wobble ran through him. Once he was halfway across the flat, his head spun, and he tilted to the side. Sticking his arms out for balance, he continued walking. 

When he was close to the door, the diluted scent of bleach whispering through gap beneath it, he leant against the cold lump of wood. 

"Hold up, Si." 

"Fucking hell, Ravi. What's fucking wrong with you? I didn't realize how much of a pussy you were."

"Look at him." It was Dean's voice. "Are you really that surprised? I often wonder how that skinny body carries its own weight."

The cackles of laughter soon died down. The grunts of exertion returned. 

Thud. 

Thud. 

Thud. 

Thud. 

Relief wasn't the word, but there was a mild easing of the anxious knot in George's stomach when he heard the front doors open and the three men leave the building. Every thud on every stair had run through him as if he were being dragged down them himself. What had they done to her last night?

Standing up and rolling his aching shoulders did nothing to alleviate the dull pain that sat deep in them. 

Returning to his bedroom, he pulled the curtains open, a frigid blast jumping forwards and biting into his exposed skin. The single pane glistened with ice on the inside. 

Watching the cage, he waited to see them appear with Liz. 

Then he saw movement. 

They weren't where he expected them to be. 

His breath caught in his throat. 

Si and Ravi were heading for the skip. They had a body wrapped in bin liners. 

Grabbing the windowsill to steady himself, George watched on as they carried Liz up the metal stairs and tossed her into the large container like an old sofa. Close on their heels, petrol can in hand, Dean leant over and emptied the contents of it into the skip. 

Lighting a piece of card as big as a dinner plate, Dean watched the flame grow. 

Turning to look up at George's window, he then smiled as he let it drop. 

Mirroring its descent, George fell to the floor again. 

Fire exploded through his jaw when he caught it on the windowsill. 

The metallic taste of his own blood filled his mouth. 

Then the lights went out.


Cooked










Opening and closing his aching jaw, George ran his swollen tongue around the inside of his mouth. 

Not moving, his face pressed against the cold floor, he listened to the heavy thuds outside. It was the sound of post pounders driving poles into the ground. 

Sitting up slowly, his world rocking and his stomach doing backflips, George took deep breaths and swallowed a metallic gulp of his own blood. Turning his tongue over on itself, he flinched, finding the slimy and tender hole that he'd bitten from it when he fell. 

Grabbing the cold windowsill, he pulled himself up an inch at a time.

Once upright, he rested on the window and looked out. Over the past few weeks, he'd conditioned himself not to look into the skip. But today, with someone he cared for burning, he stared straight into its dark heart. 

There was no trace of the blue paint on the inside. It was coal black. Liz's smoking body now looked the same as the bed of skeletons it lay on. Scorched flesh clung to white bones like mud stuck to the roots of a freshly-excavated tree. 

Zach had looked exactly the same. Although he was smaller. 

Much smaller.




* * *




Holding his breath and fighting the lethargy in his muscles, George tiptoed up behind Dean. Gritting his teeth, he shoved him hard, the arsehole's neck snapping back as he fell to his knees. 

In two steps, George was over him, fists balled, shoulders pulled back. No one else existed at that moment other than him and Dean. 

Scooting backwards, Dean sat up and laughed. "What was that for, Georgie?"

For the second time in as many days, George was yanked backwards. Fighting and squirming did nothing for his cause. 

"Seems like you're outnumbered again. So now that I have your attention," Dean got to his feet and dusted himself down, "do you want to tell me what that was about?"

The sickly sweet smell of Liz's burning corpse filled George's sinuses. "You burned her, you cunt!"

The rictus grin on Dean's face grew.

"You sick fuck." Surging forwards, George was quickly overpowered again. 

"Now now, Georgie. I think you need to calm down a bit, son. I don't think you're in any position to judge anyone about burning things."

Nausea balled in George's stomach. "What the fuck are you talking about?"

"Forgotten already, have ya?" Walking over, Dean leant in so close to George's ear that it tickled the bottom of his neck. "Zach. Your son. I'm not sure if you remember, but you set fire to the poor little bastard."

Roaring, George pulled again, fighting so hard that stars swam in his vision. It was difficult to tell how many, but more men jumped on his back. With his eyes streaming, George gritted his teeth as he shook and writhed. 

Watching on, Dean picked his teeth with a fingernail that was grimy with dried blood. "I think you need to relax." Tapping his temple, his eyes widened. "You're losing the plot, mate. The only reason you're not lying in that skip is because I love Sally." 

When Warren laughed, Dean turned on him. "You think that's funny, do you?"

"I ... I—" 

"Come on, retard, spit it out."

Dropping his head, Warren stared at the floor. 

After watching him for a few more seconds, Dean turned back to George. "Now I suggest you go back upstairs and get some sleep. You seem a bit cranky—"

"A bit fucking cranky?" Spittle flew from George's mouth. "You've just burned the woman I cared for!"

"Aw, you cared for her? How fucking romantic." Moving close enough for George to inhale the usual reek of fleshy rot, Dean's black eyes darkened. "She was a fucking good ride." He shrugged. "But I guess you wouldn't know about that. Having only held her hands through the bars of the cage and all. I bet it felt right fucking romantic staring into her eyes as she stood in her own waste." Running his tongue around his lips, Dean then scratched his filthy beard. "I'll tell you what though, once she was cleaned up, she looked tidy. I love a feisty redhead. I could have ridden her all week."

There was no fight left in George's body as he watched Dean pick up his hammer. 

"Now go and get some rest. You're on night duty for the next two weeks straight."

"Fuck you. I ain't pulling another night shift again." 

Flicking a hand through the air, Dean scoffed. "Let him go." 

When the men did as they were ordered, George stood and watched the back of his brother-in-law. There was no power left in his exhausted body. There was no fire left in his spirit.

On his route back to the block, George passed Ravi, who moved away a couple of paces and stared at the floor. 

George grabbed the lapels of the boy's coat. 

When Ravi looked up, his eyes were wide and his mouth moved like he was trying to speak. 

Pulling him forwards with all his might, George drove his forehead into the boy's nose. An explosion of white light coincided with a wet and gritty squelch. 

The boy crumpled, and George continued his walk back, his ears ringing from the impact.




* * *




Curled in the foetal position, the smell of burning flesh still in his nostrils, George stared at Sally's letter. How would he know if it was real? If she wrote it the other day? If she was still alive? 

Rolling over onto his back, he stared at the ceiling. Mold grew from the corners where it met the walls. Although it had started small at first, the rot was spreading, taking over George's life one centimeter at a time.


Melt










George's eyes flashed open.

His heart hammered.

What the fuck? 

How long had he been asleep for? 

It was nighttime again. 

What was that light? 

Jumping from his bed, George rushed to the window. Pulling the curtains open, he stumbled backwards, the bright glow of fire temporarily blinding him. 

Rubbing his eyes, he regained his vision. The ice on the pane had melted.

Walking closer to the window again, he looked out. A huge fire roared next to the caged women. The petrol had caught alight. It was a stupid fucking idea having it there in the first place. 

The truck shook with the women's panic as they fought to get away from the flames. Screaming, the weakest were getting trampled.

The fire was too close. 

Too out of control.

"Someone free them." George banged on the window. The glass was warm, the ice had melted. "Someone free them!"

Bang!

Bang!

The back tires popped. The women screamed louder. It wouldn't be long before the entire truck went up like a keg of gunpowder. 

"Save them!" Banging on the window again, George ran a hand over his head. "Somebody do something!" he screamed so loudly it hurt his throat. 

Then he saw the front gate. 

It was open. 

Bodies were swarming in. 

His heart sank.

"Fuck."

A bright flash. 

The building shook. 

His window popped, and he was showered with glass. 

Covering his face, he fell back. 

A sharp jolt ran up his spine when he hit the cold tile floor. 

Pulling his stinging hands away, he turned them round. They glistened with blood and glass. 

When he looked up, George saw the truck's huge bonnet flash past as it returned to Earth. 

Crash! 

Thick smoke filled the room, choking him almost instantly. 

Pulling his jumper over his mouth, George got to his feet and looked outside. 

All that was left was a burning shell. 

No more screams. 

The fire was growing. 

Slipping his shoes on, gritting his teeth against the searing pain of forcing the glass deeper into his soles, George grabbed his things. 

Rucksack. Picture of Zach. Truck keys. Baseball bat.

He opened the front door.

The smoke in the hallway was thicker than in George's flat. It tasted like coal. With streaming eyes, George raised his bat and made for Ravi's. 

Bang bang bang! He hit the door so hard his hand stung.

No one answered.

"Open the fucking door, now!"

Nothing. 

Bang! 

Still nothing. 

Gritting his teeth, George yelled as he kicked the door. There was a ripping of wood as it gave way. Storming into the flat, his teeth clenched, George rubbed his eyes. It didn't help. "Where are you?" 

With his bat raised, he scanned the darkness. "Mr. and Mrs. Vadher, where the fuck are you?" 

Jumping when the blurry image of Ravi's dad appeared in front of him, George stared at the man, a tight grip on his bat. "Come with me."

The man shook his head. "Ravi said we should stay here and wait for him. If anything happened, he said he would come and get us."

"Something's happening. The block's on fire. You need to come with me now."

Silence. 

Looking over his shoulder, his eyes adjusting to the poor visibility, George saw that more smoke was coming in all the time. Bouncing on the balls of his feet, he grabbed the man by a slim shoulder and shook him. "Come on."

"No. Ravi said wait."

Looking behind again, George threw a hand up in exasperation. He gave the man his bat. "Take this. You'll probably need it."

After Ravi's dad took it, his mum stepped forwards. Pulling the small woman to him, George hugged her tightly and whispered in her ear. "I'm sorry, but I can't stay. You need to get out of here too." When he pulled away, he looked into her dark eyes. "You'll die if you don't."

When she didn't respond, he spun on his heel and ran from the flat, swallowing back his tears. 

As he descended the stairs blind, the smoke tore at his lungs. His head spun. The cries of war sounded outside. 

The closer George got to the ground, the denser the smoke. His eyes felt like they were melting. Holding onto the handrail, he squeezed them shut and continued down. 

Another loud explosion shook the ground, and a bright light shone through George's eyelids. As he fell, he prayed it wasn't his truck that had just gone up in flames. 

White-hot pain ripped through his shoulder when he hit the floor. The impact winded him. Gasping at the acrid air, coughing as he fought for breath, George got to his feet again and resumed his descent. 

Every inhalation choked him more than the last. 

His head spun. 

The walls were closing in.




***




Hitting the swing doors with his sore shoulder, George yelped as he fell out into the forecourt. Landing hard on his knees, he vomited where he knelt. 

Gasping for air, George puked several more times before he could breathe again. Looking up, eyes streaming more than ever, he could just about make out the bedlam of what looked like hundreds of people. 

Then he saw the boy heading straight for him with a blade in one hand that was as long as his forearm. 

Watching him raise it above his head, George rolled to the side just in time to avoid the decapitating swing. The machete rang as it hit the concrete.

Jumping to his feet, George drove a heavy fist into his attacker's gut.

The blade fell to the ground with a clang, and the boy folded. Driving a heavy boot into his guts, George moved on.

As his vision cleared, George suddenly realised the bright orange blur was Dean's truck. Searching the chaos, he saw his own vehicle was still fine, although it was currently being guarded by two boys with bats. Little cunts! Who do they fucking think they are? 

Checking for any more attackers, George then stepped to the side and into the shadows. 

Although the darkness along the perimeter fence wasn't complete, it was enough to hide him. Walking on tiptoes, the glass in his feet burning with every step, George circled around the back of his truck. 

While holding his breath, he crept up on the first guard, every step a biting agony. Coiling his arm, he delivered a hard jab to the back of the boy's skull. 

The yell of surprise before the boy crumpled was short-lived, but it still alerted the other guard. Turning around to face George, the boy opened his mouth to scream, but before he'd made a sound, George had driven his fist across his chin and dropped him too. 

Pulling the keys from his pocket, George fought against his swollen knuckles and shaking hands. 

After a clumsy twenty seconds or so, he finally unlocked the truck.

Blip! 

The orange glow of its hazard lights were camouflaged by the commotion. 

Yanking the door open, George got into the cab, shivering from a mixture of cold and adrenaline. The air was cleaner in the truck, so he took a second to pull a breath into his tight lungs.

Starting the engine, he locked the doors and took another breath before shifting it into drive.

George looked in his mirror. Fuck! The cage on the back of Si's truck was greasy with melted women. Fuck! Swallowing his dry and smoky saliva, he froze.

Bang!

Jumping, George looked at the passenger side window. It was Dean pressed up against the glass. "Let me in."

Staring at his brother-in-law, the smoke and flames behind him ever-increasing, George leant over to pop the door open. He needed to find his sister. 

Just before pulling the handle, the space that Dean's face had occupied was replaced with a blur of bodies as he was rugby tackled away from the vehicle. Unable to see where he was, George listened to him scream. 

One of the boys appeared at the window next to George and punched it. 

When he turned away, clearly to find something better to break it with, George dropped the handbrake and put his foot to the floor. 

The truck bucked and shook as he rode it out of the complex. There was only one winner between him and the people in his way. 

With the gate in sight, George saw Ginge fighting a tall boy. Grinding his jaw, he swerved at the greasy prick. 

Thud.

Scream.

The rear view mirror showed Ginge spinning away from the impact. 

Two-seconds later, George blasted through the gap in the open gate and out into the city.


Medieval










Wincing every time he shifted to the brake, the glass in the soles of his feet biting in, George gritted his teeth and continued on. Surely, someone was following him. To stop now to tend to his injuries would be madness. 

With his throat still tight from smoke damage, George opened the window a crack and let in the icy breeze. 

Locked tense because of the cold, the frigid air buffeting his ears, George watched the deserted city flash past. Where was he going to go? Putting his hand over his pocket, he felt the edges of Sally's letter through his jeans. How would he find her now? There was no way Dean was getting out of the block alive. 

Swallowing against his dry and charred throat irritated an itch. After coughing several times, George took a huge gulp and shuddered at the taste of charcoal.

After a while, his throat loosened, and although his lungs still hurt, he was able to breathe more deeply. The cold from the open window was turning his hands numb on the wheel, but George wanted rid of the smell that clung to every fibre of his clothing.

Checking his rear-view mirror, he watched the trail of smoke leading from his old tower block to the sky. The toxic cloud was thick and dark, and it stood like the world's tallest skyscraper on the horizon. There were still no signs he was being followed, but with the amount of food he'd made off with, he couldn't afford to be complacent. Someone would be pissed that he had the truck.

Swerving around the occasional abandoned car, George continued scanning the streets. Other than the odd broken-down vehicle, the end of the world had happened with very little congestion. People had the time to think about their next move. Foresight, or lack thereof, was the killer, not traffic jams and fights over fuel. Sure, the place looked like a wasteland, but that all happened after the event. A case of wanton destruction rather than panic and hellfire.

When George entered a new street, he balked at the mess. It was worse than most. What had once been flagship stores and franchised restaurants were now shattered windows and empty shells. The shining example of the free, monopolized, market economy had been gutted and erased from memory.

With a throat so dry his saliva was a frothy paste, George looked over at the passenger seat for a bottle of water. 

Then something caught his eye. 

In the corner of his headlights, there was movement. It was a figure walking down a side road—a little boy. He was younger than a teenager. Maybe ten? Eleven at most. Dragging his feet as he walked, he had his head bowed and was staring at the ground. 

Should he stop and help him? But what if it was a set up? Make the boy walk down the road, get someone to stop, and then rob them for all they had. The last thing he wanted was to be stripped naked and tied to a post while some horrible cunts made off with his truck and food.

Sighing, George shook his head, "You're too fucking soft, old man." Turning into the road, he pulled alongside the boy, checking the doors were locked as he slowed down. 

The kid was as ruined as his surroundings. His hair was unkempt, and the skin on his face was black with soot. He looked like a chimney sweep and seemed totally oblivious to the big man's presence. A sharp pain ran through George's heart. Poor little fucker. There was no way he could leave him.

Slowing down, George looked into the recreation ground behind the kid. It was the perfect hiding place for those looking to spring a trap. It was impossible to see into the darkness. 

Shaking his head, George drove past. It would be stupid to stop. There was too much in his truck worth stealing. 

Watching the boy get smaller in his mirrors as he drove away, George noticed no change in his demeanor. There was no glance into the park to the people waiting for him. No care for anything else around. "Fuck it." Slamming on the brakes, needles digging into his foot, George shifted the truck into reverse and sped backwards. 

Fishing a packet of stale biscuits from the pocket in the side of his door, he put them on the seat. Suddenly, he was the archetypal nonce, ready to offer a little boy something sweet. But what else could he do? The boy must need feeding.

When he was level with him, the kid still didn't look up. Winding the passenger window down, George leant across the seats. "Hey, kid."

Nothing. 

Coughing several times before shifting it into drive, George trundled forwards at the kid's pace. "Kid, what are you doing out this late?" An old world habit to ask where his parents where; that question didn't seem appropriate anymore. The kid's broken form told him enough.

As he awaited a reply, George scanned the shadowy park for movement. "Hey, boy, do you want some food? I have biscuits."

After about thirty seconds without response, George grew irritable and blared the horn. 

Jumping so high his feet left the ground, the kid looked across, wide-eyed and loose-jawed. 

"That got your attention then? Good! Who are you? What are you doing out this late?"

The kid's face dropped. 

Pointing at him, George said, "Fuck! You're the boy. The boy in the burning house. The boy whose dad ..."

The boy's temporary paralysis lifted, and he bolted into the park. Within seconds, he was swallowed by its dark veil.

Stopping the car, George stared into the black void. There was no chance of finding the kid in there, and there was no way he was leaving his truck unattended. 

Getting out of the truck, the big diesel engine the only thing he could hear, George winced as he walked and scanned for opportunistic robbers. 

Confident he was alone, George leant in through the open passenger window and retrieved the packet of biscuits. Placing it on the grass, he cupped his mouth. "Hey, kid, there's some food on the grass for you."

After a few minutes, George got back into the truck and continued staring into the park. Running a hand through his hair, he sighed, "Well fuck me, the kid's alive." 

Shifting the car into drive, he moved away, glancing back in case the small figure came out and took the food. 

He saw nothing.

Driving on autopilot, George bit his lip and stared ahead. 

When London Bridge came into view, he snapped out of his daze. It was like he'd gone back in time. Slowing down, he looked at the hundreds of corpses hanging over the water. It looked like they'd been tied up and thrown off, necks undoubtedly snapping when they reached the end of the rope. 

Stopping before he crossed the bridge, George pulled a screwdriver from the bag of tools beneath his seat. Taking a deep breath, his tight lungs burning, George kept the weapon in his grip and drove forwards. 

When he was on the bridge, it was impossible to see the corpses. The only thing that gave them away was the amount of rope tied around the railings.

Once on the other side, he stopped and looked back at all of the dead bodies. There were at least three hundred of them, swinging like creaking wind chimes. 

Feeling the outline of Sally's letter in his pocket again, he gulped hard. How could she still be alive in a world like this? Dean was lying. He must have been.

Closing the windows, George drove away.




The End
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