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Paul ‘I paint nightmares on the walls of my skull’ Edwards – I seriously doubt that I would’ve written this if I hadn’t moved next door to you … and stolen all your DVDs. Your dark thoughts inspire as much as they terrify me …



Nina Bradford – None of this would’ve been possible without you, or your love of Brie de Meaux and a bottle of red …





‘King’s tower and queen’s bower,

And weed and reed in the gloom;

And a lost city in Semmerwater,

      Deep asleep till Doom.’

Sir William Watson, 1858–1935,
The Ballard of Semmerwater



‘And you will face the sea of darkness,

and all therein that may be explored …’

Lucio Fulci, The Beyond (1981)
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The scream tore from Abaddon’s throat, ripping the night in two. All he saw, all he’d stood for, all he’d come to believe in, smashed into the dirt like a rat under a coach wheel.

The churchyard was thick with the scent of trees hammered by a storm that had raged non-stop for three days, slamming the world into a thunderous sludge. His hands were clawed into soil cut by rivulets of cold, grey water. And deep beneath, the dead slept on. The only warmth he felt was that of the blood running from the two fingers that had been sliced off, moments ago. They lay just away from him in the dirt, pale and dead. From the wound he felt no pain.

Abaddon tried to pull his eyes shut, but they refused and kept on blinking in the damnably cool and refreshing rain, as droplets spilled down his face unhindered. Why wouldn’t it stop and give him just a brief moment to cry his own tears? He struggled against the hands that held him, the same hands that had pushed him to his knees and forced him to watch, and wondered if he had any tears left.

‘My … family …’

A dirty breath slumped across Abaddon’s face like a drunk steadying himself against a wall; a greasy mix of booze, rotten teeth and fatty meat.

‘Forgive me, priest.’

Abaddon managed to raise his eyes. ‘You … bastards …’

The breath got so close Abaddon felt moisture against his cheek, then rough lips and jagged teeth scraped his skin through a thick, matted beard.

‘Didn’t think your type were allowed to use that sort of language.’

Abaddon’s chest tightened as his lungs tried to heave breath after breath after breath, as though doing so could pause time; stop it, run it back just enough.

Just enough; was that too much to ask? He was a man of the cloth, for god’s sake! What was the point of believing in anything if something like this was possible? This wasn’t supposed to happen to someone like him.

But it had. And the evidence of the violence of the last few impossible, shocking moments was only a few steps away; three bodies slumped like broken mannequins against the church wall, unable to move and take shelter from the rain.

Abaddon struggled to pull away from the murderous touch that held him, but a boot hoofed him hard in the kidneys, and he keeled over into the slurry of dirt and water pooling about him. He coughed and tasted blood.

The water felt inviting and he wanted to drown in it and let the stink of the night slip in and choke him. At least then he’d be with his wife, Anabelle, and two children, James and Mary, instead of here. Alone.

‘So you want a closer look? A chance to say a final farewell?’

Abaddon didn’t know how to respond. A final farewell to what? Empty caskets of flesh lying broken on a rain-soaked churchyard, their contents spilling silently into the earth? To faces locked in those last moments of horror, eyes staring hard into a world they’d never see again? To everything that had given him a home, purpose, meaning, laughter, pain, hope, understanding, patience, love?

Abaddon shook his head. ‘No.’

Even his own voice had changed, as if it had been snatched away from him with his family on the winds of death, to dance to whatever lay beyond this world, never to be seen or smelled or touched again.

‘You sure, mate? I mean, I’m not completely heartless. Come on, I’ll give you a helping hand.’

Abaddon was lifted to his feet. He had no real idea how his body worked any more. He was separate from it now, as though whatever it did, or whatever was done to it, would never really harm him. Pain had turned into a phantom and he didn’t fear it. He was emptiness complete and nothing would ever fill it.

For the first time that night, he was face-to-face with his family’s killer. The man had a look in his eyes that thrust a shiver through Abaddon’s body like a rusting, blooded spear. Something was beating behind them, a presence that reeked of an evil so overpowering Abaddon nearly gagged.

‘Can you walk?’

The sound of the man’s voice, so friendly, as though all this was just one of those things, sickened Abaddon to his core. He tasted bile rising in his throat. Spat.

‘Come on, then.’

Abaddon didn’t move.

‘I’ll drag you there if I have to, so help me God!’ the voice snapped back.

Abaddon stared at the remains of his family. ‘You’re beyond God’s help,’ he hissed, his voice still shifting, breaking on every word like the sea against rocks. ‘We all are, now.’

‘You know killing you would be easy, don’t you? I could take a few more fingers first, get imaginative, perhaps move on to a limb or two. Really drag it out …’

Abaddon stared back. He wanted to die. He had nothing left to live for but to bury his own. Pain was nothing.

He was already dead.

The breath moved away and the grip on Abaddon’s arms went slack. The man holding them, the leader of the gang he’d found ransacking his church only a half-hour ago, was standing facing the rest of his men. They looked like a row of half-starved dogs, moon-mad and grinning.

‘Check ’em,’ he growled, and the man’s hands squeezed Abaddon hard on his shoulders. ‘Make sure they’re proper dead. Don’t want any runners now. They ain’t rabbits to go squealing on us to the rest of the warren, right, lads?’

One of the gang, a fat man whose stride matched that of a strutting turkey, walked over to the three figures slumped against the church wall. He gave each a single kick hard enough to make a living man puke. But when the third kick landed a sound escaped from the body; an impossible croak pushed out of a throat from flesh still hanging on, refusing to quit and let go of the spirit it harboured.

At that sound, the man drew a pistol and placed it against the temple of the body on the ground. He sent a gob of spittle through the air.

Abaddon heard the hammer pull back, click into place, saw time slow to that of a snail’s pace. He tried to yell out to prevent what he knew was about to happen.

That breath against his cheek once more.

‘Bit of a waste, ain’t it, priest?’

‘Don’t, please, I’m begging you.’

‘You want me to let the kid live?’

Abaddon’s heart was cracking like rotten wood. He nodded. ‘Please … she’s only seven years old …’

‘I’ll tell you what then,’ said the gang leader, his smile snapping each word like a chicken bone, ‘I will. As a goodwill gesture, mind. But I’ll need a guarantee you won’t go chasing after us, doing something stupid, if you know what I mean.’

It wasn’t hope Abaddon felt then, at the thought of his daughter surviving, but a lessening of the darkness inside him so faint that even night would not distinguish it. But it was enough and Abaddon clung to it immediately, a drowning man hanging on to the sorriest of branches.

‘Anything,’ he said, his eyes filled now with nothing but the solemn, pale face of his still-living daughter. ‘Anything at all.’

For the first time that night, the clouds cleared and a bright moon flared through the gloom. Abaddon stared once more into the face of his family’s killer. Hell stared back and he gasped. Something in those eyes made him feel as if he’d opened a furnace and been blasted by the heat; a thick, suffocating, cloying lust for turning everything that life should be about into everything it should never even witness.

‘We’ll be taking her with us then!’ said the man, and before Abaddon had a chance to protest, broken teeth were revealed behind a crooked smile; tombstones in a dark cave. ‘But first,’ the man continued, ‘we’re going to show you something that’ll guarantee you’ll never chase after us, and never forget what we’re capable of. Or who and what we really are!’

The rotten wood of Abaddon’s heart turned black.

The leader of the gang nodded at two others who came over and grabbed Abaddon. One rested a cocked pistol against his temple, then the leader walked over to where Abaddon’s family lay, and knelt down at the side of his barely living youngest child.

The gang leader nodded to one of the dogs who reached into the bag he was carrying and removed something wrapped in dirty, oily leather, and handed it over. A piece of rock, a thick splinter of black granite about the length of a man’s forearm. It looked like it had once been a part of something else, as a series of symbols ran down one side, some of them only half visible, the edge of the shard splitting them in two.

When the splinter was rammed into the ground at the side of Mary’s body, and gore from a wound on her arm dripped on to it, Abaddon’s blood froze and he released an anguished cry; he didn’t want to begin to guess at whatever the hell kind of dark, evil rites were about to be performed on his daughter.

The gang leader looked up and smiled as he stepped back. ‘You ain’t seen nothing yet, priest.’

At that, something flowed out from the splinter like a thin trail of water; it shimmered for a moment, an odd watery crack in the air. Then the crack split and opened, revealing a swirling darkness behind, and from it emerged something so abominable, so utterly against the laws of all creation … Abaddon shuddered and tried to push away from it, his skin crawling.

‘In God’s name what have you done?’

The thing slipping from the crack was a man. But that was all that could be said of it, for it was a ruined version unlike anything Abaddon could ever imagine. As it dragged itself through the crack, its skin ripping and shredding like it was caught on the glimmering tear that still shone in the air, it first snatched a look at the scene that met it. Then it grinned as it turned to Abaddon’s daughter and pulled itself out completely from the tear.

Abaddon watched the tear close, saw something move in the darkness behind it that reminded him of a squid’s tentacles rushing to catch its prey, then nothing. Only this thing it had vomited up against Mary.

The gang leader pointed his finger at Abaddon’s daughter. ‘Fresh flesh,’ he said. ‘And young. It’ll taste good! Think what you’ll be able to do! Imagine it!’

The thing grinned, let slip with a laugh of wet gurgles and hacking coughs, then reached out to Mary, and started to push its way into her.

Abaddon struggled. Abaddon screamed. But nothing he could do could stop the horror taking place in that impossible moment of time. And with each push from the creature, as it slipped a little further inside Mary’s body, Abaddon watched his daughter shake and buck and flail about until, at long last, the creature was gone.

A moment later, Mary sat up, snapped her eyes open, and someone – something – else stare out from behind them.
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Lazarus Stone was at the wheel of the meanest-looking Land Rover Defender ever built. In the passenger seat was a dead man. Behind him, an angel.

‘Abaddon? Abaddon!’ He shouted the dead man’s name and punched him hard on the arm. It felt like thumping a bag of sand and pain stung his knuckles.

‘Wake up, you dead idiot! You bloody well nearly killed us!’

On the seat between Lazarus and Abaddon lay a three-edged spike, about as long as from his elbow to the end of his fingers. The handle was a mass of metal thorns sharp enough to rip his hand apart. Each thorn corresponded to a faint, bloody hole, which sank right through Lazarus’s hand. He was half tempted to grab the thing, have those thorns sink into his palm, and ram the spike into Abaddon. But he’d seen the effect of the spike, used it to awful effect on the Dead. And Abaddon wouldn’t stand a chance against it. No one would, living or dead.

Abaddon’s head snapped back. ‘Mary! Where … Oh, God!’

Lazarus was taken aback; Abaddon usually displayed about as much emotion as a lump of granite.

He shook him more gently this time. ‘Abaddon?’

Abaddon shook his head and turned round to glare at Lazarus.

Lazarus shivered. Since becoming the Keeper, the one person standing between the Living and the Dead, he’d seen more than his fair share of dead things and hellish creatures, but Abaddon was something more. He made the Dead look tame.

‘What happened? Where are we?’

Abaddon’s voice was an eerie echo in a dark cave.

‘I could ask you the same question,’ said Lazarus. ‘You’ve been dreaming.’

Despite having got used to Abaddon’s presence, Lazarus was still a little freaked by him. Being dead was one thing, but those eyeless sockets in a skull covered by brown, stretched skin centuries dead sent him cold. They didn’t even close when Abaddon rested. And there was the smell of the embalming fluid Abaddon had used to preserve his body. A sort of musky hum of spiced vinegar. It stuck in Lazarus’s nose and hung around his throat like the aftertaste of something he shouldn’t have eaten. Arielle had led them to him, the scourge of the Dead, a long-dead priest out for revenge on those who murdered his family. He wasn’t exactly a lot of fun to be around.

Abaddon’s forehead furrowed like damp, crumpled cardboard.

‘Dreaming …’ he said. ‘I saw my family. Mary! The village: we must hurry!’

Lazarus focused back on the road ahead. Being just a few days shy of sixteen, hoping the police didn’t catch him was one thing, but outside the weather was turning nasty. The rain fell like it wanted to smash everything into a thousand pieces.

‘Remind me where the village is,’ said Lazarus.

‘Hell, Lazarus. You know that.’

‘So getting there isn’t easy, right?’

Staring through the relentless storm was giving Lazarus a headache.

‘Must’ve been quite a dream.’

‘Why?’

‘You grabbed the steering wheel is why,’ replied Lazarus. ‘You were thrashing about like something was ripping your arms off.’

Abaddon turned from Lazarus, clenching both hands, one of which had two fingers missing. Lazarus didn’t want to know how he’d come to lose them.

‘Memories, dreams, nightmares, they are all the same,’ muttered Abaddon, his voice like a whisper leaking from a tomb. ‘They are all of them bad.’

Lazarus wanted to ask more but a hand gripped his shoulder. Arielle, his not entirely sane guardian angel, was sitting behind him. Lazarus looked at Arielle’s reflection in the rear-view mirror. Her pale skin looked ghostly against the rain-dashed windows of the Defender. Her dark, lank hair fell from her head lifeless and tangled, like seaweed washed up in a rock pool. Then he caught his own reflection in the windscreen. He looked like crap. His black, usually jagged hair matted to his head with sweat and more than a little blood. And his clothes, black as always, looked as if he’d just escaped from a pit filled with barbed wire; they were covered in rips and tears, and his skin was scarred with scratches. Despite being only a few hours old, the wounds had pretty much healed.

Being the Keeper of the Dead had its advantages. He was able to heal more rapidly than any other human being alive. Which was lucky really, seeing as he’d not just been close to death, but shook hands with it more than once. It had something to do with the fact that to sense the Dead, a Keeper first had to taste death. Arielle had given him his taste, blasting him in the chest with a pistol before pulling him back from death. Being touched by an angel didn’t just heal the soul, but the body as well. What he wasn’t so chuffed with was the fact that he could now sense the Dead. If any were near him, he’d know about it, and their presence would be announced by a sudden wave of nausea powerful enough to kick an elephant to the ground in a pool of its own vomit. Thankfully he’d learned to control it, but that didn’t make it any easier to endure. Or pleasant.

Arielle asked, ‘What’s happening?’

Lazarus nodded at Abaddon. ‘Just our dead friend here trying to kill us. Won’t shut up about his village. You know, the one swallowed by a lake and sent to Hell? Can’t see why more people don’t just head on down there; must be a blast!’

Abaddon remained still and silent as a statue.

‘How long have I been asleep?’

Lazarus didn’t have a watch. ‘Couple of hours, I guess,’ he said. ‘Any idea how much further?’

Arielle glanced at Abaddon then took a hit of something alcoholic from a flask she kept inside her coat.

‘We are close,’ growled Abaddon. ‘I can sense it. Everything around us … I know this place, these lanes … hills.’

Arielle’s reflection turned back to Lazarus.

‘And you, Lazarus?’

‘What, other than hoping I don’t get arrested for driving this truck of yours? You sober enough yet to drive? Oh wait … you just had another drink, didn’t you? Or does alcohol not actually affect angels?’

‘Lazarus—’

‘And it would be nice to have some idea of what I’m supposed to be doing other than taxi-ing you two from one war zone to another!’

Arielle smiled and Lazarus, rant over, breathed in the stale wine that clung to her every breath. He didn’t want to get into how he felt, not now.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Arielle. ‘About your dad. And your friends. There was nothing we could have done, you know that, right?’

Lazarus gripped the steering wheel so hard his knuckles glowed white.

‘I never asked to be the Keeper, Arielle,’ he said, trying to stay calm. ‘But there’s no point being it if I can’t even save …’

His voice collapsed to nothing. From the off he’d only been in this for his dad. And he’d been so close to saving him.

‘Everything went wrong, Arielle. Everything! We should’ve been able to save them but all we did was screw everything up even more!’

He hadn’t just lost his dad, but his best mate, Craig, and a new friend to them both, Clair. He choked up, tried not to show it, and failed.

‘Do not dwell on what happened,’ said Arielle, seeing the flicker of emotion on Lazarus’s face. ‘We did everything we could. And this is not over yet. Abaddon and I can only do so much. But it is you, the Keeper, who must put an end to this completely.’

‘Really …?’

Arielle nodded. ‘I know you don’t yet know how. I can protect you as best I can, as can Abaddon. We can help you find where you need to be, but only you can finish this.’

Lazarus wasn’t listening. Whenever he thought about what it was that he was doing, what had happened, how he was stopping the Dead from returning, he knew he sounded insane. And the awful truth of it was that this was more real than anything he’d ever done in his life.

Arielle’s hand squeezed his shoulder. Her grip was so strong it felt like she could have easily just pushed through his flesh and bone.

‘Tobias … your father, there’s still a chance, Lazarus,’ said Arielle, her voice soft and caring, but unable to fully cover a hard edge to her words. ‘And for Craig and Clair. The Dark took them, but they are not yet dead! Hold on to that.’

‘The Dark took them?’ sneered Lazarus, shaking his head. ‘How can you make something so awful sound so utterly normal?’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Arielle. ‘I don’t mean to blasé.’

‘You failed,’ said Lazarus.

He would never forget the Dark, that hideous thing that the Dead had turned his father into; a great, stinking mass of everything bad about humanity, and all of it poured into one man to give him the power to smash apart the barrier between the Living and the Dead.

Lazarus knew deep down he would see it again and that terrified him. But if it was the only chance of saving his father and his friends, so be it. If there was something Lazarus had learned about himself these past few days, it was that he wouldn’t turn from a fight.

For a while, he stayed quiet; if he even tried to say anything about what was going on in his head, his words would roll around his mouth like a lump of chewy, gristly meat that he’d eventually have to spit out.

He’d uncovered so much about his parents over the past few days, and it was overwhelming. He’d spent his whole life accepting the fact that his mum died when he was a baby and that his dad was a bit weird. Hell, the guy was away most of the time, and when he was home, hardly spoke. But then he’d found out about his dad being a Keeper, and from that moment things had just gotten worse and worse. And nothing could have prepared him for what his long-dead mum had become or what she would do.

Lazarus shivered. His mum … She’d used his dad, got him to cross over to the land of the Dead, then trapped him and turned him into the Dark. His dad had lived a lie all his life, thinking the woman had loved him. That thought made the bile rise in Lazarus’s stomach.

At last, Arielle’s grip relaxed and Lazarus was brought out of the shadow of his thoughts. ‘Everything we’ve learned about your parents has been news to me too, Lazarus,’ she said, almost as though she’d read his mind.

Unnerved by Arielle, Lazarus dropped a gear to heave the Defender round a bend in the road. The vehicle drifted a little on the wet road, he eased off the throttle, held it. The road ahead was an ancient scar on the hills, a nasty wound kept open by millennia of traffic.

‘Perhaps I should drive.’

‘Perhaps you should shut the hell up!’

‘Lazarus—’

‘I can still smell alcohol on your breath!’

The road straightened out and Lazarus went up a gear and accelerated hard. ‘And if it’s all the same with you, rescuing my dad, Craig and Clair isn’t something I’m about to risk on a drunk driver!’

‘I am not drunk!’ snapped Arielle, her eyes flaring with fire. ‘Now, pull over and let me drive!’

Lazarus enjoyed getting a rise out of her. ‘You’re supposed to protect the Keeper, right? Then start doing it!’

Arielle said nothing more, leaving Lazarus to his own private darkness.

‘You have a plan, right?’ he asked. ‘I mean, I know that I’m supposed to end all this, but I’m guessing, as guardian of the Keeper, you have some clue how?’

Abaddon’s skin creaked as he moved to face Lazarus. ‘You saw it as well as us, Lazarus,’ he growled. ‘The Dark has your father and it took the others! This is just the beginning. What it did to them, what it is doing now, it will do to all humanity! All life! Do you understand?’

With Abaddon’s voice rising, Lazarus kept himself quiet.

Abaddon hadn’t finished. ‘There is more to concern you than simply rescuing three people. Being the Keeper is not about helping the few, but the many!’

Lazarus was in no mood for speeches. He was tired, angry and upset.

The Defender rattled over a cattle grid and Lazarus saw some sheep in a field dash away in the rain.

‘I’m in this for Dad,’ he said, ‘and for Craig and Clair; I don’t give a rat’s arse about the bigger picture! If that means I have to go to this damned village in Hell, fine, but I’m doing it for them and that’s it!’

It no longer mattered that his dad had hardly been around. He was the only family he had. He wanted him back.

‘Not much you can do about that,’ sighed Arielle, sitting back. ‘You’re a part of it, Lazarus. We know it. And so do the Dead. And, like I said, no one can end it but you.’

Lazarus opened his mouth to say something but couldn’t find anything but swear words. He focused on his driving to clear his thoughts.

Nothing made sense. His life had been easy really. With Dad absent most of the time, he’d been left to his own devices. Money was always there to sort out food. The au pairs hadn’t ever been a problem; some of them had even been pretty hot. Craig had become a roommate as much as a friend, spending more nights staying over than either of them really realised. On those occasions his dad had been around, they’d been civil, but little else. If anything, Lazarus knew he’d been treading water, waiting till he could just up sticks and leave, break out on his own and live life his own way.

Now everything was different, messed up, screwed. And here he was, driving to a village in Hell, with an angel in the back and a living corpse in the passenger seat. And all for a dad he hardly knew, a mate who’d got involved in all this by accident, and a young woman who’d nearly killed him.

A gust of wind hooked round the Defender and Lazarus felt the steering wheel pull from his hands, bringing him out of his thoughts, back to the present. The wheels swerved, but he held it as he stared into the swirling rainstorm that was drenching the land around them.

Abaddon’s voice slipped through the sound of the rain drumming on the roof. ‘Over that hill,’ he said, pointing to a distant shadow. ‘In the next valley lies our destination.’

Lazarus wasn’t exactly relieved, but he was glad the journey was almost over. He was knackered, brain dead and hungry. With the promise of the end in sight, he squeezed the tiredness from his eyes with a hard blink, flexed his hands and willed himself to stay alert. The road ahead was narrowing, so he had to stay online; meeting another vehicle coming the other way would be a narrow miss at best.

The road steepened ahead, and Lazarus dropped a gear to pull the Defender up it with ease, but as he did so, a motorbike burst round a corner ahead, almost lost it as the back wheel swung out, and accelerated hard towards them.

Something smashed through the windscreen, Lazarus’s head span with nausea, and gunfire shattered the night.
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‘Arielle!’

The angel leaned over the seat between Lazarus and Abaddon as more gunfire split the air. She grabbed the steering wheel as Lazarus fought to stop himself being overcome by nausea and blacking out.

The Dead were on that bike; living bodies occupied with something that had slipped through the veil between this world and theirs: the swimming sense that he was about to puke told Lazarus that much. It always happened when the Dead were close by. He was dealing with it better and better but this had caught him totally off guard. He did his best to pull himself low, sink deep into his seat and avoid getting his brains blasted out the back of his skull.

‘Ram them!’ yelled Arielle as Lazarus reached up to take control of the Defender again.

‘Are you mental? They’re shooting at us!’

‘And it’s our best way to prevent them scoring a direct hit!’ said Arielle. ‘Do it! Now!’

Gunfire again, up close and personal. Lazarus turned to see Abaddon pulling his arm back in through the window, flintlock spent.

‘I’m not running them over,’ Lazarus hissed through gritted teeth, and heaved the Defender to the other side of the road. ‘Whoever they are, they’re still people!’

‘Whoever they are,’ said Arielle, ‘the Dead have them already!’

‘You think I don’t sense that?’ yelled Lazarus, his mind now clear, but his stomach still churning.

Arielle shouted again. ‘Remember what we’re dealing with! Like you said, I’m supposed to protect you. So let me! And do as I say!’

The bike adjusted its course. Lazarus saw bullets smash into them, ripping a Morse code of death down the wing in front of him. He swung to the other side of the road again as a gust of wind and rain crashed into the cabin.

‘Abaddon, what the hell … ?’

Abaddon’s door was open and he was leaning out, battered by the rain, and taking aim with a loaded pistol. The ball rammed down the barrel exploded towards the motorbike, caught the one at the front in the shoulder. It burst in a spray of blood, but made no difference; they were still speeding towards them.

Abaddon was back inside.

‘Nice shot,’ said Arielle.

Abaddon snarled as he pulled out another pistol from inside his jacket. ‘Keep her steady, boy!’

‘Lazarus! My name is Lazarus, you dead git!’

‘Do as I say!’

Again Abaddon was out through the door, and again his round hit home, this time slamming into the bike itself in a crash of sparks.

But Lazarus wasn’t looking; ahead he’d spotted a chance to get out of the way before the bike slammed into them: a gate leading from the road through the wall to open moorland.

‘You’ll never make it,’ said Arielle, guessing Lazarus’s thoughts.

Lazarus ignored her, gunned it. The Defender seemed to pull itself into the road, like it was ripping it up with its wheels as it heaved forward. The bike was only a second or two away now … He could make it. He had to …

‘Hold on …’

With a final glance at the motorbike, registering only that neither rider was wearing a helmet, Lazarus yanked the steering wheel hard. The Defender groaned as the rear slid out. Momentum had it firmly in its grasp now, and the truck just kept on moving forwards.

They crashed through the gate, smashing a section of the wall in the process. In that last moment, Lazarus caught sight of the motorbike, as though in slow motion, as it skidded sideways and slammed down on to the road, and both passengers slid right under the wheels of the Defender. He felt the thump-thump-crunch of their bodies, the motorbike. Then everything went dark.



Lazarus jolted awake so violently he thought his head was about to rip off. A scream pitched itself forward out of him. With his hands still clasped to the steering wheel, he shuddered with the force of it, like his lungs were about to follow through on to his lap.

Rain was spattering against his face. The windscreen had popped out completely on to the grass to his right, smashed and useless. His knuckles were bleeding and the iron taste of blood in his mouth made him cough.

A flashback scorched his brain and the pain of it made him wince. The faint, sweet, sickly smell of death crept up his nose as visions of the motorbike crashing through the wall to a symphony of screeching metal, blood and bone played out in his mind.

He must’ve blacked out, but for how long? The day was darker now, so long enough for afternoon to turn to the first hints of evening. The world outside was still being battered by the storm, but now the Defender was no defence against it, and Lazarus shivered.

Amazed to have survived at all, he carefully reached down to unclip his seatbelt, conscious that there was a good chance something was broken. But as he pulled himself loose of the strap, all he felt was bruised and battered.

Lazarus turned the key and the engine growled quietly in front of him, as if it was frustrated that they’d had to stop at all.

With a flick of the light switch the beams from the headlamps cut through the darkness with an intensity that burned away the night.

In every direction lay a bleak world of grass and bracken, broken only by the remains of a wall or the tumbledown carcass of a long-unused barn. It was a landscape staring him in the face, daring him to get lost in it, and sink without trace in one of its many hidden, treacherous bogs. In the distance, the ragged tops of hills that haunted the horizon seemed to be watching him, like they were just waiting for something bad to happen.

A yawn forced Lazarus to close his eyes. When he opened them again he spotted something on the ground to his left; a body, face down, its limbs twisted into positions they could only achieve by being snapped in numerous places. In that same moment he realised that Abaddon was no longer in the passenger seat.

He made to move and go help the dead priest, though if someone’s already dead, just how the hell was he supposed to work out if they’d survived being thrown through the windscreen of a vehicle being driven through a wall?

The thought of the crazy situation he was now in brought Craig to mind. Even in this situation, he would have something funny to say. Then thoughts about where Craig was now took everything and crushed it like meringue in a vice. Lazarus choked down the tears. Then heard breathing.

Turning slowly, he spotted the shadow of Arielle in the back of the Defender, lying on the floor like a broken doll. Around her, cans of food lay like fallen soldiers. And her hair glistened with shards of broken glass like ice on bracken.

He pulled himself over into the rear of the vehicle. With an eye out for more broken glass, he reached down for Arielle and lifted her on to the seat. She was so light it was like lifting a child.

He placed a blanket over her to give her a chance against the cold, wet wind blowing through the Defender. All he had to do now was check on Abaddon, see just how bad the damage was from the crash, and then wait for them both to wake up. Beyond that, he hadn’t a clue.

He reached for the door handle, but it was jammed. He tried again, but all he got was a sore shoulder and the sound of complaining metal.

He pulled himself over to Abaddon’s seat, but as he did so, a figure slipped out of the darkness and rain to stand in the stark bright light of the Defender’s headlamps.

When the figure started to walk towards him, Lazarus felt his soul start to burn.


[image: images]

Lazarus tried the door again, slamming himself into it, pulling at the handle hard enough to snap it off. His fingers strained, his knuckles popped, but the door still wouldn’t shift. Snapping his head round, he shuffled quickly over to the passenger seat, tried Abaddon’s door, but that too was jammed. And it didn’t even give way when he lay on his back and kicked as hard as he could, like he was trying to kill it, not just open it.

Lazarus turned to the back of the Defender, reached over and shook Arielle. ‘Wake up! Bloody well wake up!’

He wasn’t sure if it was a voice or a sound or just an overwhelming sense of power, but it latched into him like a fish hook and pulled him back round. Lazarus tried to stare at something else, to gaze down at Abaddon and yell at him to get up and get busy with his weapons and sort out whatever this thing was that was approaching – but it did no good, and he was staring through the broken window, through his only possible means of escape, at something getting closer, something that seemed to be pulling the wind and the rain and the dark into itself, like wherever it walked the world would just let it through, and it was close now, real close, so close Lazarus felt as if what he was seeing now was searing its image on to his very skin.
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