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   * * * * *
 
   Introduction
 
   Alone again.
 
   Sitting on the ledge in the darkness of The Corridor.
 
   A sword thrust through his chest.
 
   His faithful companion, DogThing - thrown to the horde of Zombies below.
 
   The scaffold bridge that was his only escape - destroyed.
 
   Rudy, Adler, Reg and Marie - all separated by the closed portal.
 
   The portal key - stolen.
 
   His weapons - thrown into the darkness.
 
   Not one, but two dangerous enemies roaming in the darkness.
 
   Could it get much worse for James?
 
   Yes.
 
   It could.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Knowing that death is not coming is the strangest of feelings...
 
   It may have been days that I've laid here on the rocky cliff, in pain, but somehow I don't think it's really been that long. I hope that the time that has passed in between each unconscious period was merely hours. Every moment that I lie there, not moving, not trying to get away, was more time wasted as Dha'mir wanders around in The Corridor, hunting for CutterJack, and maybe hunting for Abegail and Chione, wherever they were.
 
   It would be very handy if CutterJack or Dha'mir were already dead when I finally managed to get away, but I had this terrible feeling in my stomach that it would not be quite that simple. A few times I had managed to push myself up and look over the edge to see if the Zombies were still there, and search for any signs of DogThing, but nothing changed.
 
   The bridge that had once spanned the gap, all the way to the wall, was now completely void of any of the wooden planks that would have made my escape easier. Now all that remained were some charred lumps here and there.
 
   The scaffolding was still there, though; tall struts pointing up into the darkness, held together by cross-beams that looked as though they could collapse at any moment with the slightest disturbance.
 
   Eventually I stopped passing out and managed to sit up. I checked what equipment I had left and discovered it was as little as I had expected. A couple of those disposable cigarette lighters, my cigarettes, this pen and the diary and a knife was the sum of my resources, and they were only there because Dha'mir hadn't ripped off my utility belt whilst he was casting every other useful thing into the darkness below, into the Zombies.
 
   Oh, and of course, I still had the long blade. That was still there, and thankfully now no longer stuck through me.
 
   I'm going to presume, for hope's sake, that it is still day 53, even though I know it isn't.
 
   I examined the wound in my chest, and was relieved to see that it had sealed up. It wasn't a neat scar, and my skin was still pale and bruised. In fact, pretty much all of me is pale. My cheeks and hands tingle from the blood loss.
 
   My mind drifted back to the moment that I pulled the blade from my chest, and it nearly caused me to throw up. I couldn't even begin to describe the horror of how the jarring of a long blade scraping across my own ribs felt. The pain hadn't been as intense as I had imagined it might be, but the grating against bone had been...I shuddered just thinking about it. 
 
   I decided that across the scaffolding was my only route of escape; there was no chance at all, not even the slightest of hopes, that I would survive a battle through the Zombies below, even if I did survive the fall to get down to them. There were just too many of them. They'd tear me apart in seconds, just as I presumed they had torn DogThing apart. Of course he could phase out, and I hoped that he had, but I wouldn't be able to do that. I would just be consumed by them. It's ironic really, when I think about it. Like all of the Resistance, I am almost immortal in the way that I can just heal over a very short period of time due to the serum in my blood, but that serum wouldn't matter in the slightest if I was munched on by Zombies. And yet here I was, fighting them yet again. We're always fighting the things that can actually kill us.
 
   The Maw had it easy that way. They could phase out and disappear to wherever it was that they went, and just stay there until they healed. And they healed from nearly anything.
 
   The Maw.
 
   DogThing.
 
   The hope that I have is that he somehow managed to phase out, like I had discovered he could in my flashbacks. I still don't remember - yet - ever having seen him or any of the other Maw do it, but when I thought of how CutterJack had killed DogThing and the other Maw on Merriwether Avenue, I couldn't deny that this strange regenerative ability that they supposedly possessed had to be true.
 
   Or had I seen it? Hadn't one of them phased when I was in the ruined city?
 
   My head hurts.
 
   My mind is also spinning with confusion over Dha'mir's actions. What had he really to gain by killing me? He now had the key. But why hadn't he just taken it when we first arrived at the road station? Why had he not taken it when I was unable to even remember who he was?
 
   I need to sleep now. Rest some more. Hopefully when I awake I will strong enough to attempt the climb across the scaffolding.
 
   Day 54
 
   I awoke with a cough, but this time there was no blood running down my chin. I sat up before I even thought about it, and was relieved that I didn't collapse back down to the floor in pain.
 
   I realised then why Dha'mir had killed me. I remembered. I had seen it in his eyes as he had stood over me. He was no different to CutterJack. It was obvious to me. He had travelled with the Horde the whole time, commanded them to destroy cities, and in turn been commanded by CutterJack. He was burning with hatred for both his master and everything else. He hated us, and me, as much as he hated them.
 
   If he managed to kill CutterJack then he would simply take his place, and he would have the key to help him. Opening doors would be much simpler with that. The Horde would have a leader that not only had the same strengths as its previous one, but one that could open doors into any world he chose.
 
   I had to get off this rock.
 
   I stood on the edge of the rocky outcropping, knife tucked into my belt and everything else as secure as I could make it, and reached out to the nearest scaffolding upright.
 
   It was too far away to reach, which meant that I simply had to take a few steps back, run, and jump. It was a one-way trip. That much was obvious. When I made the leap there would be no going back and only downwards if the whole lot started to fall apart.
 
   I moved back until I was leaning against the wall that had once held the door, took one long, deep breath and then I ran.
 
   When I was in mid-air, about three seconds later, and half a second before I grabbed hold of the scaffolding, I regretted my choice. I hadn't seen it from the ledge; the eerie darkness played hell with my vision, especially at a distance, and as I sped through the air towards the first upright pole, I saw below.
 
   The footings underneath the first section of scaffolding had collapsed. There was nothing below the section that I was about to land on. If the cross-beams holding the uprights together gave way - and they were rusted with age - then...
 
   No choice.
 
   I was already committed.
 
   This was going to happen anyway.
 
   The upright pole was suddenly right in my face. I grabbed hold of it and held on as tight as I could. Below me, I heard the screech of metal twisting and breaking as more of the metal poles collapsed under my weight, but the momentum of my run swung me forwards as the whole section broke away and fell to the ground below. One moment I was holding onto a metal pole and the next I was plummeting downwards with the metal uprights and steel crashing down around me, crashing down towards the mass of Zombies in the darkness below. If anything was going to wake them up then that was it.
 
   I came down holding tightly to one of the cross-beams, slamming my legs into another beam that was a few feet below. Something snapped, and I couldn't tell if the noise had been a part of me or just another piece of wood or metal breaking.
 
   I opened my eyes, not even sure why they had been closed, and waited for the pain.
 
   I wasn't on the ground amongst the Zombies. I was lying on top of the broken scaffold, which in turn was crushing the mass of undead things beneath it. But they had seen me now and began moaning, clawing their way over the tops of each other and over the fallen metal structure to try to get at me. I pulled with every bit of my strength that I could summon, and hauled myself up, barely managing to drag my feet up and out of the way of the first of the reaching hands.
 
   Then came the moans. First it was just the few that had seen me, but then the entire darkness around me began to wail and writhe. Thousands of them, all crawling over the broken scaffolding, and each other, just to get at me.
 
   The scaffolding pole that I was clinging on to had fallen at an angle, leaning against the next section that was still standing. If I could climb up there, I might be able to keep climbing and get away.
 
   Pain erupted again in my chest as I dragged myself one hand over the other, inch after painful inch, up the pole. I slipped a few times and had to swing back up, all of the time aware that below me the Zombies were piling on top of each other to get to me. Every foot higher that I managed to climb, they seemed to still get closer. Finally, after what seemed to be forever, I grasped hold of a crossbeam and climbed up into a standing position, out of the way of grasping hands and gnashing teeth.
 
   But it didn't end there.
 
   No sooner had I moved over to the section of still standing scaffolding, than the Zombies below were shaking the very footings that held it up. As quickly as I could manage, I climbed. Up and up, until I was on the top of the scaffolding again. Once there I held on tight and began to make my way, crawling, across the tottering remains of the bridge.
 
   Once I was higher up, the Zombies seemed to calm. I couldn't quite make their heads out now as I looked down into the darkness below, so maybe they couldn't sense me either. The light of the glowing rocks high up in the cave was not as bright as it had been when we had left this place before, I was sure of it. I vividly remembered seeing the mass of heads and arms swaying like a sea below as we walked across the bridge that time.
 
   It all seemed so long ago now, even though it had only been a few weeks.
 
   The climb across the wreckage of the bridge took so long that I couldn't even count the hours that may have passed. But the relief when I finally pulled myself on to the top of the wall was enough to make me cry out.
 
   I collapsed onto the cold stone and lay there, breathing heavily.
 
   I couldn't believe that I'd actually made it across, and I didn't even notice DogThing until he was standing next to me, licking the back of my head.
 
   I rolled over and lay there looking at him, and laughed, just completely relieved to see those massive glowing eyes and the wide grin of teeth that would terrify any sane human being. I could swear that he was getting bigger. Even the row of black spines across his back somehow seemed to be sharper, and stick out further. Maybe it was my imagination.
 
   "So we're back here again," I said, coughing again. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand.
 
   Good. No blood.
 
   DogThing snorted.
 
   "Yes. Back here...again."
 
   I laughed again, louder this time.
 
   Then I realised that I could see, I mean actually see almost clearly without any torchlight. My eyes had adjusted to the darkness already.
 
   Or something worse. Had I been in the dark for long enough for it to happen?
 
   I felt a surge of panic. I couldn't have been. My eyes hadn't seen very well in the darkness across the bridge, or down into the Zombies.
 
   "Have we been here long?"
 
   "I don't know. I've phased twice already, so I don't know how long it has been."
 
   "Twice? You mean you died twice already?"
 
   "I don't die. I phase and then heal. And then I phase back again."
 
   "Twice though? I saw you go into the Zombies, but twice?"
 
   DogThing looked towards where the Zombies were, beyond the bridge and into the darkness.
 
   "When we phase back, we are in the same place. I was still in amongst them. They hurt me again. I ran through them, but they still wounded me enough for me to need to phase again."
 
   "Oh."
 
   "I saw some of your stuff. It's right near them. But they moved when they chased me."
 
   "What bits? A gun?"
 
   Hope.
 
   "No. I only saw your bag."
 
   "Could we get it?"
 
   "They would sense you and come after you."
 
   "Hmm. There are thousands of them down there."
 
   I sat there, still completely puzzled over why the Zombies gathered there. From what I remembered of our last visit, the Zombies travelled all the way across The Corridor to get there. What the hell was there that drew them to it? I would only find out if I killed them all, and even though I was now remembering how to be half competent fighter, I didn't fancy my chances against thousands of the creatures with just a blade.
 
   Even if it was CutterJack's blade.
 
   "DogThing. I think I know where there are guns. And even other equipment."
 
   "Where?"
 
   "Below us, right over there, in the junk on the ground. That was where CutterJack threw me the first time I was here. I ended up hidden underneath all of the junk, but he threw my kit in there. Unless someone else took it, which seems doubtful, it has to still be there."
 
   I pulled myself up onto my feet, every part of my body screaming with aches and pains.
 
   I stopped. If it hadn't been for the pain I would have laughed. Well, wasn't this familiar?
 
    We made our way down the scaffold walkway until we drew level with where the door to the pocket dimension had been. I stood there, looking at the space where the door had been. It was strange to think that we had planned on using explosives to close it up, when all that was really needed was the destruction of the mirror. If only I had smashed it that first time.
 
   A few minutes later and we were both hunting through the junk that surrounded the bottom of the platform.
 
   "He can't have thrown it far. He was holding me with one hand, and threw my stuff into the junk. I remember that much."
 
   "He can throw quite far."
 
   "Yes, well, there is that."
 
   I scrambled around, lifting bits of scrap metal and broken electronics and casting them aside, searching for anything that had once been mine. Then it occurred to me. How had all this modern junk ended up here? When we pulled the junkyard from London into The Corridor, most of what was lying here underneath me hadn't even been made yet. Was there something that we had missed with that machine? Even though it was now switched off, not even here any more, was it still somehow working? Was that what the holes that I had seen the first time I came here were?
 
   DogThing barked at me.
 
   "I've found where you were."
 
   I stopped searching under the pile of electronics and ran round to where DogThing was sniffing the ground.
 
   "Blood. Yours."
 
   I crouched down and peered underneath the broken table next to the patch of dried blood. The table had definitely been smashed by something from above, probably me falling on it. Beyond the table I could see a gap underneath the junk, some kind of tunnel, held up on both sides by broken window frames and furniture.
 
   I crouched down, peering underneath to see how far the tunnel went.
 
    
 
   FLASH
 
    
 
   I'm lying on the ground, barely conscious. My right arm and leg won't move. I look at them and can clearly see the bones jutting out at odd angles. 
 
   Broken.
 
   I try to breathe, but my ribs explode with pain. 
 
   Also broken.
 
   Nearby, somewhere, I can hear loud crashing noises. I look up and see that there is a struggle going on up on the platform above me.
 
   I realise that I'm lying on the ground, where CutterJack threw me. The noise is DogThing and CutterJack fighting, but it ends quickly and I see a bundle of fur go flying off the platform into the darkness. A crash of glass and metal is followed by silence.
 
   Heavy footfalls on the scaffold walkway.
 
   He's coming to finish me off.
 
   I roll off the table and look around frantically. There has to be someplace to hide, someplace where he cannot find me. Then I see it, just a few feet away, a hole in the massive pile of scrap furniture and window frames.
 
   I crawl towards it, my limbs bellowing in protest. Broken bones crack and I can feel something inside of me shift uncomfortably. 
 
   Internal injuries.
 
   This time it will take a while to heal. This is no overnight rest.
 
   As I crawl through the small tunnel underneath the junk, I glance back. A shadowy figure stalks the ground near the bottom of the scaffolding. There is a loud bang as CutterJack kicks the table that I fell on.
 
   "I know you are here, rat. You can hide, but I will find you."
 
   Then I see it, just past his foot.
 
   One of my guns.
 
   It's underneath a pile of torn paper and cardboard.
 
   I can't go back and get it. It's right next to him. I crawl onwards, silently screaming in pain with every inch that I make my way further into the darkness and safety underneath the mountain of refuse.
 
   I pass out, but wake up a short time later. My arm is stuck, wedged between the legs of a chair and a pile of bricks. It must have straightened and healed whilst I was unconscious, my body fixing itself. I pull on it, but it's still stuck. I can't get my elbow out of the gap. It has healed in a way that makes it physically impossible to pull it out.
 
   Only one thing for it.
 
   I lean on the arm, throwing all of my weight on the newly re-formed bone. The pain is almost more than I can take, but then it cracks, broken once more. I cry out, I can't stop myself. But the pain is soon gone and I pull my shattered arm out of the gap. Again, the pain is excruciating. I feel myself drifting back into unconsciousness again, but before I do so, I manage to lay my arm straight against my body. Just before the dizziness overwhelms me and I pass out, I wonder what made me think to break the arm. Why would I do that? How can I get to the hospital in central London? Where is London? What am I thinking?
 
   Darkness.
 
    
 
   FLASH
 
    
 
   When I snapped back to the present I found myself sitting on the floor and holding my head.
 
   DogThing was standing in front of me, peering at me. Then he licked the side of my face.
 
   "Another flash? A memory?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   So that is how I escaped him. I crawled under the junk and lay there. How long I was there? I don't know. Long enough to heal, all but the bruises; that would take a few days. That had been the last moments before I originally woke up here in The Corridor, sharing my mind with the man from London. It was strange remembering how it felt to have two people's thoughts rammed into one head. I had almost forgotten how confusing it had been.
 
   I crawled back out of the tunnel, looking for the table, for where CutterJack had stood. There it was, lying on its side, shattered, about ten feet away, and right in front of it, was the pile of cardboard and paper. Underneath that was where my gun should be.
 
   I threw aside the paper and the cardboard, feeling a surge of relief as the pale shine of metal greeted me. I picked up the gun, flipped it over, examining it, looking for any damage. Every time I flicked the active switch it did the same thing, a small flash on the battery indicator and then nothing. The battery had somehow been damaged. It certainly wouldn't be empty.
 
   But if I could get my rucksack back from where the Zombies were, then I would have a replacement battery.
 
   "Damn."
 
   "It is broken?"
 
   "No, but I need a battery. They are in my rucksack."
 
   "Then we need to get it back, somehow."
 
   "Yes we do, otherwise all I have to fight with is this blade. And I don't much fancy my chances with that alone. Not against both of them anyway."
 
   "How will we do that? Get the rucksack?"
 
   "I don't know yet. Come on. Let's go and see what we are up against. Maybe they have moved further away."
 
   We headed along the wall for about twenty minutes before finding a part that was collapsed enough for me to climb over. There were spots earlier on, but there was no way I was trying to climb up to them. The wound in my chest was still healing, and I could already tell from the constant ache that my jaunt across the broken bridge hadn't helped.
 
   "I can smell them from here."
 
   "The Zombies?"
 
   "Yes. They are close, but I can't sense them properly down here. This place is stifling."
 
   "It is indeed, my friend. And much more."
 
   "More?"
 
   I stopped.
 
   "Don't you think that there is something down here, I mean in this area of The Corridor, that we have missed? Something we don't know about?"
 
   "Yes. Maybe."
 
   "I think so. I certainly felt it when I first stepped over the wall. Do you remember that? That head-swinging monster? That one that screamed at me? Well. Adler had said in his notes never to cross over the wall, and I always thought that he meant the Zombies. Now...Well I don't think that was all of it. I think it's something else."
 
   "You think that something darker is in there?"
 
   "Pretty much it," I said, nodding. "Call it gut feeling, or empathy, or whatever nonsense."
 
   "Well, I don't want to find out."
 
   "No. Me neither." 
 
   I dropped down into the open space the other side of the wall, and DogThing leapt down to land next to me. Even though my eyes had adjusted to the dark, there was very little light on this side. Even the unnatural glow that seems to hang in the air across most of this place was absent here.
 
   A darker darkness, I thought.
 
   I drew my blade.
 
   "I'm going to need you to be my eyes here," I said. "I can barely see a few paces."
 
   "Even my vision is not at its best here."
 
   "Better than mine."
 
   "True."
 
   Travelling along the wall towards the bridge I became nervously aware of the emptiness that stretched out before us. It was even darker down by the wall, but at least there was no rubble, or junk, or other obstructions for me to trip over. DogThing stayed close enough to me that I could hear his quiet panting. It was enough to keep me calm.
 
   Soon the faint glow of the unnatural rocks above the bridge came into view; small specks of dim light against the void.
 
   Then we reached the first of the upright poles, and the scaffolding that held up the bridge; at least what was left of it.
 
   It was time to step away from the wall and out into the open cobbled space.
 
   I wondered if the people of London in the Gallowshill area missed their cobbles. It was probably tarmac by now.
 
   We moved slowly forwards; the dark, skeletal form of the ruined bridge, lit up slightly by the odd, glowing rocks far away, high up in the rock wall, was the only means to judge where I was.
 
   After fifty yards or so DogThing stopped.
 
   "Stay here. I can see them now."
 
   "Close?"
 
   "Close enough."
 
   He edged forward, slowly, very slowly, and without a sound, until I could no longer see him. The moment that he disappeared completely from sight, I felt a terrible wave of fear creep into my stomach, I glanced around. I couldn't see the wall, but still had the bridge to go by. I had to keep the direction of that bridge visible.
 
   "I think I can get your bag if I'm quick enough."
 
   I couldn't answer out loud, so just thought to myself. We never tried speaking this way normally, but I remembered how he was able to speak to me when he was trapped in the train tunnel, back in the ruined city where we found the sisters of Rahl. 
 
   "How far is the bag from them?"
 
   "The same as my length from eyes to tail."
 
   "That's too close. They'll notice you. It's not worth the risk."
 
   "They didn't."
 
   "You got it?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   I couldn't help but grin at the sheer audacity of my furry friend.
 
   "Then get out of there."
 
   A shadow moved a few feet away, and not from the direction that DogThing had gone. My nerves lurched and I drew back my blade.
 
   "It's me."
 
   I gave a sigh of relief, and shook my head as he approached me, still creeping, with my bag in his mouth.
 
   I knelt down and took the rucksack from him, closed up all the straps and slung it over my shoulder.
 
   "Let's get the hell out of here."
 
   "Agreed."
 
   A moan shattered the silence.
 
   Then another.
 
   "Oops."
 
   "Run."
 
   DogThing shot off in the direction of the wall, and I followed close behind, the two of us sprinting through the darkness. I was nearly blind, but could just make out his shape a few feet ahead of me. Twice I nearly collided with the scaffolding, and by the time I reached the foot of the wall and began climbing, he was already sitting there, waiting. Two glowing bright eyes in the darkness.
 
   "Come on. You run like a snail."
 
   "Thanks buddy!"
 
   I hit the wall hard and turned left, still running. The moans were nearer now, and I risked taking my hand away from the wall to sprint as fast as I could. I can't even begin to explain how unnerving it was running along in complete darkness, only able to see a few feet ahead of me, and only able to judge where the wall was because it was even darker to my left. To make it worse, no matter how fast I ran, and how many hundreds of yards we covered in those few minutes, the moaning seemed to be getting nearer and nearer each moment.
 
   Always, though. I could hear and vaguely see that furry black shape ahead of me, guiding me through the pitch black.
 
   Then, finally I saw some light. It was faint, and in the distance, an eerie light shining across the broken stretch of wall that I had dropped down from. I pushed harder, willing myself to run faster and faster as the gap came closer. It wasn't until I was twenty feet away from it, and getting ready to jump for it, that I noticed the Zombies. They weren't just in the area near the bridge. They were all over the place in the dark, even just a few feet away from the wall near here.
 
   We'd just walked for twenty minutes, in the dark, barely a few feet from thousands and thousands of them.
 
   As I ran forward, I sheathed my blade, ready to climb. DogThing reached the wall first, and leapt up, scrambling on the edge of the wall for a moment before managing to climb over the top. It was a ten-foot drop, and as I approached it, I cursed myself for not putting something down for me to climb back up. I could have found a rope or something similar in all that junk.
 
   Too late.
 
   With the mass of Zombies lumbering out of the darkness behind me and closing the gap rapidly, I leapt forward and up, barely grasping on to the edge of the lowest section of the wall. I heaved hard, feeling something pop in my chest; pain and wetness erupted from there, but I didn't let go.
 
   Something grabbed my foot.
 
   That was enough to frighten me into pulling myself up with every bit of strength that I could muster, and some more that I didn't know I had. I reached out, my leg heavy with the Zombie that was holding on to it, and grabbed another rock, pulling myself and the Zombie over the edge and onto the top of the wall.
 
   I glanced back, kicking out with my other foot as the mouth of the Zombie clamped around my ankle. It bit down hard, but that one swift kick to the face cracked its skull open and sent it tumbling back into the darkness the other side of the wall. 
 
   I sat up, quickly undoing my leg armour and checking underneath. I hadn't felt any pain, but with the state my body was in at the moment, I may not have felt my skin being pierced on top of all the other pain.
 
   To my relief the bite hadn't broken the skin. It hadn't even gone through the leg guard. I sighed with relief and then strapped the guard back on, pulled the pack off my back and opened it up. There were three torches stuffed in there still, so I took one out and lit it.
 
   What I saw below me made my heart nearly leap out of my chest. I knew I wasn't looking at every Zombie that I suspected were in the darkness beyond the wall, but there were enough of them. Hundreds of the nasty things had followed us and were now pushing forward, crushing each other against the wall. None of them were able to climb up, they weren't smart enough for that, but a few were even now crawling over the top of others. Soon the mass of bodies would create a pile big enough for some of them to make their way over the top.
 
   "We can't have them following us. And they will if we don't stop them."
 
   "How do you stop so many?"
 
    
 
   FLASH
 
    
 
   I am hunched down behind a wall, firing every few moments through the window of the burned-out building. Others are around me, Resistance soldiers, also firing frantically through the windows.
 
   "We're pinned down. There are too many."
 
   It's Joshua, my brother, crouched next to me.
 
   I pause for a moment.
 
   "Where are they coming from? Can anyone get an eye on the entrance point?"
 
   "Down the street," shouts a voice above me. One of the Vigilant Troopers with us is perched on the ledge of a window above me. "There is an alleyway."
 
   I take a deep breath and pull out one of my spare handgun batteries. The bottom comes off with a twist and I see the four wires. I pull out the green and the yellow ones and twist them together. The battery begins to feel warm in my hands.
 
   "Cover fire," I shout, and everyone opens up, blasting the nearest of the Zombies away.
 
   A moment later and I hop over the window ledge and onto the pavement outside. Above me, the Vigilant Trooper blasts away with his automatic rifle at the Zombies that approach me.
 
   I swing back my arm and launch the ammo battery across the street and into the alleyway.
 
   "Oh crap," says a voice behind. "Everybody get down!"
 
   The Vigilant soldier kills two more Zombies before dropping back down to ground level, just as I leap back through the window.
 
   A high-pitched noise can be heard for a moment and then the ground shakes. Dust and rock fly through the open windows, along with other objects. Bits of Zombie.
 
   When the dust settles, the Vigilant climbs back up onto the perch above and scans the area outside.
 
   "All clear. Damn, you took out half of the street."
 
    
 
   FLASH
 
    
 
   I shook my head and waited for the dizziness to pass. Strange, I thought. The flashbacks seem to be linked to my thoughts, somehow triggered by need or by a similar situation.
 
   I glanced down at the Zombies, then at my gun. I knew that I had other batteries in my rucksack, and the one in the gun at the moment was useless. It might not even work, but it was worth a try.
 
   I unclipped the battery and put the gun into the holster at my waist. Yellow and green, I told myself as I unscrewed the bottom, pulled the two wires and twisted them together.
 
   I held the battery in my hand for a few moments, waiting for the sound, waiting for the heat.
 
   It was there, very slight at the beginning, just a little warmth, but then the piercing sound began and the battery heated up rapidly. By the time I threw it down into the crowd of Zombies, the surface of the battery was nearly burning my skin.
 
   "Run," I shouted, scrambling down the rocks as fast as I could, away from the Zombies and into the junkyard. I ran, and I kept running, DogThing right behind me, until I saw a pile of rubble big enough to hide behind. I dived.
 
   THUD.
 
   The sound was muffled somehow, but then I remembered how everything was dampened in this place. I looked up, over the pile of rubble, to see a dust cloud wafting through the piles of scrap.
 
   I walked back with DogThing, approaching the breach in the wall slowly. Even as I climbed the pile of collapsed blocks, I could see that the battery had done its job.
 
   Looking down into the darkness, all I could see were body parts. The blast area was about thirty feet away from the wall, and every Zombie within visible distance had been torn apart by the explosion. The wall, on the other hand, seemed to have remained mostly intact.
 
   "They won't be following us now," I said.
 
   I knelt down, pulled my rucksack off my back and searched for my spare batteries. Two of them were stuffed into their own protective boxes at the bottom of the pack. I took one out and put it into my gun, and then fired it into the ground. It hissed as it discharged the energy bolt, and sent shards of stone scattering across the floor.
 
   The recharge counter on the top flickered from blue to white.
 
   Perfect.
 
   Armed once more.
 
   Now I have a means to protect myself from the things in here, even if it's still not a way to end CutterJack.
 
   "Let's get moving. I want to make it to the bus before we rest."
 
    
 
   So I'm now sitting locked away in the bus, finding it quite funny that DogThing is actually on the inside with me this time. He hesitated, but then I pointed out that I was going to barricade myself in. I think that the idea of being out on his own this time soon changed his mind.
 
   The journey to the bus was quiet. No Zombies, no Kre'esh and no sign of either CutterJack or Dha'mir. I remembered on the way to gather up some of the plastic sheeting that was still lying in a massive pile not far from the pram and bicycle dump, just in case it rained.
 
   Another thing I found along the way...the professor's bicycle. It was propped up against a broken wardrobe, not far from the scaffolding site. I'd completely forgotten that I'd left it here, and it certainly made the journey to the bus much quicker.
 
   Day 55
 
   I awoke to the sound of movement outside.
 
   It was a shuffling noise, something going around the outside of the bus, again and again.
 
   DogThing was sitting near the door, and sniffing.
 
   I climbed the stairs to the top floor, stepping as quietly as I could, and peered out of one of the windows. It was too dark out there to make out clearly what was wandering around, but it certainly wasn't as clumsy as a Zombie.
 
   DogThing made a low whining noise that was immediately answered by a quieter, higher-pitched whine from outside. The creature was now sniffing and scratching at the door to the bus.
 
   "It's a Maw, like me. And young."
 
   I went back down the stairs, less quiet this time.
 
   "Seriously? There was one left behind?"
 
   "She's frightened."
 
   I moved quickly to the door of the bus and unblocked it. The metal screeched in protest as I forced it open.
 
   Sitting on the floor looking up at me was the tiniest Maw I'd seen this close up. No taller than my knee. Its big eyes stared up at me so brightly that I could almost feel the terror hiding in there.
 
   "Come on in then," I said, giving her room to get by.
 
   She looked at me warily for a moment, and then at DogThing, and then jumped up onto the bus and scuffled past me quickly, to hide in the corner, behind DogThing. I stared at her, bewildered for a moment.
 
   "I thought that all of them got out?"
 
   "Yes, I also thought that they did. But, I heard one of the matriarchs pining. This may be a lost pup."
 
   I looked down at the small bundle hiding quietly behind DogThing. She was almost entirely black, like the larger hunter Maw, except she had light, grey coloured patches around her feet.
 
   "So she has probably been on her own down here for the last few weeks. No wonder she is frightened. I'm surprised she is still around."
 
   "Even the Maw young are tough, and we can phase at birth. She could have been hurt many times, but would still live."
 
   "Well. I guess we will have to figure out what to do about her. We obviously have to take her out of here, but it's too dangerous to take her with us right now."
 
   "Yes."
 
   I stood there thinking about it for a while.
 
   "Are you Maw any good at hiding at her age?"
 
   "Almost invisible if we choose. Even more than the older Maw, because of size, and especially in The Corridor where it is always dark. She could go almost anywhere and not be seen. She chose to come to us. She says that she picked up my scent over near the bridge, where she had fallen and had been hiding ever since."
 
   "OK. So she can come with us then, but you will have to make sure she is well out of the way if something happens."
 
    
 
   An hour later and I had decided that it was time for us to move on. I cautiously stepped out of the bus, gun drawn, scanning the furthest distance of my vision, which thankfully was increasing slowly.
 
   No sign of movement.
 
   We set off. I was on the bicycle, with DogThing and GreyFoot trotting alongside. I had wondered if GreyFoot would be able to keep up with us, but she moves at quite a speed considering her small size.
 
   Oh and yes...GreyFoot. I just had to name her.
 
   We were soon moving through the mushrooms and gradually heading uphill towards the plateau. My plan was to push hard, so that we could try to reach the ravine that was half-way across before making camp again. I didn't want to be out in the open, and the bicycle certainly sped things up a bit.
 
   By the time the ravine came into view, I was just about exhausted. But we had travelled much faster across the expanse of marble than we had the first time.
 
   Day 56
 
   "Wake up."
 
   I awoke, and immediately heard the noise above us. GreyFoot was crouched down into the darkness not far from me, and DogThing was pulling on my jacket, trying to rouse me from sleep.
 
   I slowly edged underneath the overhang of rock, quietly dragging my rucksack with me, lying flat and staying as still as I could, gun drawn.
 
   There was something moving around above us, up on the plateau. I had the chill feeling in my stomach that it was looking for us. Hunting us. I lay as quietly as I could, and hoped that it would move on.
 
   Movement above. A dark shadow leapt across the ravine. A feat that I could never have achieved. It landed right on the edge, four feet hard on the marble surface. Another followed, then another. 
 
   Kre'esh.
 
   We stayed there, hidden in the ravine. and watched as they jumped. I tried to count, but lost it at thirty in the blur of movement above us.
 
   Thirty Kre'esh.
 
   I would never be able to kill that many if they all ran at us at once.
 
   We left it a few minutes and then hurried up on to the ravine. I threw the bicycle up, and then climbed, hopping on to the bicycle as quickly as I could and pedalling away as fast as it would carry me.
 
   But we had not anticipated that some of the Kre'esh might come back to the ravine so quickly. I had hoped that they would at least keep going for a while, before they realised that they were tracking us in the wrong direction.
 
   A hiss behind me made me glance round. About fifty feet behind us were three Kre'esh.
 
   "Keep running," I shouted at DogThing. He grabbed GreyFoot by the neck and ran onwards, even faster than I would have been able to pedal.
 
   I held onto the handlebars tightly with my left hand, keeping the steering straight, and then drew my gun with my right, every moment telling myself that riding forward at twenty miles an hour whilst firing a gun behind you was not a clever thing to be doing.
 
   CRACK. CRACK.
 
   The first two shots went wide, but they were enough to slow them down. The first of the lizard cat creatures ducked low and rolled away before getting back up and darting forward again.
 
   CRACK.
 
   The third shot took down one of the Kre'esh, hitting it straight in the face and obliterating most of its head. The body tumbled and continued to slide across the marble. The other two Kre'esh dodged around their fallen ally and kept on coming, screaming as they ran. Those piercing, hollow screams were answered by many, and from all directions except for the one that I was pedalling in.
 
   CRACK. CRACK.
 
   Another shot hit the mark, severing the leading Kre'esh's leg clean off. The creature fell to the ground, screeching and leaving a smear of dark blood across the pale marble ground. It tried to get up, but fell again.
 
   I pedalled hard. Firing and riding at the same time meant that I kept slowing down whilst I tried to aim.
 
   "Rocks," came DogThing's voice in my head. It sounded urgent.
 
   I quickly looked back around, and only just in time to swerve and avoid a large chunk of the marble that was jutting out of the floor. I didn't remember seeing that before.
 
   After a few seconds of gaining my balance, I pushed forwards. The remaining Kre'esh was now only twenty feet or so behind me, having jumped right over the rock. It was slowly gaining on me.
 
   Then I saw them, ahead of me, DogThing and GreyFoot. Both were crouching low on the ground, teeth bared.
 
   I knew that look.
 
   I turned the bicycle and aimed almost directly at them, just to the side, giving them just enough space to attack.
 
   The Kre'esh didn't even see them. It was so intent on catching me that when DogThing clamped his teeth on the creature's neck, and GreyFoot bit into one of it legs, it just carried on going. I almost didn't want to stop, or look back after the ripping sound that followed as the creature was torn apart by its own momentum.
 
   But I did. I rode a full arc and came back around to where they were both now feeding on the Kre'esh. I shuddered. The thing was still barely alive, jerking and shaking from shock. One of its legs lay ten feet away and most of its insides were splayed out in the gap between there and where it had finally come to a halt. My stomach churned, the stench was terrible. As much as I hated these creatures, I couldn't let it die like that. I aimed my gun at its head and fired.
 
   GreyFoot jumped back and growled at me. I almost had the impression that she was telling me off, but a moment later she continued feeding. I watched her tucking in, and cringed. Even though she was tiny if compared to the adult Maw, against the kind of dogs that people keep as pets on Earth, she was a dangerous little thing.
 
   After they had finished gorging themselves we set off again, or I did and DogThing and his little sidekick caught up with me. With a pack of Kre'esh so close to us I wasn't hanging around for long, hungry Maw or not.
 
   Considering how long it took me to cross the plateau back when I first set out into the dark more than a month ago, crossing it on a bicycle, even one in as bad a condition as Adler's rusty old thing, was a hell of a lot quicker than on foot and pushing a cart. I can't really account for the time, only that it only seemed like a few hours had passed when the plateau dropped away into the slope and I saw the waterfall and the shack, and all the strange, glowing plants again.
 
   How a place like that could be a welcoming sight, I don't know, but it was. I was also relieved to have miles between us and the Kre'esh, even though I knew that they could move pretty fast when they wanted to. They would be hunting us now.
 
   I had to rest somewhere and I knew that the shack was always somewhere that CutterJack and his pets had avoided when Rudy had lived there. He never did know why, though I suspected that he might be afraid of the place, as much as a creature such as he was able to be afraid of anything. For what reason? I don't know.
 
   As I rode down the slope and up the other side, coasting along the rock path towards the shack, I noticed movement on the edge of my vision. Gargants, out on the swamp, still moving around. Fortunately they weren't up near the waterfall at the moment. I guess I hadn't wiped out their whole species in the swamp fire after all.
 
   I pushed open the front door of the shack and took the bicycle inside, scanning around the place to see if anything had changed, or if anyone had been there since Rudy and I left there for what was supposed to be the last time.
 
   It was quiet and uncomfortable there without Rudy around.
 
   Again, and unusually, DogThing and GreyFoot joined me in the shack, huddling down in one corner whilst I spent an hour or so reinforcing the windows and the door by stacking everything that I could find against them, everything except for the mattress that I was going to sleep on.
 
   Day 57
 
   We had another visitor in the night. It prowled around outside for a while before moving on. I was sure it was another of the Kre'esh, but I didn't get a good look at the thing. I know it wasn't CutterJack or Dha'mir. I would have known somehow if it had been. It also wasn't a Zombie, otherwise it would have been battering on the walls all night. The thought of that made me shudder as I remembered the time that I had been woken by the sounds of a horde of the things banging on the door, and the battle outside that had come afterwards. I must admit I'd rather have dealt with Zombies than Kre'esh, though.
 
   I woke up still feeling knackered. I guess it was just too hard to sleep with my adrenaline on full steam ahead. I knew that not far away, there was a chance that Abegail and Chione might be locked away in a hidden bunker and I had to find it. I had to find it fast. I also had to hope that I was the first to find it.
 
   I grabbed my stuff and got ready to go. DogThing and GreyFoot were already sitting waiting by the door, patiently. I tentatively stepped out of the door and out onto the flat expanse of rock that jutted out in front of the shack, expecting Kre'esh to come bursting down the hill or out from the swamp at any moment, but thankfully they didn't show.
 
   Then it occurred to me that I was near one of the locked doors, just over the back of the shack and up the rope that hung down from the ledge. There was something up there that I just had to see for myself, I was sure of it. Something that I had missed during my first visit up there.
 
   I made my way up the winding path behind the shack, eventually arriving at the rope. I'd forgotten how hard a climb it was, especially with my pack, which I was not leaving anywhere, for any reason. I struggled over the final edge and then sat looking back down at my two Maw friends.
 
   "Don't worry," I called, "I won't be long."
 
   "We'll be here."
 
   I climbed over the rock-fall, lit one of my remaining torches and crawled down the other side. The burial spot was still there, and still untouched. As much as I didn't like to disturb the dead, I had to see for myself. I had to see if there were any clues about this person who had been killed and buried here. Was it one of the four Gate openers that were with CutterJack, one of the two that survived and escaped the guns of the Vigilant soldiers? There had to be clues as to their fate somewhere, and here seemed as likely a place as any. The person buried here had to have come from somewhere.
 
   There weren't many stones piled up on top of the bones, and after only a couple of minutes I had uncovered the remains. It had not been a ceremonious burial; the body had just been thrown down here and covered up by...
 
    
 
   FLASH
 
    
 
   I'm standing in a doorway. It's one of the physical doors that we built to block The Corridor up. It's the one above the waterfall. But I'm on the outside, where the sun is shining brightly. There are Vigilant soldiers with me. Four of them. Two Outrider sentries are also here; the ones that were guarding the door from the outside.
 
   "So the noise was from just inside here?" I ask one of the sentries.
 
   "Yes, sir," he replies. "There was screaming and begging, and then the sounds of a fight. It was disturbing, but we obeyed our orders and didn't open the door."
 
   "Good. Well done."
 
   I feel heartless, but also know that the risk of opening the door is too great.
 
   I shine the torch into the passageway, and make my way along it, with the Vigilant soldiers by my side, their rifles raised. Target lights flicker around in the darkness.
 
   The body is over near the collapsed area of the tunnel, huddled against the wall, torn apart and mutilated. I walk over to it and look down. Even with the damage that has been done to it, I can see that it is one of the Gate Openers. The wretched creature has been cut apart.
 
   There is a broken chain lying on the floor.
 
   At least one of the two survivors is now dead, I think, but then I stop. Why kill the Gate Openers? Surely Nua'lath would need them if he was to attempt an escape at some point?
 
   I find nothing useful, so spend a few minutes covering the body with stones from the collapse, and then we leave. The Vigilant soldiers watch over the entrance as I do this, and I can tell by the way they shift about that they are uncomfortable being here. 
 
    
 
   FLASH
 
    
 
   I shuddered. So many things that I am remembering are confusing, and some of them are unwanted. I was the one that buried the body all those years ago. Me.
 
   I didn't even bother to search through the remains for clues; I knew that there was nothing here for me to discover, but I had achieved at least some of what I'd hoped for. The flashback told me more than enough.
 
   I headed back over the rubble pile, down the rope and over to where DogThing and GreyFoot were still waiting for me.
 
   "Did you find what you were looking for?"
 
   "Yes...well..sort of. More questions really."
 
   "Oh."
 
   "OK," I said. "Let's get out of here. We're just wasting time here."
 
   We followed the same route that we had taken the last time, more or less. I didn't have Rudy with me to guide me anymore, so it was mostly guess-work.  It was easy to follow, though; the paths through the rocks along the side of the swamp all looked much the same, and so long as I kept the swamp within visible distance I could still use it to guide me without the risk of having to face another of the huge, lumbering slugs. I'd had quite enough experience of those disgusting things the last time we were here.
 
   Hours passed, and eventually we stopped to rest. DogThing found a small cave that was dark and overhung enough for us to hide in, and the three of us huddled in there.
 
    Day 58
 
   "Wake up."
 
   Again, it was DogThing.
 
   "Quiet."
 
   I roused slowly, with my gun still in one hand and my blade in the other. It was awkward to sleep holding weapons, but I knew that the seconds could count.
 
   "Out there. Zombies."
 
   I looked out of the darkness of the cave and my heartbeat increased.
 
   Barely a few yards away, dark figures shuffled along the path; many of them. I crouched there, at the back of the cave, hoping that our tiny hiding place would be enough cover to keep us hidden.
 
   An hour must have passed before the last of the creatures wandered by, then after a few minutes, I slowly crawled to the front of the cave and peered out. The path where they had come from was clear, and in the other direction I could just make out the back of the last Zombie stumbling away into the darkness.
 
   I grabbed my things and we crept away, taking the first turning off the main path and heading further down towards the swamp. I would rather be nearer to the slug things than a Zombie horde. Or would I? I didn't know which was easier to deal with.
 
   Where the hell were they coming from? I knew that I hadn't been the other side of The City and I knew that there was a lot more of The Corridor that way, but they had to be coming from somewhere. Was there a door open somehow? I remembered the conversation with Joshua so long ago, how you could arrive here but not open a door to escape, and I'd seen the holes that let things through, but so many Zombies?
 
   We headed around the swamp for the rest of the day, and I used the bicycle as much as I could, just to speed things up. But the ground amongst the rocks was difficult to pedal over, and I often ended up using the bicycle as something to lean on rather than ride.
 
   Then it was there, over the ridge to our right; the first of the buildings that were The City. Roughly twenty minutes later and I shut and bolted the door to the house on Merriwether Avenue that Adler had called home for a while. I walked around, memories of the place flooding back to me. This was the building that we had used to house the generator; the one that was in the cellar. It had charged the portal device until we were able to use it. It was ironic, really. I had wondered how Adler had managed to build an engine in the basement, and that hadn't been the case at all. I'd completely forgotten to mention it when we finally met him, but knew the answer anyway.
 
   I checked the building, securing the windows as best I could. I would sleep now, and then when I woke up, unless I was interrupted, I would begin my search. Somewhere in these crumbling ruins was the bunker. I presumed it must be underground, but...
 
   The man-hole cover.
 
   The footprints.
 
   The room with the blood in it.
 
   Kre'esh blood.
 
   The battery. We always used those batteries for portal anchors.
 
   Of course! Now it all made sense.
 
   Someone had come into this place from somewhere else. They had run across the street and climbed down into the man-hole cover. I had thought that it was CutterJack, but somehow I knew it couldn't be. But who had it been? Chione?
 
   Day 59
 
   I awoke slowly for the first time in days. I don't know how long I had slept for, but it must have been hours and hours, because as I sat up, the pain in my chest wasn't the first thing I thought of and it was a few minutes before I even remembered it. I opened my shirt and looked at the freshly knitted scar that was forming. There was very little redness there now, and as I moved my arms around, my ribs didn't scream at me.
 
   I got up and put my jacket and trousers back on, and couldn't remember when I'd decided to take them off.
 
   DogThing and GreyFoot were upstairs in the room with the record player when I found them, both sitting looking out of the closed window at the street below.
 
   "What's wrong?" I asked, immediately realising that something was amiss.
 
   "Movement in the streets. Kre'esh."
 
   I moved to his side and looked out of the window. The view of the street was clouded with mist, and I strained to see anything. Then after a minute or so I caught a glimpse of something in one of the alleyways. It shifted and jittered about, peering at us from its hiding place, impatiently.
 
   "They're waiting for us aren't they?"
 
   "Yes. They have been for a while."
 
   "How many do you think you've seen?"
 
   "A lot. Maybe all of the ones that we saw before."
 
   "Damn. Now we're trapped in here. We need to get over to the man-hole cover and down into...whatever is underneath the city. There are probably sewers or something. The bunker is down there somewhere, I'm almost sure of it, though I can't remember exactly where."
 
   I knew I should have gone down the man-hole when we arrived, straight down the one that I had found open during my first visit to The City.
 
   DogThing sniffed.
 
   "There are other round holes. Like the one in the street. In different streets."
 
   "Where is the nearest?"
 
   He looked thoughtful for a moment, and I mused over being able to tell a dog's expressions. Not that he was really a dog.
 
   "Out the back. It's in the next street, somewhere in the middle."
 
   I moved quickly out into the hall and then to the back room, where the rope would be attached to the drainpipe, and looked down into the row of back yards behind the houses. Beyond that was an alleyway filled with rubble and rubbish, and beyond that the backs of more houses that faced onto the next street, but there, in amongst them, was an alleyway not far from the back gate of this house.
 
   "Which street?"
 
   "The one that is over those houses."
 
   "OK."
 
   I surveyed the ground between us and the alleyway. Between the bottom of the window and our goal was thirty yards of weeds, then the gate, then ten yards of alleyway, and then the corner where the bins were piled up. After that it looked like a straight run to the alleyway, and that went through the houses. There was no way to tell if the alleyway was blocked with anything, and all I could do was hope that it wasn't.
 
   We had to risk it.
 
   I packed my gear and then carefully opened the back window, trying not to make any noise.
 
   "Can you two jump from here?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Right. When I start climbing, you go."
 
   I took a deep breath, grabbed the rope, pulled it out of its drainpipe hiding place and climbed out of the window. The rope swung outwards into open space and I hung there, lowering myself as fast as I could, feeling the rope burn my skin as I went hand over hand until I was six feet from the ground. Then I let go and dropped. The moment before I hit the dirt, I felt, more than saw, DogThing with GreyFoot held by the scruff of her neck land a few feet away. He dropped GreyFoot and we ran.
 
    We were through the garden and at the fence when the first screech echoed from the street the other side of the house. More answered. High-pitched shrieks that made my stomach lurch.
 
   Then the race began.
 
   I didn't stop at the gate, jumping and kicking out as I approached. The gate was old and crumbling already, and to my relief it broke more easily than I had expected. Some of the wood cracked off and the rest swung round with a loud bang against the back wall. I ran again, dashing through the opening and out into the alleyway that led between the gardens. I held my gun out, pointing ahead of me, and for just a brief moment scanned in every direction before running again.  Bags of rubbish and collapsed walls blocked my path all of the way, but I was at the turning in the alleyway, DogThing and GreyFoot in front of me, before I heard the scratching and scuffling of feet on the path behind me. I spun around, just in time to level my gun and fire in the face of a Kre'esh. Its blood splattered across the nearest wall and the body fell at my feet twitching.
 
   I didn't stop to feel sorry for this one.
 
   There were no others behind it, but I knew that they wouldn't be far behind, so I ran again, dodging between the piles of bins that blocked the intersection in the alleyway, and welcoming the darkness of the covered path that led between the houses. We raced on ahead, not stopping to look back. The Maw were only just ahead of me when we burst back out into the street, the sounds of dustbins crashing and clawed feet scratching the hard ground behind us as the Kre'esh chased after us, closing the gap quicker than I could think.
 
   GreyFoot turned and ran in the wrong direction as DogThing hurried towards the middle of the road.
 
   "GreyFoot!" I shouted as I ran after DogThing. He stopped at the man-hole cover and looked back at me, his eyes wide and showing the fear that I felt. The little Maw jumped at the noise and ran after us, getting to us just as I holstered my gun and grabbed the handle of the metal cover to the sewer entrance, and also at the same time as the Kre'esh came spewing out of the alley entrance. They were only thirty yards away, at least ten of them, and they were barrelling towards us as I heaved on the cover, pulling it from its hole.
 
   "Jump," I shouted at the Maw, as I lifted the man-hole cover by its handle and turned it over. The Maw were gone in a flurry of movement, darting into the dark hole in the ground. I had no idea what was going to be down there, or if there was even a ladder to climb down, or how far the drop would be, but I did know that at least ten Kre'esh were barely a dozen yards away, and running towards me at a startling speed as I jumped into the hole, holding the man-hole cover handle with both hands.
 
   I had seen something in that short moment as I fell downwards. I couldn't place it immediately, but there was something else on the street, something that I had seen but couldn't comprehend, as though the image was refusing to show itself. My mind raced to catch up with my vision but was stalled as the man-hole cover slammed into the ground, upside down, but still blocking the gap and still with me holding onto the handle to stop me from falling into the depths below.
 
   I hung there for a while, in the darkness, breathing heavily, my arms and my back shuddering with the impact, and I could feel the claws of the frustrated Kre'esh scratching and grating on the metal the other side of the man-hole cover. I tried to think more clearly about what I had just seen further down the street.
 
   Gradually the image emerged from my stunned thoughts. It was a cross of some kind, and it had been a long way down the street, but my eyes had adjusted enough to this dark place again that I could make it out clearly even though the outline was melded with thoughts of running, screaming Kre'esh, and broken, crumbling buildings. There was a mist rising from the cobbled street that fogged up the picture, but then the mist cleared, as much in my own head as in the street itself.
 
   There was a cross in the middle of the road.
 
   I didn't know what it was made of, or how it could be held in place without falling over, but I did know that it was tall, tall enough to crucify someone upon; tall enough to crucify the person who now hung from it, his clothes ruined and his features haggard and tortured.
 
   Dha'mir.
 
   I had only seen it for the briefest of moments, but I had recognised him even in the state he was in. They were the same type of creature, CutterJack and Dha'mir, but CutterJack had those hideous scars and Dha'mir did not. For that moment I had seen his face distorted by pain, and it was clearly him. His face was left intact, but I couldn't even put together a picture of the rest. It was a blur of red and mist and torn clothing.
 
   After a few minutes the scratching above me just stopped. There was no gradual sign that they were giving up. It just stopped. I tried to focus on something, something that would help me to see better in this new level of utter darkness. There was next to no light at all in this new place. I swung my feet around, finding the walls of the access tunnel, but could find nothing to put my feet on. There were a few small pieces of metal jutting out of the wall that may once have held a ladder, but there was no ladder now, and the pieces that remained weren't big enough for my feet.
 
   "DogThing. Are you there?" I called out, my voice echoing.
 
   "Yes," he said in my head. I still forgot most of the time that I didn't need to open my mouth to speak to him.
 
   I tried to reach to my backpack, to get a torch out, but couldn't hold my weight with one hand for long enough. I doubted that I would be able to light a torch anyway.
 
   Not enough hands.
 
   "How far down is it? Is it safe to drop down? I can't see from up here."
 
   "It's not far. The same as a man, standing on a man, standing on another man."
 
   I pondered that for a moment. Twelve feet from my feet maybe, roughly.
 
   Then I sighed, took a deep breath, and let go of the cover, dropping into the nothingness below me.
 
   For those few moments, as I plummeted downwards into the dark, I seriously questioned DogThing's judgement. Panic was just about to seize me when I hit the ground. My legs collapsed underneath me and the pain rushed up my thighs and my back. I could heal most injuries given time, I knew that, but they still hurt.
 
   I felt myself falling backwards, and I sat down hard, regretting it immediately as I realised that I was sitting in water. There hadn't been enough of it to make much of a splash, but there was enough to soak my clothes through.
 
   Gross. I had no idea what was in the water, if it was even water. Whatever it was, it stank pretty rotten. My senses flooded with the reek of something awful, something that could only be dead, long dead. I held back as my stomach lurched, threatening to empty itself.
 
   I looked around. The sewer channel was about twelve feet wide, with a small channel running down the middle and taking up at least half of the width. Running along both sides were slightly raised walkways. The stonework was old and broken, and even though my vision was still adjusting to the low level of light down there, I could see that everything was covered in a slimy layer of gunk and moss. There was movement in that sickly unnatural growth, small bugs that I didn't even want to touch crawled and writhed around. 
 
   Old London sewers.
 
   Correction, Old London sewers gone incredibly rank. If such a thing as worse than a sewer was possible, this was it. 
 
   I spotted GreyFoot sitting on the walkway not far away, and DogThing standing behind her, so I climbed out of the sewer channel and up onto the walkway, trying not to touch anything. I found a reasonably clear spot and dropped my pack on the floor, slumping down next to it.
 
   "Well, that went well."
 
   "It did?"
 
   "We're all still here."
 
   I nodded. I couldn't argue with that. We were all here, but above us was an answer to something that I had been wondering since I came to at the bridge.
 
   Dha'mir had been crucified in the street above me, and I had no way of knowing whether he was alive or dead. What I did know from this was that he and CutterJack had met. The confrontation had happened already, and whatever happened during that conflict I guessed hadn't gone so well for Dha'mir. He had been so confident that CutterJack would be weak enough for him to take out, confident that right now he would be leading The Horde. Even after he had, as he had thought, killed me, I still felt sorry for him.
 
   Surely he must have known that I wouldn't die from the wound? That was what puzzled me so much. Any normal human would have died in seconds, but Dha'mir knew I was no longer a normal human. I was convinced that there was something I was missing, and I wanted to ask him, but now I was trapped down a sewer with a mass of Kre'esh above me.
 
   "You saw him too?"
 
   I looked at DogThing.
 
   "Yes."
 
    
 
   We moved through the sewers slowly, DogThing at the front, then GreyFoot, then me. My torch - once I had finally managed to light it - illuminated the tunnel for at least thirty feet, and it didn't take us long to find our way back to the man-hole that was on Charlestone Way, the same man-hole cover that I had found open on our first visit to The City. Ironically there was a ladder all the way up to the cover at the top.
 
   I looked up at the entrance and then down at the ground. There had to be some way of finding out where the bunker was. It couldn't be far from here; there wasn't a huge amount of London here anyway.
 
   Then I noticed it. The walkway leading away from me, not the way we came. The ground was clearer, less dirt.
 
   A more used path maybe? 
 
   "What do you think?"
 
   "It smells."
 
   "No. I mean the path. Can you track who ever came down here?"
 
   "Not with the smell."
 
   "Oh. I see. I suppose it does stink pretty bad down here."
 
   "Your kind have a bad sense of smell. We Maw have a very good one. Imagine how much worse."
 
   "Yeah it must stink like hell to you."
 
   As if to emphasise his point, I could see that GreyFoot was squinting and sneezing, giving tiny little choking sounds.
 
   "She's not going to be sick is she?"
 
   "Would you blame her?"
 
    
 
   We followed the clearer path around two corners, and spent a while at an intersection trying to judge which way was more likely, but in the end I wasted hours discovering only one dead end after another. There were no doors, no hatches, nothing. There were plenty of other entrances from above, but nowhere that looked like it might be a bunker entrance.
 
   It wasn't until I climbed the ladder up to Charlestone Street that I found it. I was trying to retrace where I thought someone might go if they came down into the sewers from the street above us, and there it was. Half way up the access shaft was a small ledge, and an indent in the wall hid a small round hatch that was slightly ajar.
 
   "I've found it," I said, looking down at DogThing and GreyFoot. They were peering up at me from the ground below.
 
   "Good. Can we go now?"
 
   "I'm going in."
 
   "Be careful."
 
    
 
   The hatch opened into another shaft, and this one had a ladder that also went down. I shone my torch down there and started to descend. The shaft went much deeper than the sewers, probably another thirty feet past the level of the walkways, before ending in another tunnel. The door at the end was also open even though I had a terrible feeling in my stomach that it should be closed. The keypad on the wall suggested that this was the security door to the bunker.
 
   I was right.
 
   Three small rooms greeted me as I went into the bunker, with signs of recent habitation everywhere. In one room there was a pile of empty food tins and discarded wrappers, in the other a set of empty bunks. The third room was empty except for a large mosaic on the floor. I recognised that for what it was but knew that I had no way of using it. If only I still had the portal key.
 
   Had they used the portal? Had someone managed to get them out? Had Chione opened a portal into there?
 
   I sat down heavily on the bunk, and stood straight back up again. There was something hard under the sheet. I pulled it back, throwing the bedding onto the ground. Underneath was a small box no bigger than my hand. I picked it up and examined it. Metal, worn but still shiny, with a small latch keeping it shut. I popped the latch and opened it, not sure what to expect. Inside was a long, thick needle, maybe three inches long. There was also a metal rod with a button at one end, and a dozen small, clear, plastic capsules of blue liquid. For a moment I was completely puzzled, but then I remembered the pain in the back of my neck all those years ago.
 
   How long had it been? Centuries? I knew what this was. The needle would clip into the rod. The capsule would push into a slot on the side of the rod. The needle was pushed hard, almost like stabbing with a knife, into the back of the neck, downwards and into the spinal cord. The button would fire the injector that shoots the liquid in the capsule directly into the spine. The liquid would turn an otherwise normal human being into, into something else. Into me, I thought. It could also be used to infuse more of the A17 serum into someone already turned, and used like a booster. I didn't know how I knew that.
 
   It was an A17 injector. How did I know that? How did I know what A17 was? It was the serum that ran through my veins, the stuff that they had injected into my neck all those years ago, the thing that made me what I was. But, why had they left it behind? Was it meant to be here? Had they left it for me, or had they just forgotten it?
 
   I looked around at the empty bunker. They were gone and I had no way to know where. Maybe Chione had opened a portal and they had left. That was what I hoped, but somehow I knew that would not be the case. They wouldn't have left without me and from my own memories we had never managed to open a portal from inside The Corridor to outside. The only place where a portal entrance had worked had been up and over the bridge, where somehow, on that ledge of rock, was a weak spot.
 
   Unless there were other weak spots that we hadn't found.
 
   My head swam with confusion and disappointment. They had been here two months ago and they had still been here until very recently. Almost anything could have happened in that time. I sat down on one of the beds and tried to figure out the best thing to do next, but really I already knew what that was. I had known what was coming next the moment that I realised what was hanging from the cross out in the street. I would have to go to Dha'mir and find out what had happened since he left me for dead, and I would have to hope that he had some idea of a way for me to finish the job that he had obviously failed to complete.
 
   I would have to face CutterJack and kill him, even though I knew from my own memories how impossible that might be. I had my gun, but if it was that easy someone would have done it long ago, and I could not remember why he was so difficult to kill. The Resistance surely must have tried many times and failed.
 
   I had probably tried many times and failed.
 
   Day 60
 
   I had a dream whilst I slept.
 
   I had completely forgotten about the dreams I'd had when I first arrived at The Corridor, which was now a startling sixty days ago. Two months.
 
   It wasn't a flashback, but it did involve Adler. The strange thing was that it wasn't anything that I had witnessed before. Once more I was stuck in my flight path, with no way to look in any other direction, but this time I was hovering over Adler as he sat and wrote his notes in one of the mass of books that even now cluttered up the shelves in the house on Merriwether Avenue.
 
   I was peering over his shoulder, locked in my view of his hand quickly jittering across the pages, and I could see what he was writing.
 
   ...staring across the strange grassland that stretches endlessly in that direction, that I heard the sound of a distant train...
 
   I awoke from the dream and sat upright. On the ground beside me DogThing and GreyFoot were still asleep. GreyFoot stirred slightly as the bed that I was on creaked, but she went back to sleep. I didn't know how the Maw managed to negotiate the two ladders to get into the bunker, but they had managed it whilst I had been sitting on the bed, deep in troubled thought.
 
   What did the dream mean? I remembered reading in one of Adler's journals of how he  heard strange noises during his time in The Corridor, noises that were completely out of place, but why was I dreaming about them now?  What was the relevance?
 
   My stomach grumbled for the first time since I'd been back in The Corridor. I'd almost completely forgotten about food, but I had picked up some of the mushrooms from the mushroom fields when we passed them. I knew now that I didn't have to eat very often, but that didn't mean I could survive indefinitely without food. It would have to wait.
 
   It was time to get out of the sewers and I didn't have a lot of choices. The only sewer entrance that I had found with a ladder was the one on Charlestone, the one that the bunker was on, and that entrance was two streets from the house. I would have to go past Maldon Street and half the length of Merriwether before I could get to the house and back to some kind of safety, and that was a lot of ground to cover if you had Kre'esh on your heels. It would be dangerous enough just to reach there, let alone how I was going to make it out on to the street behind the house, to where Dha'mir was. And what if he was dead? From the very brief view that I'd had, that was the most likely thing anyway.
 
   It didn't matter. I would have to take the risk. I had no other leads.
 
   "Time to go," I said aloud, and DogThing woke almost instantly, GreyFoot a few seconds later.
 
   It was only ten feet from the bunker entrance to the metal sewer cover on the street, and as I climbed slowly and as quietly as I could, I wondered what I would see when I got out there. I pushed at the man-hole cover and peered through the gap, into the street.
 
   Nothing moved. The street was empty.
 
   I quickly pushed the cover off and climbed out, drawing my gun and scanning the buildings around me.
 
   Still no movement.
 
   DogThing and GreyFoot had managed to get up the ladder somehow, and they jumped the last few feet out of the sewer entrance.
 
   We moved quickly along the road from the crossroads. Maldon Street was also empty, and I began to feel very uneasy about how quiet the place was. It had only been a day since we had been chased down into the sewers, and I couldn't believe that the Kre'esh would leave so soon knowing that we were here.
 
   But my disbelief continued all the way back to the unnamed street beyond Merriwether Avenue. At first my instinct was to go to the house, but because it was so quiet in the street I found myself walking past the street and on to the next. Then we started down the street towards where the crucified body of Dha'mir was waiting for us.
 
   We made our way past the long rows of abandoned houses, their broken windows like gaping holes leading into the darkness inside, a darkness that could hide any number of horrible things.
 
   Finally, in the middle of the street, was Dha'mir, just as I had thought I had seen. He was nailed to a wooden post, and not just by his hands and feet. Six-inch-long stakes were driven through his arms, legs, everywhere. There was a gaping hole in his stomach that should have held the mass of intestines that hung down to the ground. There was dried blood everywhere.
 
   I approached him slowly, realising that I was not going to get any information out of him. He was long dead.
 
   Or so I thought until his eyes opened.
 
   He looked at me and the edges of his mouth curled into a painful smile.
 
   "I wondered how long it would take you to get here, James."
 
   I jumped back, surprised, as did DogThing and GreyFoot. Then they began to growl. I glanced around, realising that my instincts had been correct after all. From the dark places around us the Kre'esh crept. Out from windows and broken doorways they came, dozens of them. I looked around quickly for a direction of escape, but knew that we were surrounded. We were trapped, and there was no way that we would be able to battle this many of them. I expected Nua'lath to step out from the darkness at any moment, to survey the success of his subterfuge.
 
   "Do not worry about them," said Dha'mir. "They are under my control and will not harm you." His voice was strained, and considering how much of his insides were no longer inside his body I wondered how he was able to speak at all.
 
   I turned back to face him. His face was pale and his eyes burned red with some kind of infection.
 
   "Like I can trust anything you say," I said, almost spitting the words out at him.
 
   He laughed and I could feel the mockery in his voice. Then his face contorted with pain and blood trickled from his mouth.
 
   "You have little choice, do you not?"
 
   I said nothing.
 
   "I have been a fool, James. And this is my final punishment. It is all that I can do with my remaining powers to keep myself alive and keep the Kre'esh from eating me. And you for that matter. Though I have managed to feed from their energy enough that they are now held together only by my will."
 
   "I should just kill you now, and take my chances."
 
   "Oh you will not need to fight them. They, as I said, they are alive only by my will. If you kill me, which I am hoping that you will do, they will die too. I was merely using them to guide you to me."
 
   I lifted my gun towards him, determined to end him before his poisoned tongue could persuade me otherwise.
 
   "Wait," he said, his body shuddering as he coughed up more blood. "You need to know..."
 
   "Need to know what?" I almost spat the words at him. "More of your twisted lies?"
 
   "Not this time." He coughed again, and visibly strained to continue speaking. "If you wish to know where your family has gone, you will listen. Please. I have held on for as long as I can, but the waiting has been torturous. I need to tell you."
 
   I lowered my gun. Beside me DogThing growled.
 
   "Nua'lath is no longer in this place," said Dha'mir.
 
   My heart nearly stopped at hearing those words.
 
   "What do you mean? He can't..."
 
   "Oh but he can and he has. I learned much as he tortured me. And he did torture me, very slowly. The sword that I thrust into your chest is nothing to what you would have been subjected to had you been with me when I confronted him."
 
   I peered at him. Hatred burned inside me. I had no sympathy for this creature who, in my opinion at the time, had played us all in his game and had failed.
 
   "He has your family. They are now his gate openers, chained together and under his control. I am sure they suffer greatly."
 
   At this I collapsed onto the road, unable to speak.
 
   Dha'mir continued.
 
   "I was not aware that he had captured them, and if I had known that he had found a way to regain some of his former strength I would not have ventured to face him. He overpowered me as though I was but an insect."
 
   "How?" I said, finally.
 
   "They sought to leave and he was waiting. Do not concern yourself with them, though. If you act fast you may be able to save them and they may not be entirely destroyed. His gate openers are his most precious of pets, and he sees to it that they are not harmed. Otherwise they would not perform their duties well."
 
   Chione, Abegail, Andre. They were in the hands of the enemy.
 
   "He is gone to another place now, and no doubt already bringing forth the armies. If you are quick, you may be able to follow him. It was no more than a day ago that he headed out of the city, to a place out there beyond these ruins. I could see the place in my mind before, but now I don't have the strength. The portal's activation and my own efforts to live have drained me beyond repair."
 
   "How? How did he manage to open a gate out of here? We thought it wasn't possible."
 
   "You were right. It is impossible. But it is possible to get into here from the outside. It is possible if you have enough power. Your pathetic portals are nothing when compared to the great storm portals that move The Horde to new worlds. Nua'lath merely had to find a way to contact one of his lieutenants to aid him in opening a way through, and oh how you helped him to achieve that did you not? How proud he was of his success when you handed him his escape."
 
   At this I stood up, the anger surging forward again and replacing the grief and horror of the knowledge of what had become of my family.
 
   "Me? How did I help him?"
 
   "The one with whom your mind joined. The one from another world. The memories of this place would linger in his mind, just as his memories stayed with you. There were already minions of Nua'lath's on your home world, were there not? It was only a matter of time before one of them sensed the poor creature's troubled nightmares. Then they would look closer, they would delve into his mind, they may even have hurt him, tortured him, until they found how deep the nightmares went, and then they would discover the secret buried inside, they would know where to find their master."
 
   The man from London. 
 
   The man in the mirror.
 
   He would not forget everything, just as I had not forgotten.
 
   "They found the man you shared your mind with, and took him away to somewhere that they could use him, pry into his mind and pull out what they needed to find their master and open a way out for him. The portal will still be open. They can be open for days, weeks, even years. Some remain open for ever."
 
   I looked him in the eyes.
 
   "Which way? Where will the portal lead?"
 
   He looked along the street, towards the edge of The City, to the area of The Corridor that I had not explored, the area of which my own memories of the past had yet to give me any recollection.
 
   "That way. Find the hill. It is not far into the darkness. As to where it will come out, I have no idea, though I would guess that he will head to one of the old worlds, a place that has already been attacked, but one that still has a large amount of Horde minions on it still. Also there are other places, places in between worlds. Pocket dimensions. They are everywhere. I would suggest he will try to head for one of those, for there are many that he used as hidden bases before."
 
   "Why are you helping me now?"
 
   "Because you are the only one who can avenge me by destroying him. You must go beyond the City, and cross the darkness to where his home lies. Beyond that you will find the hill. I suggest you do not look at what else is there, for it may disturb you. Kill him."
 
   "But we never found a way to destroy him. He was impervious to any damage. Nothing we tried would do it. That's why we had to trap him in the end."
 
   Was he? I thought for a moment and the image of a lump of raw flesh on the ground outside the house on Charleston appeared in my mind. I had wounded him with a simple weapon. But how?
 
   "The key is in his gate openers, the Icons. Kill them and he becomes mortal once more. He wasn't always immortal. The talisman that is buried in his heart, the one that he stole, is what made him that way. The power that feeds that talisman is drawn from his Icons, the Gate Openers, and through them it is drawn from his minions. They are his conduit."
 
   "I will not kill my own family."
 
   "Then you will not kill him. You must destroy them, for they are now his link to every creature in the Horde, his source of power and the thing that makes him immortal. You must kill them, or you must separate them somehow. But be wary. The power that his gate openers lend him, the power that they draw from the lives that the horde destroys, is also gifted upon them to some degree. It heals them as much as it heals and sustains him. But I think that they can be destroyed. Once he is separated from them he will become mortal. Do I have to say this a third time?"
 
   "How do I do it? If he heals them and they heal him, it's never-ending. It's been tried for centuries. No one succeeded."
 
   "Indeed. And if I had known how to do it I would not be hanging here, on this cross, dying. Now, I have told you what you must do. You must kill me. Release me from the fate that he has given me. If I die slowly upon this cross, my power will become his. Such is the nature of this death. But you can stop it. If you kill me, then he will not gain."
 
   I glanced around at the Kre'esh. They encircled us, keeping their distance, hissing and spitting, then I turned back to Dha'mir.
 
   "I should leave you here to rot."
 
   He laughed once more, this time through a barrier of agony as his body wracked with pain and he coughed up yet more blood.
 
   "Kill me and the Kre'esh will also die."
 
   I raised my gun, stepped forward and aimed at his head.
 
   "I hope that you burn forever in hell."
 
   He opened his mouth to speak, but I didn't give him the chance.
 
   I pulled the trigger.
 
   The loud crack of the gun echoed through the streets, and all around us the Kre'esh dropped dead.
 
    
 
   We moved quickly. Once more I was on Professor Adler's bicycle, with DogThing and GreyFoot running at my side, but this time we were venturing into the unknown, just as every step had been when I originally woke up here. We had rushed back to the house on Merriwether, and as much as my stomach was now screaming at me for food and water, I didn't stop. I probably could have cooked up the mushrooms that I had, or found something in the house, but if the gateway closed whilst I was there then I would be trapped in The Corridor with no way of knowing where Nua'lath had gone, and no way to get there anyway. We rushed through the streets of The City and out into the darkness that surrounded it.
 
   The land this side of The City was a barren place, much like the desert near The Warrens, but the ground was hard rock, so it was easy to ride the bike. Unlike the smooth marble of the plateau, this was bare rock littered with collapsed, dead trees and rubble. I had no memory of this place or of us ever bringing trees into The Corridor, and no flashback leapt at me to fill in the gaps, but it was of no matter. I pressed on ahead.
 
   Dha'mir had said it was not far, and he was not lying this time. I had only been pedalling across the hard ground for twenty minutes or so, maybe half an hour, when the looming shape of some kind of large building slowly crept towards us from the gloom. Beyond that, in the distance and silhouetting the monster of a building was some kind of bright light.
 
   I jumped from the bicycle and the three of us moved slowly and cautiously forward.
 
   The building was maybe a hundred feet high, and stretched into the darkness in both directions. Large gothic windows, now glassless, left huge gaping black holes in the brick-work, the darkness from within seeming somehow blacker than anywhere else, like the evil mouth of some great beast.
 
   It must have once had a very grand roof spanning the top of it, but now only some of the rafters stuck out into the air like a blackened ribcage. Littered across the floor, everywhere, it seemed, were broken bones covered in rags and pale white skulls looking up at me from the dirt.
 
   I pushed the bicycle along with one hand, drawing my gun with the other as we stepped through an archway and into the building's interior.
 
   It was at that moment that I remembered Dha'mir's suggestion of not spending too long looking at what else would be here, and I regretted not taking his advice immediately.
 
   Everywhere around us was evidence of how truly evil Nua'lath really was. More crosses lined the walls with skeletal remains hanging from them. Metal machines, most of which I hadn't the faintest of clues as to their function, other than finally death, were scattered across the ground, the remains of their victims still clinging to them, and dark, dried stains splattering their rusted surfaces.
 
   I felt sick as we moved through the vast building.
 
   It was a train station.
 
   Four deep pits ran through the entire length of the building. Rusted and broken railway tracks still lay at the bottom of each pit, each of them leading away from a crumbling retaining wall all the way out to the other side of the massive structure through four gaping holes that had once been ornately decorated archways. That would have been a long time ago. Now these four archways lay in ruin, with barely any of the stonework still standing.
 
   Where had this place come from? There were no recollections jumping into my mind to tell me, no flashbacks seizing me to force the memory upon me. I just stood there, with DogThing and GreyFoot nearby, gawping at the one thing that was still, almost, in one piece.
 
   A train.
 
   On the third track, parked as though it were still waiting, as it had been for decades, was an old steam train with four gaudily painted carriages attached to it.
 
   This must have been Nua'lath's home. Had he lived in the train?
 
   I took a step towards the first carriage but stopped as I heard a quiet whining noise behind me.
 
   "We should leave this place."
 
   I turned and looked at DogThing, and then back at the train.
 
   Some things are best not known.
 
    
 
   Light does not travel far in The Corridor, as I had learned so many days ago, and had probably known for years if I could have remembered, and when the portal appeared it was quite sudden. A few hundred yards away, beyond the four ruined archways, another massive archway of an entirely different kind stood. It was of red crackling energy and was perched atop a small hill. It was barely big enough to be called a hill, maybe thirty feet high, but it seemed like a mountain jutting from the completely flat ground that surrounded it, and was dwarfed only by the monstrous ghost of the train station.
 
   The portal.
 
   "Let's go."
 
    I holstered my gun and jumped back onto the bicycle, pushing off a little harder than I intended. And I didn't slow down until we reached the foot of the hill.
 
   It was then that I saw that it wasn't made of rock or earth. Thousands of bones and skulls were piled high, gradually sloping upwards towards where the portal burned with energy. Underneath the mound of skeletons, even the hard, rocky ground was black and charred.
 
   As sickening as it felt, I left the bicycle and climbed up to the summit. It was a hard climb, and very steep, and every step I took I could feel the bones underneath me shift and collapse. Dead and hollow faces stared back at me from the mass of shifting bones.
 
   Where in the hell had they all come from?
 
   Eventually I reached the top of the hill and stood before the portal. I tried to make out what was beyond the crackling waves of energy, but unlike the portals I had opened before, and the holes that we had seen, there was no view of where the gate would take us. I turned to DogThing and GreyFoot.
 
   "You don't have to come with me."
 
   It was a stupid comment. I knew, just as they did, that they had no other means to escape The Corridor, but I also knew that wherever we were about to go was probably even more dangerous.
 
   "We are coming."
 
   I nodded, took a deep breath, and then stepped through the portal.
 
   Into dark streets that bustled with life and movement.
 
    
 
   I stood for a moment, taking the scene in, and then I looked to my side and thankfully found DogThing and GreyFoot there. Behind me was just darkness. No portal, no crackling, fiery light.
 
   No way back.
 
   I was standing in a dark alleyway that ended directly behind me in a stone wall and the overhung tiles of a low roof. A stack of bags spilling with foul-smelling refuse was a few feet away, and just beyond that, a busy street. Above me, the pale light of two moons shone through the overhanging buildings on either side, a thin line of eerie light. The other thing that I noticed was the state of disrepair. Three windows faced onto the alleyway, all of them small, the windows broken and the woodwork rotten and cracked. Twenty feet away, the wall at the back of the alleyway was partly collapsed, exposing the larger blocks of the inner wall. This was also crumbling. Weeds and grass pushed up from between the gaps in pavement that looked like it was at least a hundred years old, maybe older, and the guttering that ran down the alleyway to my left was broken in many places.
 
   It would have been nice to have seen somewhere that wasn't falling apart for a change, but that was not to be.
 
   I was so busy taking in my surroundings that I hadn't even noticed that I was being watched.
 
   "They went that way," said a voice from the darkness behind me. "Turned right."
 
   I spun around, nearly jumping out of my own skin, but still managed to aim my gun into the shadows at the back of the alleyway, and even though I squinted, I couldn't see the person who had spoken.
 
   DogThing and GreyFoot crouched and glared directly at one dark corner.
 
   "Easy. I was just trying to be helpful. I don't mean no harm."
 
   "Come out," I said.
 
   "No chance," replied the darkness. "Your pets there might eat me."
 
   I couldn't argue with that logic.
 
   "Who went that way?"
 
   "The one that came before, with those people in chains," replied the voice. "You chasing him? Got to be with the hurry he was in. He was proper skiddadlin away like someone was hot on his heels, dragging those poor folks behind him."
 
   I peered into the darkness, to the spot where the voice was coming from, but my eyes struggled to adjust enough to see him clearly.
 
   "You could say that, yes."
 
   My mind swam with questions, but I was sure this man, drunk as he was, may not be able to answer most of them.
 
   "Where is this place?" I asked.
 
   Silence for a moment.
 
   "What do you mean?" asked the stranger. Now I could vaguely make out his outline in the corner. He was huddled behind some broken boxes, a knife in his hand. His face was hidden under a hood and the mass of grey beard that must have reached his chest. I could see the fear in his eyes.
 
   "I mean where am I?"
 
   "Huh?" He sounded puzzled, but then laughed. "You really don't know do you?"
 
   "No, obviously not," I said, my voice low.
 
   "This is Riverfall. The City."
 
   No recollection came to mind and the rush of dizziness before a flashback didn't come.
 
    "It's a human city?"
 
   "What?"
 
   "Is this a human city?"
 
   The man coughed out a laugh at that.
 
   "Of course it's a human city, well what's left anyway."
 
   "No Zombies?"
 
   The expression on his face was more puzzled and amused than fearful now.
 
   "Zombies? What's one of them?"
 
   "Dead people that walk."
 
   "Oh. You mean Dwellers. Well, there's some here if you wander off the roads too far, or into the abandoned parts of the city. Of course then there's over the wall."
 
   "The wall? What's over the wall?"
 
   "Don't know. People say nothing, people say the old world. People say everything is over the wall. I think that there's just millions of Dwellers out there, but no one ever gets to see. The Ward don't let no one go out. And the wall is too high. Hey you really don't know anything do you?"
 
   "I just appeared in front of you through a gate didn't I?"
 
   "I don't see no gate. But, yeah, that tall fellow with his slaves and then a few hours later you and your dogs. I figured I'm wasted. I drunk a bit too much of the shine, see? It's damn good stuff. Man, I'm actually talking to you and you're not there."
 
   "I see. You say he went right."
 
   "Yeah," and the man laughed again. "Oh I'm not touching that stuff again."
 
   "Did he have creatures with him? Lizard things?"
 
   "No, just those slaves. What am I doing? I'm still talking to ghosts."
 
   I left the drunk to his rambling, stepping out into the street, followed by DogThing and his little sidekick, both looking warily at the throng of people moving around us, and both sniffing at the ground frantically. The street was a mass of movement. In both directions I could see wooden stalls selling everything from clothing to food and tools.
 
   "We will hide and follow you."
 
   "Yes, good idea," I replied, this time remembering to only think the words and not say them aloud. "We don't know how these people will react to you."
 
   A smell wafted towards me from the market.
 
   Food. Food that wasn't mushrooms. I still had the mushrooms in my rucksack, but the thought of eating them, even though I was hungry, soon dampened my appetite. There is only so much mushroom you can eat before you get sick of it.
 
   I walked down through the lines of stalls, looking at all the food. Around me, people moved away, giving me some distance and puzzled looks.
 
   How had CutterJack come through here? People must have noticed. I was surprised that the place hadn't been in uproar, or that there weren't dozens of dead bodies lying in the streets.
 
   "Can you pick up his scent?" I asked DogThing, hoping our thought speech still worked here.
 
   "Yes, slight, but not clear enough yet."
 
   "Keep tracking."
 
   I stopped at a stall that was selling cooked meat of some kind. It looked like some kind of rodent, but I didn't bother to ask.
 
   "What do you want for these?"
 
   "Ten each."
 
   "Ten what?"
 
   The seller looked puzzled.
 
   I took out the only thing I had that I thought I might be able to trade with - a small half empty bottle of oil that was in the bottom of my rucksack. It was all that I had left, but I needed to eat and so did the Maw. Anything but mushrooms.
 
   "How many will you give me for this?"
 
   The woman peered at the bottle for a moment, puzzled.
 
   "Is that..."
 
   "It's oil. Petrol?"
 
   "Oh. But, how did you get that?"
 
   "I travel a lot. Will you trade? I'm in a hurry."
 
   "You travel? How? Um...yes," she said, reaching out and taking the bottle. She sniffed the top, and then quickly slipped the bottle into her coat, glancing around as though she was doing something she shouldn't.
 
   "Take whatever you need," she said.
 
   I frowned.
 
   "What I need?"
 
   "Whatever you can carry. Look I have a dozen cooked and I've got thirty or more stripped and cleaned."
 
   "All of these?" I asked, puzzled. Then it clicked. Petrol must be very valuable here. I had no time to consider what else I could get for a half bottle of petrol, and no desire to carry raw rats with me...if that was what they were.
 
   The woman wrapped all of the ones that were cooked and handed me the filled cloth. I stuffed it into my rucksack, nodded and moved away quickly, pushing through the crowd. If word got around this market that I had petrol to trade, and it held the high value that I suspected, I would draw attention to myself, and all I wanted was to be away from there.
 
   I moved through the crowded street, and it wasn't until I was fifty or more feet away from the rat seller, and just turning a corner into the next street, that I looked back. She was talking frantically to two men, and holding up the bottle. She pointed at me and the men looked straight at me, and then began to move in my direction.
 
   I turned the corner and stepped behind the nearest market stall.
 
   "We're being followed."
 
   "Yes. And we have his scent."
 
   "Where?"
 
   "He came this way."
 
   "How? He would have been seen. He must have Abegail and..."
 
   "Yes, I have their scent too. It was many hours ago."
 
   Of course. The market must have been closed when he had arrived. Maybe most of the people in the city had been asleep.
 
   "Move. Quickly. Follow the trail."
 
   I jogged behind DogThing, moving through the darkened and ruined streets. All around us were the same signs of a world that had already been destroyed; rows of buildings that were falling into disrepair, their windows long broken, the roads cracked, weeds growing from holes in the middle of the road.
 
   "The men are no longer near us."
 
   "Good. We must have lost them."
 
   We stopped briefly and huddled in an archway of an old church, quickly and ravenously eating our way through all of the cooked rats that I had traded with the market seller, and then with a careful glance in all directions to make sure the men from the market were not in sight, we moved on again.
 
   For hours we travelled through the city, the only sound my footsteps on the old cobbled road. Some of the streets were lit dimly by lanterns that were connected to some kind of wiring that hung in the air above me, barely a few feet from my head. None of the houses were lit, and only some of the streets were inhabited. We passed street after street of old and dilapidated houses with makeshift repairs to keep them standing. Most of the windows were gone, and in some of the houses the holes had been either boarded up or covered with plastic sheeting. After an hour or so of walking, the signs of habitation drifted away, and the streets became barren and empty, the houses ruined or collapsed.
 
   Eventually we came to the end of a street and DogThing stopped on the corner, peering around the end of a collapsing wall. I stopped and listened, hearing the faint sounds of conversation drifting towards us. About a hundred yards away was some kind of makeshift barrier, a wall built over the top of a row of rusted cars. Tall stilts of wood - probably old telephone poles - jutted up into the air and were used to hold up the ragged and patched together wall that was atop the walkway. In the middle of the road there was a gap maybe ten yards wide blocked up with metal railings. There was debris strewn across the street and piled up nearby.
 
   "Some kind of checkpoint?" I whispered.
 
   "I don't know, but Nua'lath's scent leads this way and through there."
 
   "Damn."
 
   How were we to get through there without being seen? 
 
   I crossed to the opposite side of the road that we were on and walked along the path, keeping close to the buildings and hoping that the men - and I could now see that there were three of them - wouldn't notice me.
 
   As I suspected, the next road along was the same, except there was no gate in the middle. Then it occurred to me. Was that even a gate back there in the other street? All of the debris piled around it suggested that maybe it wasn't. Had Nua'lath forced his way through? Did he really have that kind of power? If so, how was I to fight that?
 
   "Let's see if we can get over this one," I whispered.
 
   We crept forward towards the barrier and it wasn't until we were right up to the cars that were used as its foundation that I discovered that this wasn't a different section. Whoever built the barrier had made it into one long endless wall, even to the extreme of knocking the houses down where they were in the way. I had thought, and hoped, at first that they had just blocked up the middle of each street, but I could clearly see up onto the platform from where I was crouched, and the wooden planks went on and on. Every twenty or thirty yards another one of the same lanterns hung from the barricade wall, the same wrapped wire hanging loosely from the tall poles that held each section of wall. There was no dark spot to sneak through and even if we travelled further away there would be a good chance of being spotted.
 
   "Maybe I should just walk up to them and ask to be let through?"
 
   But gut feeling once more stopped me. I needed to get through this place as quickly as I could. If I were to be stopped I might be asked questions, they might not let me through, and they might want to know things that I didn't want to tell them.
 
   A quiet noise from behind made the decision for us, the click of footsteps on cobbles. I glanced around, back up the street.
 
   It was the two men from the market again. One of them was kneeling on the floor pointing at something.
 
   My footprints or maybe paw prints.
 
   They were tracking us.
 
   The fools, I thought. If they tried to stop me I would have to fight back. I really didn't want to kill anyone that wasn't an ally of Nua'lath.
 
   That thought made me wonder. How many had I killed in the past in places like this? Had I had to kill before just because people who have no business being involved just won't leave well alone? In some ways my lost memories were a blessing.
 
   The kneeling man stood up and they began to walk slowly down the street towards us. They hadn't seen us, but within a minute or two they would.
 
   "We have to go. Now."
 
   "Yes. Go."
 
   I jumped up from my hiding place and pulled myself up onto the platform, rushing forwards towards the makeshift wall. The boards underneath my feet bent with my weight and creaked; the roof of the car that was underneath groaned. The barricade wall was only a yard high from atop the platform and I easily hopped over it and dropped to the street the other side. Five seconds was all it took, and the Maw were over it quicker than I was, but five seconds of noise and fast movement was enough to alert the guards further up the street and the men tracking us.
 
   A shout went up from both.
 
   "Halt! Don't move or we shoot," came the shout from the guards at the barrier.
 
   "Stop!" came the call from behind us, back up the street where the two men were probably running towards the barrier.
 
   
  
 

But we weren't stopping. On the other side of the barrier there was a gap of maybe fifty feet before we would reach the cover of the ruined buildings beyond the wall. The Maw covered that ground in just a few seconds, but I wasn't as fast. I sprinted with every bit of my strength, hearing the crack of guns behind me and feeling the whoosh of air around me as the guards opened fire. Bullets pinged off the cobbles barely inches from my feet, and just as I was reaching cover I felt a sharp pain in my shoulder as one of the shots hit me. I staggered forward, losing my balance, but still managed to get to cover purely by inertia.
 
   I hit the ground and rolled, staggering to my feet again. I had to keep moving. I ran through the streets, turning left and right, blindly following DogThing and GreyFoot as they moved swiftly along, constantly sniffing at the ground. Behind me, for the first few minutes I could hear the footfalls of the two men chasing us, the ones who had tracked us, but finally that noise faded.
 
   I stopped for just a moment, checking my shoulder, and was relieved to see that the bullet hadn't punched through my jacket. Instead the shoulder plate had a new dent in it.
 
   "He came this way."
 
   "How long ago?"
 
   "The scent is not fresh."
 
   "Then let's keep going."
 
   Once more we moved through ruined streets, except this part of the city was much more decayed than the place inside the barrier.
 
   What was the barrier there for? What did it keep out? Or maybe it was meant to keep something in?
 
   The sun began to rise and I was almost overwhelmed with the sight of it. Sunlight again. It burst over the horizon and cast a warm orange glow over the ruined shells that had once been occupied buildings. I felt it on my face. Warmth for the first time in days.
 
   I stumbled into one of the buildings, one with a roof and a few tattered furniture remnants. There was a rotten old sofa that was still barely covered with leather, the foam stained and smelly, but I was too exhausted to wait so I slept.
 
   Day 61
 
   "Wake up. Someone comes."
 
   I snapped out of my sleep and sat up, instinctively reaching for my gun and blade.
 
   It was dark once more. Had I really slept all through the day?
 
   They were all around us before I was even on my feet, shadows in the doorways and near the windows. Many of them were in the street beyond.
 
   I went to raise my gun to the nearest, thinking with a rising panic that they were Zombies, the Dwellers, as the alleyway drunk had called them.
 
   "Don't," said a voice. "Or we fire."
 
   I stopped moving.
 
   "Who are you?"
 
   The voice was deep and harsh, and came from a figure that stood by the window nearest to me. I sensed danger and aggression in the voice.
 
   "I'm just passing through," I said. "I don't want trouble."
 
   "Oh, really?"
 
   There were murmurs from the other shadows.
 
   "And where might you be travelling to? There is nowhere to go out here."
 
   "I just need to get somewhere," I said.
 
   "Are you an exile?" asked another voice. This was a woman's and much softer than the first. There was no menace in her voice, at least none that I could sense.
 
   "No. Well. Not exactly. I'm a traveller."
 
   "There are no travellers in this place, only the city," said the harsh male voice.
 
   Some of the shadows were moving closer now and I felt a tingle run up my spine. DogThing and GreyFoot were both growling now, very low, but still.
 
   "And these dogs? They are yours?" asked the woman.
 
   "Yes."
 
   "They are unusual," she stated.
 
   She moved into view and I could see that she was older than her voice suggested, with long grey hair and sharp features. When she was younger this woman would have been beautiful. She stared at me, her eyes squinted and calculating.
 
   "Another...traveller...passed this way but a day ago. Also in a hurry. Are you anything to do with that one?"
 
   I paused for a moment.
 
   What if these people were waiting here to stop me? What if Nua'lath had persuaded them to kill me? But I decided that it would happen regardless, if that was the case.
 
   "I am following him."
 
   She smiled slightly at that.
 
   "Ah, you are the hunter and he is the hunted?"
 
   I nodded.
 
   "Sort of."
 
   "The one that you follow murdered two score of my people this last day and then raised them from the ground as Dwellers that they may follow him. He is a cursed one."
 
   I felt a rush of panic and a pressure in my forehead as my heart sped up. I could hear myself breathing heavier.
 
   It had begun.
 
   He was raising his horde once more.
 
   "How did he kill them?" I asked.
 
   "By no weapon that I have ever seen," she answered. She sat down on the arm of the sofa that I had slept on.
 
   "It was as though he merely willed their deaths and they fell at his feet. We tried guns and blades but we could not get near him. He has these...people...on chains and their eyes were glowing..."
 
   Her voice trailed off for a moment.
 
   "My own brother was one of those taken, and we barely escaped," she said. "In one hour of slaughter that creature has halved the number of my people. If you are indeed his hunter then you shall leave now and we shall let you pass."
 
   Many of the shadows outside began to drift away, disappearing as quickly as they had appeared, until only the man and the woman were left.
 
   We moved out into the street and I only just caught glimpses of some of the shadows heading into the surrounding buildings, disappearing into dark corners as quickly as they had appeared.
 
   The woman looked at me.
 
   "They came this way about a day ago and headed towards the wall," she said, pointing along the street into the building beyond. "Where could he be going? There is nowhere left here except what is inside the wall."
 
   "That's what I intend to find out," I said. I had no words of condolence for her or her people, at least none that I could find at that moment.
 
   "You are being followed," said the man. I could see him now, the long dark hair tied tightly back from his face, the grey beard, and a line of triple scars running from his forehead to his chin. "We cannot stay here. If they discover us then we will have to kill them, otherwise they will alert The Ward and then we will be hunted down."
 
   I frowned.
 
   "Who are The Ward?"
 
   The woman laughed. It was a warm laughter, though not loud, and it was a sound that I hadn't heard in a while.
 
   "You truly are not from this place are you? Well, whoever you are, wherever you came from and wherever you are going, know that The Ward are the people that rule this place, and they have eyes everywhere. They do not like those that go against their will. People like us, those who hide in exile outside of their barriers, are considered vermin to be removed. People like you? Well, I would imagine that they would be very interested in what you have to say. The means they use are not pleasant."
 
   She pointed up the road.
 
   "You should go."
 
   I nodded, thanked her and then headed back into the ruined building to collect my things. When I emerged a few minutes later the man and woman were gone.
 
   Well, that was brief.
 
   "We should go quickly so that these Ward people don't catch up with us."
 
   "Yes."
 
   For maybe another half an hour we moved quickly through more streets of ruined buildings that seemed to become more and more devastated and run-down the further we travelled away from the barrier. Occasionally in the distance I saw figures in the darkness moving slowly, but these didn't move with the stealth of the exiles that I had met. No, these stumbled along.
 
   Dwellers.
 
   Zombies. 
 
   We changed direction a few times, avoiding any paths that would lead us to one of them, whilst still trying to follow the scent. Eventually DogThing led me behind a row of houses and into a large open area surrounded by the backs of a dozen houses. It was a square clearing, with broken pavement slabs encircling it and an overgrown area of weeds and grass in the middle. One very large tree overshadowed what once had been a children's playground. In the middle, amongst the weeds, were the rusty remains of a swing and a broken climbing frame. It had been from places like this that we had salvaged enough to build the playground in Evac city. Even though I had only been given one brief flashback, and it had been one from decades before, that memory was clear now.
 
   Even clearer was the crackling, glowing archway underneath the overhang of one of the houses. The brick-work behind it was already blackening. The bright light shone over the area and sent a chill up my back.
 
   "Another gateway. But to where?"
 
   "There is only one way to find out."
 
   "Yes. But first, did he go through? And did he take Abegail and Chione with him?"
 
   DogThing sniffed at the ground around the portal, which even now was beginning to stutter and fade.
 
   "Yes, they went through."
 
   "Then let's follow."
 
   I stepped forward, moving towards the gateway.
 
   "Stop!" shouted a voice.
 
   I spun around. Twenty feet away, just across the park, were the two men who had spoken to the rat seller. They were holding hand axes and moving towards us through the overgrown weeds and grass. There was a sharp metallic clank, and the nearest man fell forward, calling out in pain. He hadn't seen the climbing frame and had collided with it, but the second man ran forward.
 
   I stepped quickly through the portal, and the darkness of the night in Riverfall vanished.
 
    
 
   I found myself standing in yet another street, but this time in the bright sunlight. It took a few moments for my mind to catch up and for my eyes to focus, but the movement around me was all too familiar.
 
   I lifted my gun and fired into the face of the nearest Zombie that was standing close enough to reach out and make a grab for me. Its head exploded in a cloud of blackened spray, and the body fell to the floor.
 
   I spun around as something brushed my shoulder, and fired the gun into the chest of another Zombie. This one fell sideways still holding onto my jacket, almost pulling me to the ground. It flailed its arms at me, grabbing, pulling, but I managed to level my gun at its face and fire.
 
   Growling and gnashing sounds erupted behind me, and I kicked the arm of the expired Zombie and stood up.
 
   We were surrounded. Dozens of Zombies were closing in from all directions. DogThing and GreyFoot were in a frenzy, biting and clawing at the creatures closest to them.
 
   We had walked into a trap. These things were barely a day dead, the stolen exiles, left here to stop us from following.
 
   I looked around, knowing that I only had a few seconds at most to make a decision, and saw it. Ten yards away, with only four Zombies between it and us, was the row of open windows of a nearby house.
 
   I was about to speak when the two men from Riverfall appeared in front of me just a few yards away, and right amongst the mass of Zombies that was lurching its way across the street towards us. They both squinted against the bright sunlight, looking confused.
 
   Confused long enough for the Zombies to set upon them.
 
   Both men went down in a fury of clawing hands, screaming. I think more in shock than pain. Honestly, thinking back to that moment, I suspect that neither of them had enough time to even figure out what was happening to them before it was over. Within seconds most of the Zombies on the street were lumbering over and fighting past each other to get at the two men now being torn apart.
 
   Then more movement as another figure appeared just a few feet away. This one was barely noticed by most of the undead on the street. They were all too busy with their unexpected meal.
 
   It was the alleyway drunk, the spaced-out guy that hadn't seemed to know where he was when we arrived, except this time there was nothing drunken about him. He was just as ragged and scruffy as he had been in the alleyway, but his face was a mask of grim determination as he raised his shotgun.
 
   The blast rang out and several of the hungry creatures lurching towards us, the few that hadn't yet made it to the feast in the middle of the road and had actually noticed him arrive, were scattered to the ground, blood and body parts strewn across the cracked tarmac road. The drunk - I'm pretty sure I'll have to find something else to call him - looked swiftly all around, seemingly taking in the situation with a calmness that was surprising, and then he spotted me across the road and started moving.
 
   I ran towards the house, drawing my blade. There were still a few stragglers amongst the Zombies that weren't being mindlessly drawn to the mess in the middle of the road, and I lashed out at the nearest two with my blade, cutting them down. I'd forgotten just how lethal Nua'lath's blade was against these creatures. They fell to the ground and writhed, but I didn't stop to finish them off.
 
   I ran onwards, my gun held out in front of me and my blade held back ready to strike, and I was half way to the window when the remaining two Zombies that blocked my path closed in on me. The first I shot in the face, a face that vanished into a spray of dark gunk that showered the one behind it. It fell backwards, sprawling onto the road, hitting the ground with a cracking sound. The second Zombie, already missing an arm, stumbled forward and hit the pavement at my feet. I jumped over its outstretched arm and stepped onto its back as I passed, running for the window. Growling and tearing sounds behind me told me that I wasn't going to need to finish off that one either.
 
   Another shotgun blast pounded my ears as I jumped through the open window, landing hard on my knees but still managing to haul myself up, spin around and aim my gun out of the window. The alleyway drunk, who I could now see was a huge bear of a man and certainly hadn't appeared to be when he was huddled in the corner of the alleyway, jumped through the window next to mine, nodded at me once and then aimed his gun outwards. A moment later and furry flashes, one large and one small, jumped through another window nearby.
 
   We started firing at the mass of Zombies lurching towards us across the street, picking them off one by one before they could cross the front garden of the house that was our temporary refuge. The sound of both guns firing filled my ears and drowned out the noise from the street. One by one, the creatures that couldn't get at the remains of the two men peeled off from the brawl and staggered in our direction. This made it almost trivial to kill them. By the time the last few stood up and began to make their way towards us, there was nothing left in the middle of the road but a jumble of blood covered bones. Our guns sang once more and the last of the Zombies fell.
 
   Then we were both leaning against the wall, breathing heavily and looking at each other. I could tell that he was as suspicious of me as I was of him. Whilst we had been killing the Zombies we'd had a common cause, but now that it was all over neither of us knew if we could trust each other.
 
   I was the first to speak.
 
   "Are we good?"
 
   He peered at me for a moment, not raising his shotgun.
 
   "We are if you are."
 
   "I have no problem with you."
 
   He visibly relaxed.
 
   "Good. I don't either. I didn't come out here to die, just to escape."
 
   "How did you find us?"
 
   His voice was a deep growl, just as it had been before, but this time it was clearer.
 
   "I woke up a few hours after we spoke in the alleyway, I'd had far too much of that shine, and I still remembered everything that I had seen, which wasn't normal. I don't usually remember much. That's the reason for the shine in the first place, you see, when you become too old for your work in Riverfall they let you fall by the wayside." He shook his head. "They don't look after the old. They just let them fend for themselves, and I spent a long time trying to find other work, but in the end I fell to the depression and took up drinking shine to ease things. It's what happens to everyone eventually, or so it seems. They get old, get useless, and then get drunk. Then they drift off out of the places that people frequent, disappearing into the back alleyways or out of the populated areas altogether. I think a lot of the Dwellers that wander outside the protected areas are mostly old folks that were left to fend for themselves, and caught out, alone, somewhere. I was well on my way to that end, but remembering you changed that for me. I came round, and I had a headache, but I remembered it all. I thought it was some nightmare or hallucination, you know, a side effect of the shine, but then I saw all the footprints in the alleyway. Yours, the others, and then I saw paw prints. There aren't any dogs in Riverfall."
 
   I smiled, still trying to catch my breath.
 
   "Why follow us?"
 
   "You were following him, the one that was going to just pass through and leave again, by whatever means they can do that, and as I sat there, still trying to get the headache away from the hangover, I started remembering other things. Before him there were some others, all dressed in dark hoods and, well, I think robes, and well, they came into the alleyway and stood together, and they began to chant, but it was more like a whisper. They did that for a while, and I was watching from my corner in the dark, thinking it was all a dream. That was when he stepped through. It wasn't like some door, not like the one in the park just now. It was just a hole."
 
   Holes. I'd seen plenty of those before.
 
   The alley drunk continued.
 
   "Well, when he stepped through, with his slaves dragging behind him, those ones he has in chains, one of these robed figures speaks quickly and I couldn't remember it until I woke up this morning, but he says 'The next portal awaits you my master.'. Then the tall fellow, he's really damn ugly isn't he? Well he says 'does it go to The Ways?', and they say no, but they say they will be able to open a door to this Ways place in the next world. They say something about a lack of anchors. I didn't get all of it clearly."
 
   The Ways?
 
   What was that place?
 
   I let him carry on.
 
   "Then I realised that it was all real, that you were all real, and you were all just passing through, by whatever damn magical means I don't know, but I did know that it was a door of some kind to somewhere else. It dawned on me that I might be able to escape, and if I did then there wouldn't be any shine to keep me drunk, and I might be able to start again. It meant a way out of this place."
 
   He looked around.
 
   "I mean a way out of Riverfall."
 
   "So you followed me," I said.
 
   "Yes," he said, smiling. "I went back to my place, grabbed my stuff and picked up your trail as quickly as I could. Of course it was easy after a while. I wasn't the only one following you. Those young city rangers are damn good at following trails, but they were young and inexperienced and I used to be one myself when I was younger, and they were stupid enough not to notice me following them at a distance. I've done it many times."
 
   I stood up, and stretched my arms.
 
   "Well now you're out. I'm not sure I've led you to a place that is any better."
 
   "Anywhere is better than Riverfall."
 
   "I would hold off on that before you decide."
 
   I looked directly at him for a moment. He seemed to collapse under the scrutiny and looked away from me, his cheeks red with either embarrassment or, maybe, something else.
 
   "Aint no way back it seems," he said, nodding in the direction of the road and the spot where the portal opened to. He was right. There was no hole, no way back. The door from Riverfall was one way only.
 
   "I'm James. What's your name?" I asked.
 
   "Ellis. Ellis Rendell. Or should I say, Captain Ellis Rendell, but now retired. As I said before, I used to be a ranger in my youth, but I grew old. I've still got some go in these old bones."
 
   I held out my hand and we shook.
 
   That was when three more people appeared in the middle of the road, all armed with loaded crossbows. They stepped quickly forward, spreading out and covering all directions.
 
   Three more followed.
 
   The Ways
 
   Within thirty seconds, and before any of us could decide whether to run or stay, six had turned into ten, and then twenty. They hadn't seen us, but I didn't think it would be long before they did.
 
   "Exiles," said Ellis.
 
   I glanced at him.
 
   "As in the ones that live outside of the barriers?"
 
   He nodded, and stayed crouched below the open window, peering over every few seconds.
 
   "I think I met them already. They let me go. I wasn't expecting them to follow."
 
   "Hmm." Ellis was squinting. "They let you go? That isn't normal. They kill anyone or anything that comes near them. They don't trust anyone. We should leave."
 
   Then something popped into my mind.
 
   "Do you think they let me go for the same reason that you followed? Maybe they wanted me to lead them out?"
 
   He stared at me with a blank expression.
 
   "Did you tell them? About the portal I mean? Did you tell them that you were leaving?"
 
   "No, but I did tell them that I was hunting the man who killed a lot of them."
 
   "Then how would they know?"
 
   Had they lied to me?
 
   I looked over to where DogThing and GreyFoot sat, crouched a few yards away from me. I wondered for a moment if this was a different group of exiles, and almost as though I had predicted it the woman who led the group I'd met the night before stepped through into the road. By now the first group, the ones armed with crossbows, were spreading out, making room for more to follow, and they followed quickly. Women, children, the old and the injured came through until there must have been a hundred people gathered on the road.
 
   "Kill anything that moves," called a voice from amongst the gathering crowd. It was the man's voice again.
 
   I glanced over at the Maw again.
 
   "That's our cue to leave," I said.
 
   I stood up and moved quickly through the run-down living room, heading for the back door. DogThing and GreyFoot followed close behind.
 
   Then I heard Ellis moving behind us.
 
   Ten minutes later and we had left the back of the house and moved through the alleyway at the back. It led along the back of a dozen other houses and out onto street that looked the same as the one we had left. It all looked the same here.
 
   "We're moving away. The scent is weaker here."
 
   I stopped.
 
   "Ellis, we need to double back, or at least find our way around to the other side of those Exiles."
 
   "The trail your...dogs are following goes that way?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   He nodded, looked around, scoping out the directions of the few roads that joined the one we were on.
 
   "This way," he said, and strode off.
 
   I frowned, but followed.
 
   "How do you know?"
 
   "The buildings around. The larger buildings. They tell you what shape the streets are. Trust me. I'm used to navigating streets. This way should lead us around. You see that tower over there? The one with the broken clock? That was not far from where we came out. If we circle around, keeping the same distance, we should be able to reach the opposite side. If we're quick we will be able to skirt around in maybe an hour and still avoid those back there. We have to avoid them."
 
   I followed him.
 
   "Why are you helping me?"
 
   There was no point in just wondering.
 
   He looked back at me and smiled.
 
   "You found me the way out of that stinking city. The least I can do is get you back on your trail."
 
   As we moved through the streets I began to wonder once more if I would ever see a place that wasn't damaged. If I would ever set foot in a city, somewhere, that hadn't been ravaged by Nua'lath's creatures. Were there even any worlds left that weren't? Yes there was one.
 
   Earth.
 
   Earth was still not destroyed, but my travelling had not led me back there for decades, not since we had pulled parts of London out of existence and into the void under the desert.
 
   We made our way, skirting around the city. Every now and then I would glance up at the clock tower, still roughly a mile away from us. As the minutes ticked by the face of the clock gradually turned away from me, until finally we were looking at the back of the tower.
 
   "The scent is stronger here."
 
   "Can you follow it?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Good, then let's go."
 
   I stopped and turned to Ellis.
 
   "We've found the trail again. Thank you."
 
   He seemed to size the three of us up for a moment.
 
   "Good luck," he said, and then turned and began walking away in a direction that would take him even further from the Exiles. I was disappointed to see him go. With that gun and his obvious sense of direction he would have been very helpful to have with us, but something in the expression on his face when he had looked at the three of us told me that he had made a judgement of some kind, and the verdict was that we weren't up to the task ahead. I also wondered if we were.
 
   We camped up that night in yet another run-down building; this one I thought had once been a cinema. The foyer was still covered in dark red carpeting, but it was torn and dirty. There were crumbling wooden counters with broken computers hidden behind them, and a row of smashed, see-through plastic containers that still contained a smattering of sweets, all of which looked dried and solid.
 
   Day 62
 
   I awoke in the middle of the night to sound of voices outside. GreyFoot was curled at my feet, and for a moment I forgot about the voices, puzzled that she had suddenly taken to sleeping so close to me, but a quiet sniff from just a few feet away brought me back to the noise. DogThing was crouching next to a film display a few feet away, and glaring out at the darkness beyond the entrance to the cinema. There was no light outside except for the dim moonlight, but my eyes had already adjusted to it.
 
   Dark figures moved past the shattered glass doorways. They were moving swiftly along the street and passing the cinema without a pause. I watched them, trying to focus on the figures, but couldn't make out any details other than they weren't stumbling and dragging their feet. Not Zombies. Every few moments one of them would speak but I couldn't understand the language. It was more guttural than that spoken by the Exiles, who had spoken clear English.
 
   How was it that so many places that I had been to spoke that same language? Were they all linked in some way? I couldn't even put it down to common ancestry from thousands of years past. Ancient civilisations hadn't spoken English, but the people of Riverfall had, and those that I met during our time in the last place - whatever that had been called - also spoke the same. Had the Resistance spread the language across the worlds they travelled? No, even Nua'lath and Dha'mir spoke it, though I knew that it was not their native tongue.
 
   Anyway, this was the first time I'd heard a foreign language spoken in a long time.
 
   They continued to pass by for a few minutes, and I guessed that there had to be at least a hundred of them. It wasn't the Exiles, at least I didn't think it was. Unless of course the Exiles had their own language and they had come through the portal in huge numbers.
 
   A long time after they had gone I drifted back off to sleep again. I hadn't intended to, but the last thing I could remember was thinking that it had been an age since I'd slept so well. Had it been at the road junction where I met Eleanor? Or did we sleep at the stadium in the city of the Sisters of Rahl? I couldn't remember.
 
   It was daylight again outside when I did awaken, and that had only happened because DogThing woke me up.
 
   "The trail is getting weaker."
 
   I sat up, rubbed the dust from my eyes, nodded, and quickly collected my things. Five minutes later we were following the road again.
 
   After roughly two long hours of walking through crumbling streets the city finally gave way to countryside, but this wasn't a kind of countryside that I was used to. I'd seen the arid deserts and lush green fields of many worlds, but I'd never before walked a barren wasteland like this. The buildings gave way to broken and cracked ground that was covered in a thick layer of grey dust that looked like ash. Dotted across the endless expanse of almost perfectly flat land were small outcroppings of black rock jutting out from the ground like sores. There was no sign of plant life and no animals wandering across the deserted landscape, just dead greyness that drained me of courage every time I looked up at it.
 
   Bones in the dust.
 
   The journey along the road felt like it took days, though in reality only hours passed. The road itself went from reasonable condition, to broken, to nearly absent as the dry desert and dead nature took over. I saw many more skeletal remains as we travelled. Some of them looked once human, but most were much larger, the size of a car or in a few cases a double-decker bus. Sunlight was almost fading into the pitch darkness of a desert night when DogThing finally perked up.
 
   "There."
 
   I looked along the road where DogThing was facing and saw the change in light almost immediately. Further up the road, about two miles from where we were, was a petrol station and behind the building was a huge metal roof held up by metal columns. The whole structure was glowing, the light jumping and dancing, and much brighter than the pale sun that now barely made an effort to cast light upon the ground.
 
   The light from a portal.
 
   As we drew closer I saw the first body.
 
   The petrol station was as dilapidated as everything else I had seen in this world, and far more degraded than any place I had ever visited in my travels. I know, I can't remember everywhere that I have been right now, but something inside me said that nothing I'd seen before had felt this lifeless. I felt a pang of regret for the Exiles and for Ellis. I had inadvertently led them to this place and I didn't think that they would remember me kindly for it.
 
   The windows of the petrol station were broken, and glass littered the ground in pools at the bottom of each gaping window hole. The paint on the walls had peeled away so that there was barely any of it left clinging to the grey and mottled concrete underneath. A dozen rusted vehicles sat by the piles of scrap metal and plastic that had once been petrol pumps, their colour now rusted metal, the bodywork long ago having lost its colourful coat. Inside a few of the vehicles were the skeletal remains of the long dead, blackened and wasted.  They were a stark contrast to the freshly killed and bloody bodies that now lay scattered across the ground around them. I couldn't say why, but I knew that these new people were the ones that had passed us in the night, and as I approached the first body and turned it over with my boot I saw why they had been coming this way and why they had been killed.
 
   Staring at me out of the thick hood was Dha'mir, or Nua'lath. It didn't matter which of those you chose, the face that stared back at me with eyes as dead as the ashen ground around us was the face of one of their kind. The man, at least I thought it was a man, lay there with his mouth open wide in a final painful grimace, and sharpened teeth snarled motionlessly back at me.
 
   The face was half pale skin, almost translucent, like his kinsmen that I had met, and half blackened like burnt leather. There was a blue tinted marking tattooed upon his forehead, and as I walked around examining more of the dead I found that they all had these same markings. I couldn't tell you what they meant, but they were almost identical. A blazing blue star, surrounded with what I could only describe as tentacles, with a dark blue compass face in the middle. I say it was a compass face, but the polar letters were confused. East and west were reversed.
 
   They all had this marking, and all appeared to be the same until you looked carefully and noticed the small differences in the tiny sigils that encircled the compass in the middle. What each of the sigils meant was beyond me, but I couldn't help but think of the markings around the engraved circle in the dark cellar room that DogThing took me to when we found the ruined outpost in the desert near the field of white flowers.
 
   I'd looked at half a dozen of the bodies, whilst DogThing and GreyFoot sniffed around the rest of the petrol station, before I leaned over one of them and it moved.
 
   The creature rolled over and spat at me from six feet away, and a tirade of what must have been curses in its own language spewed from its mouth in the same harsh and guttural voice as Nua'lath.
 
   I took a step back, drew my blade and then advanced, shoving the tip of the blade into the creature's chest. I didn't stab it, only pushed hard enough so that the creature stopped cursing me and made a quiet choking sound.
 
   "Shut up," I said.
 
   The creature tried to take a breath but grimaced with pain. Blood was oozing out of anywhere that it could - ears, nose, eyes and mouth - and also from blackened burns that covered much of its exposed skin.
 
   "Did you fight Nua'lath here?" I asked.
 
   The creature laughed at me, coughing with every heave of its breath.
 
   "Answer me."
 
   "Why should I tell you anything, human?"
 
   "Because I hunt him like you do."
 
   "Yes. Maybe you do, but it is to take the power that belongs to our people. You humans interfere so much in what is none of your business, and you steal."
 
   I shook my head. I could hear DogThing and GreyFoot approaching now, and noticed the change in expression upon the creature's face. He was frightened - no. He was terrified of the Maw.
 
   DogThing came to stand next to me, and the creature tried to move away.
 
   "Please... Don't let it."
 
   I pushed the blade harder.
 
   "What? Don't let it what? You don't like the Maw?"
 
   He shook his head, still choking.
 
   "Please...they consume my kind. If they...I will not go to the sacred halls. Please."
 
   I had never seen this side of Nua'lath or Dha'mir. Maybe they had somehow overcome their fear of the Maw, or maybe they knew something that this unfortunate thing didn't. I knew what it did mean though.
 
   "Answer my questions and I'll leave you alone. If you don't, I let them eat you."
 
   DogThing snorted at this and bared his teeth. GreyFoot seemed to understand as well, and did the same. To me it was comical seeing such a small Maw growling, but the effect was not lost on the creature lying at my feet.
 
   "Yes, we fought Nua'lath. He has grown so strong now. We could not reach him before in his prison, but now he is free again we may track him down. The power is not rightfully his, and it must be returned. But he had new Icons, the ones in the chains. They are strong. We were not prepared."
 
   He started coughing again, and I drew the tip of the blade away to give him space for a moment.
 
   "You are trying to kill him, and so am I. I don't give a damn about some mystical fairy power that he has, that you want back. I really don't care. His new Icons, as you call them, are my family and I want him dead, and them free. Can you tell me how I can do that?"
 
   He was staring up at me now, puzzled.
 
   "Humans lie. But you? I cannot sense a lie in your mind."
 
   "I'm not lying. Tell me how to kill him. We tried for centuries, but he is too strong. Weapons seem to have no effect. You shoot him and he laughs at the wound as it heals right in front of you."
 
   "You must separate him from the Icons," he said. "The ones in chains."
 
   "How? He apparently heals them too."
 
   "You must sever the link."
 
   He was coughing heavily now, and struggling to speak. Blood poured from his mouth.
 
   "How do I do that? Break the chains?"
 
   "No. The chains are merely bonds. The link is not physical. They must be separated in mind, or if you do break the chains you must either take them far away from him, or kill them."
 
   "Then what? How? Tell me."
 
   I wanted to kneel down and shake him, but I knew it would do no good; it would only accelerate his death.
 
   "Separate..."
 
   I was too busy with these thoughts churning around in my head to even notice the creature's hands reach out to grab my blade, and I wasn't quick enough to pull it away. Before I could react he pulled the blade and impaled himself through the neck with it. I drew it back, but only aided him in his suicide. The blade swung out in a short arc and sliced the wound in his neck wide open.
 
   A few moments of coughing, and a shudder, and the creature lay still.
 
   Nothing. I knew nothing that I didn't know already. I wanted to scream out loud, but just stood there, breathing slowly. I needed to keep calm and go on. A few minutes passed before I was ready.
 
   "Let's go."
 
   I looked across the parking lot behind the petrol station at the glowing, crackling portal under the huge metal roof. That was where we were going.
 
   I started walking towards the glowing portal, staring straight at the picture of darkness beyond. I could see a wall of some sort through the hole, and on the wall's surface was a pattern like the one upon the floor in the desert outpost and the tattoos worn by the dead that surrounded me. The sigils surrounding the pattern seemed to etch themselves into my mind, just as a bright sun leaves spots of lingering light in your eyes long after you look away from it. But when I was about thirty feet away the crackling energy stuttered once and then disappeared. The huge hole that for a few moments had given me a glimpse of a dark place beyond simply vanished.
 
   The portal had gone.
 
   I didn't know what to do for a few moments. I had presumed that the portals would stay long enough for me to step through them. I had been travelling so fast all this time that I had completely forgotten that there was a chance that I may suddenly be stopped dead if one of the portals shut before I could travel through it.
 
   I looked around me at the bodies scattered on the ground, wondering how I was to carry on. I couldn't. That was it. My journey was over. Wasn't it?
 
   After everything that I had been through, everything that I had discovered, the way to kill him or at least the way to distract him long enough to separate him from my family who were now his power conduits, I still wouldn't be able to find my family or Nua'lath.
 
   GreyFoot made a whining sound behind me.
 
   "Here."
 
   I turned around and looked at DogThing, who was now pawing at the body nearest to me. Despair was clouding any rational thought that may have helped me understand what he was trying to show me, but he was persistent.
 
   "Look. Here."
 
   I looked down, frowning at the body, and it took me a few seconds to understand.
 
   But then I saw it, something so obvious about the dead body that I shook my head at my own stupidity and lack of observation.
 
   Around his neck was a metal chain, and attached to that was something that looked just like...a compass. I reached down, pulled the chain from his neck and examined it.
 
   It was obvious then. They had to have travelled to this world, somehow. These would-be assassins had to have had some way to follow him. 
 
   The amulet was almost identical to the one that I had reassembled when I had been trapped in The Corridor. It had the same polar markings, wrongly placed so that they faced backwards, the same multitude of many smaller markings. Only the chain was different.
 
   "It's a portal key," I said.
 
   "Yes."
 
   I smiled.
 
   "You, my furry friend, are a damn genius."
 
   "Yes."
 
   "I found it, not you," said another voice. This one was softer, and distinctly young and feminine.
 
   I turned to look at the pair of Maw. DogThing was now lowering his head a little, and GreyFoot was scowling at him.
 
   "Hmm. It was better when you didn't speak."
 
   I closed my fist around it and envisioned the pattern that I had seen on the wall through the portal that had just disappeared. I forced my mind to focus on those burning sigils, on the pattern that had stared back at me from the darkness. The thought grew, until I could vividly see swirling, twisting lines, glowing with fire. Then I could feel a connection, and the air around me crackled with energy.
 
   Wait.
 
   I was in too much of a hurry to keep up the chase, and not thinking clearly. I had a key that could take me anywhere, open a door to any place in my memory if I could just focus on it.
 
   And so my thoughts shifted to the desert, and to the way station where I had last seen Rudy, Adler, Reg and Marie. I tried to find something in my memory that stood out, something that would be detailed enough that I could call up it. I thought of the front door, the road, the pile of debris out the front, and the yard. The yard where Eleanor, my granddaughter, played.
 
   The air around me shifted and a blast of hot desert air brushed my face as a portal opened in front of me.
 
   Rudy looked back at me through the void, his expression shocked.
 
   "James!" he shouted.
 
   I stepped through, followed by DogThing and GreyFoot. Rudy was still speechless when I noticed Adler rushing from the house.
 
   "Why, James," he called out. "You're alive."
 
   He smiled. "And DogThing! And, oh you seem to have found a young friend I see."
 
   "We thought you were dead," said Rudy. The relief on his face made me smile.
 
   I looked around.
 
   "Yes. Look. It's such a long story that I will have to tell you as we travel. I'm on CutterJack's trail. He has gone to somewhere called The Ways. He has my family bound to him as his gate openers, the ones in chains."
 
   The smiles vanished instantly.
 
   "He has them?" said Rudy, his voice weak.
 
   "Yes. I don't have time. I'll have to tell you as we move. Where is Reg? Marie?"
 
   "They left," said Adler. "They've gone south again, heading for the Resistance base that Reg says is there. We said we would stay in case you came back. They are going to try to contact your brothers and the other Resistance leaders. We couldn't think of a way to get to you, to help, so they were going to try and get the Resistance to help."
 
   "Well it will have to be just us then. Are you willing to come with me?"
 
   Rudy nodded. "Of course."
 
   Movement from the trees around us. Shadows  amongst the low branches and the undergrowth.
 
   "Others come."
 
   I glanced at DogThing.
 
   "Who?"
 
   "Some of my kin that stayed here."
 
   They appeared one by one from the amongst the great desert trees that surrounded the way station. Large, black-furred Maw that were much bigger than DogThing. The warrior caste. I remembered them from our exodus from The Corridor, and from the battle against the mass of creatures in the ruined city where we found the Sisters of Rahl.
 
   A few minutes later and there were two dozen of them surrounding us, all standing and looking directly at me, waiting.
 
   Waiting for me to do something.
 
   "What do they want?" I asked, looking at DogThing.
 
   "They come to help."
 
   "They're coming with us?"
 
   There was a moment of silence before he answered again.
 
   "They are coming."
 
    
 
   Five minutes later and we are all standing in the place where I'd seen the glowing symbol. The portal was easy to open, and no one hesitated to follow me through. I'd had to wait a few minutes whilst Adler and Rudy insisted on dictating a note to leave for Reg and Marie. I wrote it down quickly and left it on the table inside the main building, right where we had eaten breakfast with Cory and his daughter. It had only been a few days ago, but it seemed like years had passed since then. I also took a moment to look at the back yard where I had spoken to Eleanor. Back then I hadn't known that she was my granddaughter. I hadn't known her at all, but she had known me. I couldn't help but think again how strange, confusing and upsetting it must have been for her to see her grandfather acting so distant and unknowing to her.
 
   I will make up for it soon, I thought. I will make up for it, and much more.
 
    
 
   And so we went, for the first time, into The Ways. This place was special somehow, at least to Nua'lath and his kin, and maybe others. I didn't know why, but if Ellis had spoken the truth, then this had been the first place that Nua'lath had mentioned to his followers when he had escaped from The Corridor. The very first thing his thoughts went to.
 
   I don't know what I had expected of the place, but what was there when we arrived was certainly not it.
 
   Darkness, I had expected. For a place that Nua'lath wished to return to, I couldn't picture anything but a dark place. It didn't disappoint me there.
 
   I was the first through the portal, and stepped out onto a brick and cobble ground. The place was vast, or at least the first bit of it was. Brick walls with no windows rose around me and into the darkness. I lit my torch, the only one I had remaining, before I went through, and I was glad that I did because there was only a very dim light in the place and no indication of where the pale glow came from. Stairways also made of brick rose from the ground in many places and led into corridors whose destinations were faded into the darkness. The ground was wet and moss covered, and the brick-work cracked and broken. I walked forward to examine the brick wall in front of me, the one that bore the fiery symbol that had burned its image into my mind, the one that had allowed me to open the portal in the first place.
 
   I thought then that it was strange how the portal keys worked. I could open a door to almost anywhere if I could remember the scene vividly enough, or if there was a symbol, one of the fiery symbols, in my memory. When I held the amulet tightly there were a million, or so it seemed, of these symbols in my mind, and many flashes of remembered images of places that I still couldn't identify. I could go anywhere I wanted to, and almost nowhere that I knew, instantly.
 
   After a few minutes my friends and the Black Maw had joined me. The Maw began to spread out around us, creating a perimeter of deadly black fur and teeth. They still made me nervous. Anything as big as a lion, with black fur, and a mouth full of teeth large enough to send any alpha male big cat running in fear, and nearly completely silent, was something to be fearful of. But they were my allies and that gave more comfort than anything else I could think of. An armed division of Resistance Vigilants wouldn't make me feel as courageous as the Maw did.
 
   "Which way did they go, do you think?" asked Rudy.
 
   "I don't know."
 
   "We will find the trail."
 
   I nodded.
 
   "The Maw will track him," I said to Rudy and Adler.
 
   We waited there in the darkness whilst the Maw drifted away, each of them sniffing the ground and darting around in the shadows just outside of the torchlight. I opened my pack and pulled out one of my few remaining tins of food, and sat on the ground eating. I would have to eat the mushrooms soon, there was no doubt about that, but I was going to put that off until it was the last option. During mouthfuls of the drab tasting stuff in the tin I told Rudy and Adler everything that had happened so far - the bunker, Dha'mir's death, finding the train station and the remnants of what I believed to be Nua'lath's home in The Corridor, my journey to Riverfall and the Ash covered ruined world that followed. I told them about the exiles who left Riverfall, and Ellis. I'd just gotten to the part about the bodies of Nua'lath's kinsmen when the growling noises erupted from the darkness. I dropped the food tin and stood up, drawing my blade and my gun in a swifter movement that I thought I was capable of.
 
   Half a dozen of the Maw were backing away from something, heading towards us. Other Maw were rushing across the cobbled ground in the direction of the growling.
 
   "What's happening?" I thought.
 
   "Movement in the tunnels. Something is coming."
 
   GreyFoot appeared from the murky darkness, running as fast as her tiny legs would carry her. DogThing appeared for the briefest of moments, seeming to check that she had reached me, and then he joined the line of Maw - that was now a dozen strong at least and growing as others made their way back to the clearing. A few of them formed a perimeter around me, but most headed straight to the growling line of black fur.
 
   Then I saw what they were growling at as the first creature came into sight.
 
   It was a massive, bristly nightmare.
 
   Long spindly, hairy legs as tall as a man, maybe taller, stuck out from a bulky body, from the centre of which glared a multitude of bright, round eyes. There were hundreds of eyes.
 
   A spider of some sort, but one much, much larger than any that I had ever seen. This thing was the size of a car, and it was not alone. I could see the shadowy movement of several others as they slipped out of the entrances around us. One of the Maw darted forward and gnashed with its teeth, growling louder at the nearest spider, but it jumped back quickly as a cloud of noxious green gas burst from the gaping mouth of the spider. The gas jetted forward maybe ten feet, nearly reaching the line of Maw, but they quickly backed away.
 
   I looked around me, and saw that the massive spiders were already nearly surrounding us as they spread out around the cavern.
 
   One of the larger corridors, maybe forty feet wide, was still visible, but the spiders were edging their way around, closing even that last gap. Very soon they would have us in a trap.
 
   At my feet, huddled against me and staring at the same gap as I was, was GreyFoot. She made a soft whining noise and then looked up at me. She was still a frightened child.
 
   "DogThing. To me. Now. And tell your kin to be ready to follow me when I fire," I thought.
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Stay right by my side, little one," I whispered, kneeling for a moment so that GreyFoot could nuzzle my elbow.
 
   A moment later and DogThing was by my side.
 
   "We're going to break out that way," I said out loud.
 
   Rudy and Adler nodded.
 
   I began walking forward towards the gap, just as two of the large spiders started to close it. I raised my gun and fired. The sharp crack of the gun echoed with such a loud force that nearly everything and everyone in the huge hall jumped back. Even the Maw were startled, but more importantly, the spider that I had aimed at shrank back into the shadows, screeching from the burning wounds on at least two of its legs. 
 
   "Go. Now," I shouted, running forward. I kept the gun in front of me, frantically aiming shot after shot at the creatures as they swarmed in the darkness. We were approaching the open corridor fast, and I could feel, more than see, the dark presence of the Maw rushing around me. None of them blocked the way in front, or got in the way of the gun that was sending bright flashes of deadly energy out into the shadows and the swarm of massive spiders every couple of seconds.
 
   One of the spiders leapt just as I was about to run into the passageway, and landed in front of me. I staggered back for just a moment before firing the gun almost blindly into the massive, black body that was looming over me, a few feet away. There was a loud scream, and then I felt the gas erupt around me. I ducked down and tried not to breathe in, firing again, sending the creature rolling away and scuttling back to the shadows, and ran through the green mist that was spreading out around me.
 
   Another spider landed nearby, but before I could spin around and fire, a group of Maw jumped it, gnashing with their teeth and tearing at the creature's legs. It jumped again and vanished from sight, above us. They weren't just coming from the tunnels. I had no idea how tall the cavern was and what was up there.
 
   Then I was in the tunnel, and expected it to be dark, but the light was still with me. I had left the torch on the ground in the middle of the great cavern, but it was no longer there. Standing just a few feet away, gripping the torch in her teeth but keeping the flame away from her fur, was GreyFoot. Adler and Rudy rushed into the tunnel, closely followed by DogThing and a mass of Black Maw. A dozen of them rushed past us and into the darkness ahead as I turned and began firing back into the hall.
 
   "We don't know which way he went," shouted Rudy.
 
   "I know. We'll have to find the trail, somehow."
 
   But the spiders hadn't given up.
 
   Half a dozen of the Maw held the passageway, and I stood behind them as we backed away slowly. The passage was only wide enough for one of the spiders to move into, so we were spared being attacked from many directions, but it seemed that every time I shot one of the creatures another would push its way over the wriggling body of its injured ally. And they weren't being as timid as they had been in the cavern. In this long corridor, that seemed to just keep going and going, they threw themselves at us with fury.
 
   As we moved further and further along the passageway the attacks from the spiders became less frequent, and after about fifteen minutes they stopped altogether. It gave me time to look at my surroundings and become even more puzzled. The massive cavern that we had arrived in had been strange enough, with its winding walkways, bridges and the arched entrances dotted randomly along the walls, all leading into darkness. Everything was built from bricks, and it all looked very old.  They weren't even a type of brick that suggested that they had been made in ancient times; instead they were the same as any of the small dark bricks that you could find all over the city of London, way back when I last visited it. What made the place strange was that the bricks did look old, as though they had been here for centuries, maybe millennia. In many places the walls were crumbling, and I could see behind the facade to smooth, hard, grey rock.
 
   The tunnels didn't even run straight; they twisted and turned and split at strange angles. Stairways went down, or up, into yet more darkness that the light from my now fading torch barely cut into, and always the passageways were nearly ten feet tall, and just as wide, and arched high in the middle. There were metal brackets placed at twenty-foot intervals, but no torches.
 
   It was an endless maze of twisting passages.
 
   Sometimes over the following hours the passageway would break out into another cavern, and each time only the different shape of the vast opening gave us some clue that it was a different room and that we hadn't just walked back on ourselves.
 
   I knew we wouldn't anyway. DogThing was at the front of the Maw, and had been the whole time, sniffing the ground and stopping at every intersection to decide which direction Nua'lath had taken.
 
   Then there were the symbol walls in each cavern. These were the strangest of all. They were built dead in the centre of each cavern, up on a dais that was raised maybe two feet. The walls themselves were roughly ten feet tall and the same width, and always in the centre of the wall, identical on both sides, a symbol was carved into the rough brick-work. Even though a lot of the walls and passageways had crumbled in places, these jet-black coloured bricks were in perfect condition.
 
   Eventually I called for everyone to stop. I was exhausted and needed to rest for a few minutes before we carried on. I sat down on the step of the dais and watched as Adler attempted to examine the symbol wall, which wasn't very easy now that the light was gone. Of course, with the two ghosts - Rudy and Adler - glowing as brightly as they did, we weren't short of light, but it wasn't bright enough to see very far.
 
   "It looks like some kind of obsidian," Adler said, as he peered at the brick-work from a few inches away.
 
   "Obsidian?" asked Rudy. "What's that?"
 
   "Well, volcanic rock is the best description," replied Adler. "It's formed over a long period of time under extreme heat, and it's no small task to have collected enough for just one of these walls, let alone the many we have seen, let alone to have carved it into bricks and then carved these symbols in it. Truly an advanced culture must have done this."
 
   "Not advanced enough that they could use something other than bricks to build this place with," I said.
 
   Adler stepped away from the symbol wall. "Yes, good point, but whoever built these passageways and these caverns produced the bricks by the millions, maybe even billions. Have you noticed that we have walked maybe five miles or more through these corridors, and there have been a dozen caverns in that time?"
 
   "It's an amazing place," said Rudy. "Just think. It must have taken years. And where is it even? I mean, where are we? Are we under the ground somewhere? We haven't seen any ways out."
 
   "Good question, my friend," said Adler. "We've walked five miles or more, through endless passageways and twists and turns, through many large caverns, and in each were countless other exits to what I can only presume is more caverns and more passageways. Yet no doors, and no way out. What was it you called this place James?"
 
   "The Ways. That was what Ellis said Nua'lath had called the place when he overheard him talking to his minions," I said, and for a moment I wondered where Ellis had gone to, and whether he was still alive. Had he wandered out of the ruins and found how dead that world really was? And the Exiles. Had they also?
 
   "The Ways," said Adler. "A strange name."
 
   "Are the symbols for opening portals?" asked Rudy.
 
   I nodded.
 
   "They seem that way," I replied. "Whenever I look at one of them I can feel it trying to burn into my mind and stay there, like some sort of bookmark. It's an odd feeling. I think if I tried I could open a portal using one of them."
 
   "Hmm. Almost like they want you to open them?" asked Adler.
 
   "Like they have a will of their own," added Rudy.
 
   Day 63
 
   I don't remember the rest of Rudy and Adler's conversation. One moment I was sitting on the dais and the next I was in a dream.
 
   I was stumbling through darkness, a pain in my head. No, the pain was burning in my eyeballs. All around me I saw glowing shapes, but nothing else. It was like seeing ghosts of blood red, with swirling wisps of vapour of some kind trailing behind them. Every few moments I would feel a burning pain in the back of my head and everything would flash with a bright light. For that briefest slice of time I could see everything clearly. Zombies and other creatures stumbled ahead of me, all heading in the same direction that I was moving. Other creatures that I didn't recognise also stumbled forward, their backs to me. In the distance I would see something moving fast, and the flashes of what might be gunfire. Then the pain would go and one of those fast-moving figures would fall to the ground.
 
   After each time this happened I would feel the dull ache in my eyes, and the pain would begin to rise again.
 
    
 
   I awoke, sweating, and breathing heavily, to find DogThing standing next to me. I sat up. GreyFoot was still huddled at my feet, and as I arose she also sat up, a puzzled expression on her tiny face.
 
   I almost felt her ask.
 
   Time to leave?
 
   Before I'd fallen asleep I'd seen DogThing darting into the different exits from the cavern and then coming back a few moments later.
 
   "I have found the trail. It is up there."
 
   He was looking up into the void above us.
 
   "It is not far but the path is broken in places. The scent is stronger. I think we are catching them up."
 
   I rubbed my eyes and struggled to my feet, my whole body aching.
 
   Time to move on.
 
   We found the first of the bodies about three hours later.
 
   The climb up the stairwell was a lot more dangerous than I had expected. The stairs were solid enough for a while, and I could see clearly enough with Rudy and Adler staying close to me, their unearthly glow providing enough light to see a few feet ahead. But a short while into the climb, and maybe ten flights of stairs later, the stairs just disappeared completely, leaving a gap of maybe four or five feet between the last step and where the stairs began again. At some point this section must have just fallen away, aged and weakened until its own weight was too much. The Maw had no trouble jumping the gap, and even GreyFoot leaped across almost effortlessly, but I had to take a few steps back and will myself to jump.
 
   I don't remember ever having a fear of heights, but this unnerved me. I think it may have been the dim light and my inability to see to the stairs that were obviously only twenty or so feet below the gap that made it daunting.
 
   Eventually I just jumped, and was relieved to land easily on the other side, but the first few steps immediately began to crumble under the impact and I jumped forward again just a moment before the loud cracking sound echoed around the walls of the cavern and the brick-work fell into the darkness below. Less than two seconds later and a loud crash erupted from the darkness below as the falling rubble hit the ground.
 
   This was how it went for the next two hours as we climbed further and further up the stairs.  At least a dozen times I had to either jump a gap or climb round a small ledge that remained, jutting out of the wall like blackened teeth. Every time my stomach lurched as I imagined it giving way and sending me falling into the darkness. I knew that even if I was injured I would heal, or at least I thought that I would. I'd not yet had to heal from an injury that actually broke my neck or smashed my skull, so I couldn't account for that.
 
   I don't think it was the thought of injury that made me nervous, though. I think it was the idea of falling into darkness. It made me panic slightly, just as I had when I'd dropped into the sewers back in The City.
 
   The dark unknown scared me even when I knew it wasn't really unknown.
 
   Also if I was injured then my journey would be hugely delayed, even to the point where we wouldn't ever catch up with Nua'lath; maybe he would open another portal and it would close before I was able to heal and catch up.
 
   The stairwell did eventually end, though, and we found ourselves upon a massive platform that stretched away almost forever, oddly lit somehow by some source that wasn't visible.
 
   That was when I spotted the first dark shape on the ground. It was hundreds of yards away, across the brick ground. Two of the Maw were already moving towards it, sniffing the ground, but not getting too close to it.
 
   It was another of Nua'lath's people. Another tattooed disciple of their strange priesthood, except this one was far more grotesquely mauled than the others had been.
 
   I stood a few feet away, cringing in disgust at the mauled thing. It was barely recognisable, but one part of its smashed face bore the same tattoo markings, and the same material that their clothing was made from was lying in torn shreds across a large area.
 
   Rudy and Adler stood next to me, and Rudy was shaking his head.
 
   "It's like it was torn apart...like."
 
   I suddenly realised.
 
   "Just like how you died, Rudy."
 
   He looked up to me, his face pale. How a glowing white ghost can be even paler, I don't know, but Rudy managed it now.
 
   Adler leaned over the mess.
 
   "Yes, this is how it was when I returned to the shack that time and found you dead, Rudy," he said, his voice quiet and wavering. I knew that neither of my two ghostly friends cared much about reliving their demises, and even less about how they had split up. I think both of them regretted it to a level that they believed they might both still be alive had they made different choices, had Adler not been in such a hurry to leave, and maybe if Rudy had not been so stubborn.
 
   "Killed by Nua'lath."
 
   I didn't repeat DogThing's words to Rudy and Adler.
 
   There were more bodies as we moved on, each of them mauled in a similar way, and after we had passed maybe twenty of them the carnage ended. Once more we walked across an expanse of open ground that was almost perfectly flat but for the occasional broken patch of brick-work, or an area covered with a blue, spongy moss.
 
   Then the Maw were growling, and I moved quickly forward towards the noise. As I approached I could see that a dozen of them were surrounding something, a figure that was kneeling upon the ground. Another half a dozen bodies were lying in a circle around this one that was still alive, and they weren't mauled and ripped apart like the others had been. These last few dead were killed by blades.
 
   I stepped through the circle of Maw and towards the figure, my blade and my gun at the ready.
 
   "Be careful," said Rudy.
 
   The figure looked up at me for a moment, rose slowly from the ground, and bowed.
 
   "I am honoured to be in your presence, Halldon," said a deep cracked voice. He stood up straight, and looked directly at me from within his hood. I could see that he was younger looking than the others had been, but there was no mistaking the tattoo markings. At his feet lay two long wickedly sharp blades.
 
   "Who are you?" I asked, pointing my gun at him.
 
   "I am Sha'ris, acolyte of the High Temple," he said, bowing once more. "I was an initiate and student to Dha'mir before I was passed into the brotherhood."
 
   Dha'mir. There was that name yet again, come back to remind me of his betrayal. Even though he showed regret, and helped me in his last breath, I wouldn't forget.
 
   I watched the creature...creature? They look almost like men, really, except for a few differences; the lack of a defined nose; the larger than normal eyes; the paler than pale skin that is almost translucent. Their mouths are lined with long, sharp, exaggerated teeth, and their shoulders sit higher than a man's, but other than that they are humanoid.
 
   "Why are you waiting here?"
 
   He blinked at me, expressionless.
 
   "I was waiting for you. My brethren are all dead. I am alone. I knew that you were following the trail, and I decided that instead of failing in my duty to destroy Nua'lath and retrieve the talisman, I would wait, and offer to join with you in achieving the task. I had, like Dha'mir, believed it a crucial element to the success of the task, but I was restricted by my brethren in making the choice. Now they are all dead, I have decided to curse myself to the unlife, and accept that as my fate for joining forces with an enemy, but I deem it a necessary sacrifice."
 
   He frowned.
 
   "Well you can go right ahead and die with the rest of your people. I have no intention of teaming up with you."
 
   He nodded and I turned, intending to move around him and carry on. I knew that the Maw would happily deal with him.
 
   "I expected that you would react as such."
 
   I stopped and looked back.
 
   "Really? Well I'm pleased for you. Though you're about to become Maw food."
 
   "James," interrupted Adler. "Maybe we should talk to him first? Maybe..."
 
   I felt a twinge of anger rising.
 
   "For what? So he can lead us down some merry path and then stick me with a sword? Did you even listen to what I told you about Dha'mir? I wouldn't trust any words that thing says."
 
   Adler went silent, which I thought was unusual. He'd never been one for backing down before now.
 
   "But James..." it was Rudy this time, "don't you think that he must have had good reason to wait for you?"
 
   "Yes, perfectly good reason. Team up with me to fight Nua'lath now that his buddies are all dead, and stab me in the back later on. Am I right?" I glared at Sha'ris.
 
   "Yes. Of course," he said. "If you stand in the way of me taking the talisman back to my people."
 
   At least it seemed he was being honest.
 
   "I don't want your damn talisman. I've never wanted it. You can take your damn talisman and stick it right where it's dark for all I care. If you even have one. And why aren't you dead like the rest of your freaky friends? Can you answer that?"
 
   His face was emotionless.
 
   "I am faster with a blade than even Nua'lath. My brethren were there to provide distraction so that I could make it past the barrier of protection that the Icons provide him, and make the killing blow. I have failed twice."
 
   I laughed at this, though it was a shallow and empty laugh.
 
   "You failed twice? Not much good at this are you?"
 
   "You also have failed many times, even to the point of losing your kin to his will," he said, staring back at me.
 
   I wanted to feel angry at this, and I could feel a rage burning in my stomach, but the feeling sank. He was right. I stood there for a long while, just staring at him.
 
   "I have spoken out of place. I apologise," he said, which took me aback for a moment. "Our two races have warred for so long that I cannot help but dislike you intensely. The hatred is blood-deep. My mentor, Dha'mir, held his hatred back for a long time, and was scorned by the brethren for even associating with your kind. But he taught me that we have a common enemy. We have hunted Nua'lath for longer than you, ever since he first became corrupted and strayed from the true path when he stole the power of our people, bending it to destroy. We were never meant to step out from our home. We are meant to stand in vigilance over the Great One and use the power to sustain him."
 
   I frowned, wondering why this enemy of mine was suddenly telling me far more than Dha'mir ever had.
 
   "Your kin abhor us as much as we do you, we are too unalike for us to ever exist together in harmony, but my kind also have a great respect for your resilience and determination. Whilst we are forced to leave our home and hunt Nua'lath, we will always stumble upon each other, and killing one another is a natural result. Is it not in both of our interests to join forces and finish this, so that I may return home with the talisman, and you and your kin never see us again?"
 
   The more he spoke, the more his words made sense, but I just couldn't bring myself to want to team up. This was no ally that I'd ever wanted.
 
   "I still don't trust you. What reason have I got to think that you're not lying to me?"
 
   He swept his arms outward and in an arc, indicating the bodies.
 
   "I killed the last of my brethren to take a chance at a different approach."
 
   I could see by the expressions on Adler and Rudy's faces that they were as shocked at this as I was. It took me a minute or so to grasp the idea.
 
   "You killed your own people to join up with me?"
 
   He nodded.
 
   "But...what could posses you to do that?"
 
   "They were set in their path and their ways to continue on and attempt a third attack. I knew it would be our final failure. Do not misunderstand. I had no desire to hurt my own kind. I only wish to restore that which rightfully belongs in our high temple. I will be punished for my crime. But I will also take the talisman home."
 
   I stared at him for what seemed a long time. I had to make a decision, and quickly. I couldn't waste any more time with waiting when I knew that we were gaining on Nua'lath. If what this man was saying was true, then working with him, against our common enemy, may be the only way to succeed. And if I was honest with myself, I knew what I had to do to defeat Nua'lath - separate him from my family - but I still hadn't the slightest idea of how I was going to do it.
 
   "OK," I said, finally.
 
   He looked startled.
 
   "You are accepting my proposal of a temporary alliance?"
 
   "Yes, but it ends when Nua'lath is dead and you take your talisman and go."
 
    
 
   We set off again, most of the Maw travelling ahead of us with DogThing, seeking out the scent of the trail, and Sha'ris walking by my side, with Adler and Rudy with us. GreyFoot was still clinging to my side like I was a parent, just as she had since we first entered The Ways. She was constantly on edge, as though something was bothering her.
 
   I found myself holding two conversations at the same time, one with DogThing as he kept me updated, and the other as I probed Sha'ris for more information.
 
   "Not far now. I can sense them."
 
   "You can? How close?"
 
   "Very soon. Their passing here is strong."
 
   I took a deep breath. Finally the moment was coming. My stomach churned and my nerves tingled. I had the Maw with me, and Adler, and Rudy. But Sha'ris? I couldn't account for him. I knew that I was going into this fight with the odds against me.
 
   I tried to ignore it. I'd been through worse, alone.
 
   "How did you know we were coming?" I asked Sha'ris. "You were waiting for us."
 
   "Yes, we passed you in the ruins before the battle at the portal. I knew you were there, as did many of my brethren, but we could not sense your exact location. Also, our rear scout was waiting at the top of the stairs for a while when you entered the last chamber before climbing to The Gallery."
 
   "The Gallery?"
 
   "Yes. The Ways is split into many levels, and the topmost was strangely called The Gallery. Our histories do not tell us of the ancient peoples that built or named the different places within The Ways, only the region names."
 
   I frowned at this. The Gallery, as he had called it, was a vast open plain of sorts, but instead of dirt and grass the ground was almost perfectly flat brick work patterned in a thatchwork style. All of the bricks were of the same size and the colour of dark slate. A strange name to call such a strange place.
 
   "Your histories? How old is this place?"
 
   He shrugged.
 
   "No one knows that either, but our histories date back over twenty thousand years through the names of the families that have held the High Priesthood, and it has been here, almost unchanged the whole time. Many centuries ago it was mostly occupied by my kind, and was used as a way of travelling to many worlds, but it became less so after Nua'lath took the talisman. We still have the means to use the portals, as you know, but The Ways has become a dangerous place, with many creatures that never belonged here now inhabiting the dark places.
 
   "It's pretty big then? The Ways?"
 
   He laughed. I don't remember ever hearing Dha'mir laugh, so the noise that came from Sha'ris was quite alien. It was a deep booming sound that was barely comparable to a human's laugher. It sounded mocking, but his expression suggested otherwise.
 
   "The Ways is indeed large. No one has ever found the end, as such. It is, in theory, an endless place. Once, many centuries ago, there was a prophet amongst our kind called Lha'rul. He left our lands and said that he, as his particular rite of passage, would walk the entirety of The Ways, and map it as he went. About three centuries after he left upon his journey his remains were found in a tomb somewhere in The Ways. Who had buried him, no one knows, but the tomb was a shrine, and very decorated, and within the tomb were his journals. There were thirty-five volumes, and over a thousand maps, each covering an area that was vast. It was calculated by scholars that he must have walked for over a hundred years, barely stopping. Many of the places on his maps are so far away that a man could not walk there if he walked for ten years, and many of the places on the maps we have still to visit. Lha'rul recorded the locations of over five thousand portal markings."
 
   "That's ridiculous."
 
   "Indeed."
 
   A place so vast that ten years of walking wouldn't take you to some of the furthest reaches, and connected to over five thousand worlds. It was mind-boggling.
 
   Sha'ris opened his mouth, about to speak again, but then he stopped dead, his expression changed to intense concentration.
 
   "Do you hear that?"
 
   I stopped. Listening.
 
   I couldn't hear anything at first.
 
   "Everyone stop. Listen."
 
   Far away, echoing through the halls and across the flat brick plain, came the very faint sound of a raised voice. And something else, something humming, an almost inaudible crackling sound.
 
   "A portal?" asked Rudy. "Is that what that noise is?"
 
   "He is opening another portal to leave here?" said Adler.
 
   I looked at Sha'ris.
 
   "I think, Halldon, that if we are to catch up with and confront Nua'lath, it should happen here, where there are few creatures for him to throw against us or twist to join the ranks of his minions. He has some still with him, but we have thinned their numbers out significantly. We should attack as swiftly as possible, surprise him if we can. We should..."
 
   "We should run."
 
   "Yes."
 
   I stared at my unlikely ally for a few moments, wondering if I was about to walk into my last fight, wondering if by teaming up with Sha'ris I had made one final mistake.
 
   But it was too late now.
 
   "Are you ready?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   We ran.
 
   For what seemed like hours, we just ran, even though barely half a mile in distance went by. The open brick plain that we had started on quickly gave way to rows upon rows of massive pillars that were twenty feet in diameter and rose into the darkness around us. Had I not been in such a hurry to catch Nua'lath before he escaped from this place, and possibly got ahead of us one more time, I may have stopped to see the strange things that we rushed past on our way, but there was no time.
 
   I saw things that can't be explained easily, things that would have looked more at home in The Corridor. There was a tree growing from the ground just before we reached the hall of pillars; the brick-work around it had just broken and fallen back as the monstrous thing had pushed its way up, and this was like no tree that I had ever seen. There was no end to it, and it rose up into the darkness, promising to just keep on going. The trunk of the tree must have been a hundred feet wide and the roots that stuck up from the ground were taller than I was. There were no visible leaves or other forms of growth, but the thing was definitely alive. As we skirted around it, still hurrying in the direction of the noise, the entire thing swayed towards us. It didn't reach out to us, but the whole mass of the tree swayed back and forth slowly as we passed by.
 
   Half way across the hall of pillars, as I jumped over holes in the ground that seemed to fall endlessly into the darkness, I saw the rusted and broken frame of a tank. This was an old one, and I remembered that sometime in the past I had seen tanks like this as they roared across Europe in the war that humankind had called the second great world war, or something like that. We, the Resistance, had only been involved in a few incidents during the two great human wars, but my memory was sharp enough now that something floated to the top, something that didn't need a flashback. It was a panzer tank, and to confirm this I saw the body of a long dead and shrivelled German stormtrooper lying dead on the ground just a few feet away. The body looked as though it had been drained of all of its fluid, blood, water, everything, and I was suddenly unsure that the draining had been natural decay.
 
   Something had killed the soldier.
 
   Something that lived here in The Ways.
 
   It had killed others too; I saw the bodies scattered across the ground over the next hundred yards as we ran onwards.
 
   Things moved in the darkness around us. Slow, slithering things, and things that crawled or scuttled away as four humanoid figures and a mass of Black Maw dashed past them in the darkness. I was sure that those creatures were used to the half-light, but I still wasn't, and although I knew that they could see us, I couldn't see them. Most of them quickly disappeared into dark shadows and holes in the brick-work before we got anywhere near them.
 
   Then, the noise was overpowering, and the glaring light was dazzling as we rushed towards the edge of the cavern. I almost fell, but slowed myself in time, and I realised that I had been lucky. If I had not stopped when I did I would have plummeted fifty feet into the massive chasm that now opened up below us, and maybe even into the dark pit that lay in the very centre.
 
   My brain was struggling to keep up with the speed at which everything was happening. Barely an hour ago we had been walking quite calmly through the seemingly endless maze, and now, now my confrontation with Nua'lath, with CutterJack was racing up to meet me at a rate that I couldn't fathom.
 
   It was the first time since we escaped from The Corridor that I'd seen him, and looking down into the cavern sent a sharp chill up my spine.
 
   In the middle of the deep, circular chasm was the same sort of portal sign platform that I'd seen a few dozen times already, one of apparently thousands in this endless maze of bricks, except this one was alive. A bright halo of flickering, crackling power hovered in the air just in front of the brick wall that held the sigils that identified the location the portal would lead to, and that was the first thing that burned into my mind. The destination pattern was glowing with a bright orange fiery light, and it was like staring into the sun for a moment and then looking away.
 
   The sigil was burned into my memory for ever.
 
   The second thing that grabbed my attention, and the thing that sent the chill into me, was Nua'lath himself. He was standing about thirty feet away from the burning portal, arms raised, power flowing from his hands to the portal as he charged it up, ready for use, charged it up using the force drained from those who surrounded him...
 
   My wife, my daughter and my son-in-law, Andre.
 
   My family.
 
   There was one other, but I didn't see that one; he or she was unimportant to me. It was a moment of realisation that I will never forget my whole life. The faces were the same, but different. Instead of being the healthy people that I had once known, the gaunt figures that stood a few feet from Nua'lath, shackled in those chains, were but shades of what I remembered. Their eyes were glowing as brightly as the portal, their skin was tight and stretched over almost skeletal features, and they seemed less alive than the Zombies that stood motionless around them.
 
   A rage emerged from somewhere within me, in an instant. I was willing to launch myself off the edge of the chasm to get down there, even though I knew that the fall would kill me.
 
   I didn't have to. One quick glance told me that there was a winding stairway leading from about twenty feet away and curving around the entire chasm until it reached the ground.
 
   I ran, and with me ran the Maw and DogThing, but even though I was fuelled with rage, there was one running ahead of me.
 
   Sha'ris.
 
   He was much faster than I was, and as I almost flew down the stairway in my hurry to reach those in the centre of the chasm, he still gained speed and pulled away. By the time I reached the foot of the stairs, and dashed forward across the remaining distance, surrounded by the Black Maw, DogThing and GreyFoot, he had cut his way through the few Zombies that stood in his way, reached the dais, swung his blade, and struck down the fourth Icon.
 
   The man was barely alive, anyway. I don't know if he had been one of the original four Icons that were with Nua'lath when he was first trapped in The Corridor, but by his condition he had been one of Nua'lath's slaves far longer than Chione, Andre or Abegail. He was almost a skeleton, held together by skin that was almost transparent.
 
   The blade sang as it took his head off. It flew from the man's shoulders and past Nua'lath, who hadn't noticed our approach until that moment. I think we moved so fast that he was taken by surprise for the first time in my experience.
 
   The head bounced away across the chasm floor, and the body fell to the ground. The power that Nua'lath was feeding from, to open the portal, stuttered and stopped, and the portal began to fade.
 
   A panic sprang into my chest as I ran across the floor and jumped up onto the dais. Was Sha'ris intending to behead the others? Was he going to kill my wife and daughter? But he didn't. As I raised my gun, nearly firing at him, but hesitating, he swung his blade around and leapt towards Nua'lath, leaving the remaining three - Abegail, Chione and Andre - to sway in their shackles.
 
   Around me I could sense, more than see, the Maw, Rudy, and Adler, rushing at the Zombies that were even now coming awake and stumbling towards us. I heard growls and yelling and the moans of the creatures as they fell, but my attention was elsewhere, on the dais.
 
   I turned to face the nearest Icon, my daughter. My mind swam with memories of our past, of her as a small child, the times I had spent with her as she grew up. And now here she was, so thin and frail, looking more like a Zombie than the beautiful girl that I loved. In the back of my mind I was screaming at myself "sever the chain, sever the chain", but my body was rigid with horror. I raised my hand, the one without the gun in it, and slapped my own face, forcing myself out of my stupor. Then I raised the gun and aimed at the chain. I fired, but the chain didn't break. Instead the power surged up the chain and into Nua'lath. I saw his eyes glow for a second.
 
   The gun was giving him power. I couldn't shoot the chains without aiding him, without giving him even more power to destroy us.
 
   I let the chain go and turned to Nua'lath, I lifted my gun to aim, but everything seemed to move so slowly.
 
   Nua'lath ducked under the blade as Sha'ris swung it in a wide arc towards him, then he lashed out with his fist, I heard something break, and Sha'ris was thrown across the chasm floor, to land in a heap against the wall.
 
   Then the Maw arrived, flooding over the dais and enveloping Nua'lath, blocking my view and stopping me from firing. Teeth gnashed and claws scraped.
 
   I swung my blade at the chain, but it wasn't strong enough to break it. Then I stumbled as there was a burst of power, and a surge of energy. The Maw were sent flying, scattered away from Nua'lath, who even now was rising to his feet. His entire body was covered in blood from the claw wounds and the bites, but that wasn't stopping him. The wounds that had just been caused were sealing shut and healing already.
 
   Two of the Black Maw and GreyFoot were thrown the furthest, flying over the chasm towards the deep pit at the far end. The first Maw seemed to somersault in the air, and managed to land on the ground only a few feet from the edge, and the second flew right over the pit, but GreyFoot didn't. I could only watch in horror as the tiny thing fell straight into the pit and vanished into the darkness. I think that I heard a quiet whimper as she disappeared from sight, but there was so much noise that I couldn't tell if it was her or another of the Maw that cried out.
 
   Either way, I realised that she was gone, and when I turned back round to face Nua'lath, I saw him laughing as Rudy and Adler tried desperately to fight him. But of course they couldn't touch him any more than he could touch them. All they could do was distract him.
 
   But the distraction wasn't working, and he quickly turned his gaze towards me. I was the only one left standing in our failed attack, and the only thing stopping him from his escape. Sha'ris still lay on the floor near the wall of the chasm, and the Maw were not getting up. Some of them stirred and shook, but they were all too injured, including DogThing, who was still trying to crawl back towards the dais right up until the moment that he faded away. One by one the other Black Maw began to disappear as well, going to wherever it was that they went when they phased out of existence to heal.
 
   I looked to my daughter, and into her eyes, and realised that there was only one way to save her from this fate.
 
   I raised my gun to kill her, and at that moment I felt my heart dying. This was the end, and I had failed one last time. I had come all this way, and faced Nua'lath one last time, and he had won. I tensed, steeling myself to do what was needed, to kill the ones I loved in the hope of saving them from a life of endless torture that they would surely suffer for centuries after I was dead.
 
   But then the gun was gone, flying from my hand and clattering across the floor. And I was spinning round, grasped by the throat. Nua'lath was holding me. I lashed out with my blade, but that too was thrown from my hand. This wasn't the same creature that I had faced in The Corridor, the one that ran when I had faced him with his own blade, when the Maw had turned up and left him and his Kre'esh pets outnumbered.  This Nua'lath was once more the thing that had led armies across countless worlds. He was strong once more, maybe not as strong as he had been back then, but his power was growing, and even now it was more than I could fight against.
 
   I felt my throat collapse and my neck breaking as he crushed harder. There was a ripping noise and blood spurted everywhere. I felt numb. I didn't understand what had happened, but as I fell backwards and hit the ground I pulled my hand up to my throat instinctively.
 
   He had torn my neck open.
 
   I saw through a blur of red that he was moving away now, moving towards the portal. It was barely open, the power flickering and fading, but it was still there, and he was going to use it. He looked back towards me, seeming to hesitate. Now was his chance to kill me, to end me for good, but the portal was closing. I saw confusion in his eyes for just a moment, but then he was walking forward, going for the portal. In front of him, leading the way mindlessly, was my Chione, Abegail and Andre. They stumbled in their chains, driven along by the force of his will, moving slowly towards the glowing door. One by one they stepped through, vanishing from my sight. First to leave was Andre, then Abegail, and then Chione. Once more they were gone.
 
   Sever the link.
 
   This wasn't a voice in my head, not one from this time, and it wasn't DogThing. These words were coming from the past, and it was Dha'mir speaking to me, and it was all I could think of as I crawled across the floor. I managed to grasp the gun, and turned to aim it, but I knew it was no use. It would do no good. The gun would not aid me here. There had to be another way, but my thoughts and energy were blurred, my strength draining as fast as the blood poured from my neck. 
 
   Sever the link.
 
   This time it was Sha'ris speaking in my head, his voice echoing from merely hours ago.
 
   Nua'lath was stepping forward now, his foot disappearing into the portal, vanishing from this place to somewhere where I knew I would not be able to go. I had maybe a minute before the lack of breath in my lungs and blood in my veins sent me into a coma that I somehow knew I would not recover from.
 
   Sever the link.
 
   The voice was that of the acolyte lying dead in the petrol station, the one who had ended his own life on my blade.
 
   How? How could I sever it? There was no way. All I could do was...
 
   It’s time to close it now.
 
   DogThing.
 
   His words echoed back to me from the moment that we escaped from The Corridor. Nua'lath had been running at us across the bridge, across the scaffolding platform, with his Kre'esh pets thundering along behind him. I had seen the fear in his eyes then.
 
   It’s time to close it now.
 
   DogThing's voice came back to me and triggered something in my mind. The words I was hearing him speak, from the past, made me realise how this could be done.
 
   The door.
 
   The portal.
 
   My family were on the other side and Nua'lath was still stepping through it. Only one foot and part of his leg was through. I lay there watching this in slow motion as my one chance was slipping away, as my stunned mind tried to catch up, and tried to figure out the thought that was stuck in there just waiting to surface, trying, trying to force its way out.
 
   It’s time to close it now.
 
   Then it came.
 
   The key.
 
   I had the key that I had taken from the body of the man at the petrol station.
 
   I had to use the key.
 
   I had to close the door.
 
   I reached into my shirt and felt for it, and was rewarded as it almost leapt into my hand. I had somehow known exactly where it was.
 
   Nua'lath was half way through the portal now, and slowly, so slowly, moving away.
 
   I grasped the amulet tightly and willed with every part of my being, calling out to the door to obey me.
 
   Close.
 
   Close.
 
   And it closed.
 
   One moment there was a bright blazing light, and the next it was gone. Only traces of the power crackled across the ground and spidered along the chasm walls.
 
   I was barely able to see what came next, but the little remaining energy from the portal discharged into the ground and gave off enough of a glow for me to see Nua'lath fall to the floor.
 
   No.
 
   It was only half of Nua'lath that fell to the floor.
 
   The door had closed and he had been sliced in two.
 
   He was finally dead.
 
   And in a few seconds I could join him.
 
   My throat had been ripped open. I couldn't breathe, blood was everywhere, and I could feel it pouring from the wound. I knew that I had but seconds before that and the pain overcame me. I may well have A17 running through my veins, and would probably recover, maybe, but how long would that take? If my body drained of blood would it ever recover? I realised that I needed to speed it up, and fast.
 
   I needed to do one last thing before I passed out into unconsciousness.
 
   I rolled over onto my back, trying to ignore the arc of blood that splattered across the ground, and pulled my backpack away, spilling the contents across the floor. I grabbed the small case that was on top of the pile, the one that I had found in the bunker. I fumbled with the latch, feeling my head swim and the world also spin around me, but I was able to open it somehow, open it and grab the injector and one of the small tubes. I fumbled with them both, my body threatening to just give up, but I managed to push the capsule into the injector. 
 
   Lifting it to my arm was the hardest thing I have ever attempted to do. As the blood was leaving my body I was becoming weaker by the second, and this last thing seemed to take every bit of will left in me to achieve. Finally, I rammed the needle into my arm, and pushed down, feeling a burst of pure relief as the world slipped away from me.
 
   Day 64
 
   I don't know how long I was out, but I did wake up. I couldn't move my legs, and had to drag myself around. Rudy and Adler were trying to help, but they couldn't touch anything, couldn't help me at all apart from encouragement. Most of their talk just flowed over me like so much background noise and I was barely able to keep my concentration.
 
   The injection must have worked, for now my throat was healing at an incredible rate, and I could breathe again.
 
   It seemed that a lot had happened since I fell unconscious, and I had been unconscious for quite a while, though neither Adler nor Rudy could make a guess.
 
   Sha'ris had gone, as was Nua'lath's remains. I'd suspected that he wouldn't stick around for very long when he had what he came for
 
   His precious talisman.
 
   "He woke up, maybe an hour after the battle ended," said Rudy. "He went over to Nua'lath's body and he..."
 
   "He cut out his heart," said Adler, seeing that Rudy was struggling to speak.
 
   Rudy nodded, and Adler took over.
 
   "We tried to persuade him to help you, to try and give you another injection, but he would not," said Adler.
 
   "He was too intent on his goal to help," said Rudy, "but in the end he gave up after we badgered him endlessly. He opened the portal and brought back your wife, your daughter and the man."
 
   "He injected them with the same thing that you had used," said Adler. "We didn't know what it was, and we argued with him, but he wouldn't listen. He was acting as though we weren't even there."
 
   "Then I realised why he was hurrying," said Rudy. "None of the Maw were there. They were all still phased.  But if any did come back, they would stop him immediately. They would pin him down."
 
   "So he took the heart," said Adler, "pulled the key from your neck, and opened the door again. He also took Nua'lath's key. He left leaving us no way to get out. I almost went to follow him, to try and persuade him to at least leave one key behind, but I knew that if I did he might close the door - as he did in the end - and I would be trapped wherever he was going."
 
   They both stared at me. I could almost feel the empty place near my chest where the key should be.
 
   "Then he was gone," said Rudy, "and we knew that when you eventually woke up you would have no way to get back out of here."
 
   Adler knelt down by my side.
 
   "I went back to the other ones, Sha'ris's people. I went to check if any of them had a key, and none of them did. I also tried to find my way back to the place where we first came into The Ways, but I nearly got lost, and spent hours just trying to get back here."
 
   I was listening, but my attention was on the three people who lay next to me as I held them in my arms. My wife, Abegail, my daughter, Chione, and Andre, the man who had married my daughter and was father to Eleanor. They were all still alive, and I couldn't believe that it was so. They were all still breathing, and the injection that Sha'ris had given them was working even now. They were regaining some colour, and breathing, and starting to look less frail. Somehow I didn't care that our situation was bad, that we may be trapped in this endless place.
 
   I had them back and they were alive.
 
   "We'll find a way out of here, James," said Adler. "We will."
 
   "Yes, we will," said Rudy.
 
   I just nodded. I physically couldn't speak. I had my family back, and Nua'lath was finally dead. In the last moments before I had closed the door, when I had been the only one left standing against him, I'd had no hope, and no idea that there was a chance that I might still succeed.
 
   There were still no Maw around; they were all phased. I suspected that they would be back soon. All except maybe GreyFoot. She had fallen into the chasm. How would she return? I took one look over the edge, down into the darkness, and I wondered if there was any hope for her, because the darkness just seemed to go on and on. For all we knew the pit could be endless.
 
   Day 65
 
   I must have passed out at some point.
 
   When I awoke, DogThing and the other Maw were sitting nearby. I took a moment to count them all, and was surprised to find that there were still some missing. Of the two dozen that had followed me into The Ways, eighteen remained.
 
   Had some of them actually died, or were they just more injured than the rest, and taking longer to recover?
 
   I hoped it was the latter.
 
   GreyFoot was still nowhere to be seen.
 
   "Has she gone?" I asked DogThing, but he was silent, glancing towards the pit at the far end of the chasm and then looking to the ground.
 
   I think I'm going to be here for a while, now, as I wait for Abegail, Chione, and Andre to recover. I don't know how long that will take, but at least I have them back now. At least they are still alive. 
 
   For them I can wait for ever.
 
   I'll even eat these damn mushrooms if I have to.
 
    
 
   This was the last recorded entry in the last journal of James Halldon recovered to date.
 
   As noted by Tremaine Ronson, Chief Archivist, central archive, Evac City.
 
    
 
   Alone
 
   "That was more than fifteen years ago, Eleanor," The major said as he thumbed through the ragged bundle of paper on the desk in front of him. Eleanor just sat in the chair, evaluating the balding man across the desk from her. Major Samlin was her immediate superior, and one of the most well-respected officers in the Resistance Outriders, and had held that position as long as she could remember. He had been the face of authority in her life since her sixteenth birthday, the day that she had signed up to the military, even though her foster-parents had argued that she was too young to join.
 
   Samlin looked down at the book once more, and then at her. There was empathy in those eyes. She had felt it many times. Samlin had been one of her grandfather’s recruits a very long time ago, and he had been a friend of Andre, her father. She had no idea how old he really was, but hundreds of years probably wouldn’t have been a bad guess. To a lot of recruits, and even to a lot of experienced Outriders, Samlin was not the commanding officer to mess with, but she knew that he felt that it was his obligation to watch out for her since her whole family - all except the brothers of her grandfather - had vanished. That was why she was here, why she hoped to get what she needed. But now, seeing the expression on his face, she knew that she would get the opposite. He wouldn’t want her to go.
 
   "Apart from The Diary being found, no one has seen or heard anything from your parents or your grandparents in all that time, in fifteen years. No one knows where this place - The Ways - is. The Diary may have indicated how they got there, but no one has been able to find the portal entrances."
 
   "I know that. That's why I need..."
 
   "I assure you,” Samlin cut in.” I was an officer even back then, at the time of Nua'lath's death, and I was serving at the front on many of the worlds that the Resistance travelled to when we faced Nua'lath's kin. We fought them for close to three years before their numbers diminished and their efforts ceased. They were so convinced that we had their talisman. The search by our people was just as extensive. But we never even found the City of Riverfall, let alone the Ashlands, and definitively not The Ways. No one really knows how the diary came back into our hands. Some say that it was just found at one of the main highway portal entrances one day, others have said it was given to a border patrol. We couldn’t even confirm something as simple as that. If we could have found your grandparents and your mother, we would have. We had no leads. Nothing. The search went on for nearly five years. Five years whilst we were still fighting."
 
   Eleanor sighed. "I know that too, but I've read the diaries and the books written about them since. I know no one could find them. I know all that."
 
   "Then why the application for funds and the request for this... this expedition? Why start the search now? I understand your desire to see them again, and I honestly wish I could offer you some hope that you might be successful, but you must know that it's a fruitless venture? Even Halldon’s own brothers couldn’t find him with all the vast knowledge and mass of portal locations they have. It may be difficult to grasp, Miss Halldon, but this is a hopeless request."
 
   "I don't believe it is."
 
   The major looked at Eleanor, puzzled, seeking something, some reasoning.
 
   "What leads you to believe that you will achieve what countless others have failed to do after more than a decade?"
 
   "I had a dream," she said, looking away from the professor's scrutinising gaze. Why she felt embarrassed, she didn’t know. It was true. Also, everyone knew that her grandfather had possessed some sort of almost mystic ability that was tied to his dreams, but her?
 
   He frowned at her now.
 
   "A dream," he said, sighing.
 
   "I dreamt about one of the Maw. She was talking to me, beckoning me to go and find her."
 
   The major was shaking his head.
 
   "No one has heard from the Maw since your family disappeared. The bond was gone, the pact forgotten now that the common enemy was removed. We didn’t know it at the time, but the pact had been with your grandfather, no one else. There was no mutual bonding between the Resistance and the Maw. They chose to help your grandfather. When he was gone, they just...they vanished almost overnight and no one knows where, or how they got there. They certainly didn't go back to their homelands. People looked there."
 
   "She says the horde are gathering again, that they are already preparing to rampage across a distant world."
 
   "And yet none of the Outrider clans have seen anything like that. We’ve spent a decade just clearing up. And this...Maw...she speaks to you in your dreams?"
 
   Eleanor nodded, her heart jumping a little. Maybe she was winning him over, just a little, she thought.
 
   "Yes. She says that she can guide me, but I have to find my way to The Corridor first. To do that I need funds for equipment, and supplies to travel, and a portal permit, and an amulet, and a gun. She says that she can help me to find what happened to my parents and my grandparents, and that they may still be alive."
 
   But his expression was too sceptical.
 
   Eleanor sat silently looking at Samlin, certain now that she was facing the same brick wall that she had faced when she approached her great-uncles, the brothers of James Halldon, positive that she would have to gather the resources herself, somehow, and knowing that they were all available if she was willing to steal them.
 
   "I'm sorry Eleanor; you're an excellent soldier, and one of my best shooters. From what I hear you may have inherited that ability from your mother. I don't see how I can discharge you indefinitely and assign funding to let you go off on some pointless expedition. Did you approach your great uncle, the Colonel? Did Joshua have anything to say on the matter?"
 
   She nodded.
 
   "Yes. He said no."
 
   The major sighed, stood up and went to look out of the window.
 
   "I wish I could say yes, but I can't. You'd need something far more solid as evidence than a dream. How does this Maw know that they may be alive? How are you so sure that this voice in your head is even a Maw? I'm sorry but the answer is no. I think you should return to your quarters now."
 
   Eleanor stood up and pushed the chair away.
 
   "Thank you for hearing my request, sir," she said, standing, saluting and then leaving the office. As she walked down the hallway, heading out of the building and back in the direction of her barracks, Eleanor felt inside her pocket, her hand grasping the letter of resignation.
 
   She couldn't believe that not one of them was willing to let her try. Even with their knowledge of her grandfather's connection to the Maw. He had dreams like she did. Everyone knew that. There were far too many accounts from witnesses to make that a fable. And if he could do it, then why was it such a far-fetched idea that she could too?
 
   What evidence did she have? Why should she need evidence? They would have believed anything that came out of her grandfather’s mouth no matter how strange and improbable it was.
 
   She thought of the Maw that spoke to her every night in her dreams, and had done quietly for years, trying to reach her, so quiet, almost imperceptible, until one day when she was about fifteen years old - five long years ago - she had opened her mind just a little more, enough to hear the voice that she had known had been there talking to her all along. 
 
   "If you will help me then I can help you to find your parents and the James man. I know where they went."
 
   "Where did they go?"
 
   "Further into darkness. Deeper into The Ways. They went to fight the greater power."
 
   "But where are The Ways?"
 
   "I cannot describe. Come to me. I'm trapped. I’ve been trapped for so long. Help me escape, and we will go where they went. We will track them and open the doors and track them and open the doors again and again until we find them. We will find them together. Come to me Eleanor."
 
   “How do you know my name?”
 
   “It was the name that the James man spoke of. And the one that DogThing told me that I must seek out when he was teaching me how to use the way of the mind-speak. He taught me that I must find the one for me. I must find the one whom I am meant to join with. He said that there was a girl who could see like the James man saw. He said that she was very little but she would grow and become strong like her grandfather. That was you.”
 
   “But...how did you find me? How did you find me in my dreams?”
 
   “There are no places in The Phase. There is no distance. Only the ones who are there and the ones who are not. Only the minds and the voices. When you sleep, Eleanor, sometimes you drift into The Phase, just like the James man did. If you try hard, one day you will be able to speak into The Phase even when you are awake.”
 
   “I will? I’ll be able to do what my grandfather did?”
 
   “Yes. But you must first find me.  Will you find me? I cannot come back from The Phase or I will die from the fall, I think. There is something below. Something that is dark, like a void. I think it is a thing that destroys. If I fall into it...but you could help me. You could stop me from falling.”
 
   “Yes I want to help you.”
 
   “I’ve been stuck here for so long.”
 
   "I want to help you. I will help you.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   "But where do I start? How do I find you? I don't know how to get to The Ways. No one ever has since my family went there when I was just a child. Were you there with them? I don't even know where to start."
 
   "We must begin in the dark place called The Corridor. Can you make it to there?"
 
   "I think I might be able to. Or I may be able to find out how to. I will find it. But they locked it up. I'll have to find a way in."
 
   "Then you must start your search. But you must learn much more and grow stronger before you can come here. You are only a child still. But soon...soon you will be strong. Learn everything you can and then one day you will be able to help me. And then I can help you find your family."
 
   "What's your name?"
 
   "GreyFoot."
 
    
 
   * * * * *
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