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	Introduction 
 Neil Williamson

	 

	 

	With the growth in popularity of Folk Horror over the last decade, there’s an argument to say that the subgenre’s landscape has grown, ironically, familiar. As readers and viewers we’ve come to know what to expect when we venture down those remote and unwelcoming country lanes: an isolated community with somewhat skewed beliefs, a penchant for ritual, and a flare for violence. A beguiling formula, that was first recognised by the critic, Adam Scovell. Strangers entering these here parts are assured a cold welcome (or an exceptionally hot one), but still we come in our droves.

	But have we had our fill of bloodthirsty fields? Ten years into the boom, is that great dropped uh-oh beat when we open the door of the Slaughtered Lamb just a bit predictable? If we’ve outstayed our welcomes out in the sticks, where else can Folk Horror be found?

	Though I live in a city, I grew up in a country town and I can say definitively that there’s nothing intrinsically weirder about rural communities than urban ones. Scovell, himself recognised this not long after he coined the famous Folk Horror chain referenced above. Our towns and cities have been around for a long time after all (Glasgow, where I’m writing this introduction, celebrates its 850th anniversary in 2025, but has been a site of settlement for millennia). Our urban centres’ histories have been constructed over centuries. Foundation upon foundation, brick upon brick. Their secrets long kept and buried deep. Their cycles and rhythms governed by a different set of needs. 

	And there are other types of isolation than simple geographical remoteness. Urban environments are rife with no-go areas and Keep Out signs. Think stumbling into the wrong pub. Think exclusive members’ only clubs and gated communities. Think industrial wastelands, derelict factories and crumbling tower blocks. Think abandoned hospitals and sealed off subway stations. Think the ultimate weirdness of … suburbs!

	Cities are naturally alienating environments. They’re not built to human scale, unknowable in their entirety, and those of us that live in them generally limit our city lives to the size of a village as a result. Recognising narratives that played on this innate alienation but were lacking the other elements he’d attributed to folk horror, Scovell coined the term Urban Wyrd. But if we venture out of our familiar neighbourhoods and cross to the other side of the tracks, might we not find that the people who live there have some odd beliefs? A hint of the dangerous about them? That we’re not welcome over there, and it’s too late to turn back?

	And what of the ones that live among us, in plain sight? What do you really know about your boss, your barista, your bike-fit instructor? For all the pleasant regularity of your interactions, who knows what they get up to the rest of the time?

	In Blood In The Bricks we seek out the strangers in the darker parts of town and reveal what secretive superstitions our neighbours practise behind closed doors. From the risks of riding the London tube late at night to the sinister secrets of rare motorcycle aficionados; from eager-to-share artistic collectives to what finds mudlarkers dig up along the Thames; and from what you’ve got to do to get by after the fae invade to what happens when you return home and find that you’ve outgrown the tribe.

	Ever wondered what those crumbling old bricks were made from or what that utility pole is really for? 

	Read on and find out.

	 

	– Neil Williamson

	Glasgow, July 2025

	 


 

	Down Street 
 James Bennett

	 

	 

	Rats in London are far from rare, but there’s a giant one standing on the eastbound platform of Hammersmith Tube station. Cherry, in no mood for pranks, almost trips over her heels as she comes down the steps and sees the man in the scruffy bomber jacket and jeans, the mask in question over his head. Idiot. It’s eleven pm on a Tuesday night and if the guy is heading into the city for a knees-up then he must be either a tourist or late. Doubtful, judging by the state of his clothes; grime covers him, marking him out as homeless, a member of the dishevelled tribes that haunt every station entrance, doorstep and corner in the capital. Still, she can’t fault the craftmanship on display, the moulded pelt of grey hair, the blank glass eyes and ragged, pink-lined ears under the strip lights. A glance at her phone tells her she has a five-minute wait for the next train to Holloway, but even that feels like forever considering that her, a kid in a baggy tracksuit and Rat Man are the only ones waiting.

	I should get a better job, Cherry tells herself for the umpteenth time. Regularly working late in the office with only a long commute as a reward isn’t where she thought she’d wind up at thirty-three, let alone the prize at the end of it all being a cramped back bedroom costing her a grand a month. Every evening commute is a risk, as any woman would tell her. Weirdos in London are far from rare. 

	“Got a light, love?”

	The kid can’t be older than seventeen, but she’s “love” to him all the same. With a shake of her head, the unspoken code of the city, she waves the vape in her hand and ignores his subsequent pout. What he thinks a blonde in a business jacket and pencil skirt, her handbag clutched tight, wants with the likes of him is beyond her. The rat looks on unmoved. But she’s shaken anyway and it isn’t his fault.

	Damn you, Masters. She gives a sigh when the youth retreats, perhaps noticing her eyeliner, the smudge of recent tears. Or he’s wary, thinks the rodent might intervene if he tries anything. Cherry doesn’t give a shit about fancy dress, accountancy and even less for her boss, but she needs the job if she hopes to make rent. It’s a temp position and that means that David Masters’ odorous breath whenever he leans over her desk and the occasional brush of his hand on her backside in the canteen will be a brief ordeal. He makes her skin crawl, but she can put up with it, she tells herself. And most days she can. But today, of all days, the last thing she needed was him cornering her to ask her to do overtime in yet another bid to get her alone. To go on about football matches and past package holidays, which he seems to think of as flirting. He’s trying to see if she’ll overlook the fact of his wife; just how desperate she is to keep her shitty job, the potbellied, pisshead bastard. 

	Cherry has had her fill of men.

	It’s late, but because she can’t help it (and to show the rat and the kid that she’s not completely isolated), she calls Claire for the tenth time that day. For the tenth time, she gets through to voicemail.

	“Claire, we need to talk.” She keeps her voice low so she won’t be overheard. Sneered at. “Please call back.”

	Cherry doesn’t know what she’ll say if she does; her drunken confession hasn’t left much room for a chinwag. She’s taken it as read that Claire has no interest in continuing the relationship, such as it is. Sure, she made her position clear from the start. Cherry likes men and women both, but she tends to take them one at a time. That’s what she’d said anyway, hoping it helped Claire to feel secure. Then she’d shat all over it when she’d jumped into bed with her ex, Stephen, after the Camden gig last month. Why, oh why, had she let guilt gnaw her down to the bone and decided to own up? Had she really believed that Claire would forgive her? 

	It’s been a hell of a day. Typical that it ends with a man-sized rat staring at her on an all but empty platform on a wet August night. Has the freak moved closer? When he steps away from the wall, she notices the graffiti there, lurid loops of red. A Celtic knot, she thinks. Snakes entwined. The spray paint drips, but she can’t see whether Rat Man is the culprit or not. And the mask makes it unclear whether he’s even staring at her, though she senses it. He confirms it by raising a hand – ah, red on his fingers – and gives her a nod. 

	“Praise the Gaf,” he says. “Bless the tithe.”

	That earns him a glare from Cherry. Will she have to draw on her box-fit lessons to make the point clear?

	 Stay the fuck away. 

	Like a knight in filthy armour, the train arrives, a swirl of fumes and damp gusting into the station. A loudspeaker barks out unintelligible instructions. Passengers disembark, shoving. Faceless. Though her destination is a microwaved meal followed by a cold bed (and further bullshit tomorrow), Cherry boards the carriage, eager for the Picadilly Line to plunge her into the bowels of the city.

	 

	Rat Man and the kid get into the same carriage as her. Of course. It’s a fifty minute ride home. Fifteen stops. Hopefully, the weirdo will get off well before that. As the train lurches off, she takes her place on the frayed and sagging seat and adopts the customary blank stare of all London passengers, gazing at her reflection in the window, superimposed on the shimmering city. It gives her something to look at, even if it’s her own annoyance and guilt. The kid sniggers at his phone, EarPods in. Rat Man stands at the end of the carriage, holding onto the pole. His whiskers bob. The tips of his ears brush the plastered adverts. Insurance. Tourist attractions. Pleas to quit smoking and photographs of missing people. Unnerved by his continued attention, Cherry reads and learns that a hundred thousand people go missing in the UK every year, the equivalent of forty passengers per single rush hour on the Tube. Not much comfort. 

	At Baron’s Court, a woman gets on, wrestling with a push buggy, shopping bags and a screaming child. Great. Cherry feels bad when the woman, bulging from a Primark dress, rolls her eyes to convey her nightmare. She offers the ghost of a smile and returns to her reflection as the woman crouches, chiding her son in a language that Cherry can’t place. Polish perhaps. London is a melting pot and she’s the last person to judge, what with having cheated on her girlfriend. But she doesn’t know how people can put up with kids. 

	When she dares a glance at Rat Man – because what does he make of the uproar? – she sits up a little straighter. His back is turned and he’s busy with the wall, can of spray paint in hand. A jerk of the track reveals the same red and looping lines, the knotted serpent, albeit rendered smaller than the one in the station. His Gaf, some arcane symbol born of mental illness or too much meth. Poor bugger. It’s vandalism, not that she’ll report it. Too much hassle. She’d move carriages if that was possible on the Tube. There’s just the five of them heading east, the disparate souls of London forced into proximity, uncomfortable and wordless.

	Her phone buzzes in her pocket. Snatching it out, she sees that it’s Claire. Claire! Putting the device to her ear, Cherry only catches a sniffle, some hissed imprecation but then the train plunges underground before Earl’s Court and she loses signal.

	London swallows her whole, rehearsed apology and all. 

	 

	There’s no announcement, no crackle of driver’s spiel to speak of problems on the line. Cherry only realises that something is up ten minutes later, the train rattling along at speed, the lights stuttering and stations flashing by. A blur of tiles. The familiar red circle design. The odd bundled figure. Gloucester Road. South Kensington. Knightsbridge. Cherry knows them like the pages of her planner, the daily slog of riding to and from misery. The lion’s jaws of harassment. All go by with no sign of slowing, no expected halt to disgorge and take on passengers. Eh? As far as she’s aware, none of the stations have been closed for building work. The rain isn’t hard enough to suggest flooding. She’d be glad to be getting home earlier, but a worm coils in her stomach, accompanied by the same wave of nausea that she’s experienced since breakfast this morning, neither relating anything good. Rat Man and the kid seem oblivious. But the woman with the buggy is frowning. 

	“Odd,” she remarks from the space by the doors. “It better stop at Hyde Park or – shit!”

	The station in question flashes by, a larger smear of people on the platform. Sparks scatter past the windows. Wheels screech. Then the train plunges onward into Central London.

	“Must be an electrical fault.” It’s all Cherry can offer the woman, repressing a shrug that she doesn’t feel.

	The child, catching its mother’s distress, renews its aria with gusto. The kid remains hypnotised by Snapchat or whatever. Cherry gives an inward tut. The man in the mask could be thinking anything, his glass eyes dark, inscrutable. Red paint drips on the wall, an ugly symbol of unease. 

	“Fuck that. Where’s the emergency – ?”

	The carriage jerks, cutting the woman off. Even as Cherry sighs in relief that the train is slowing, the wheels screaming under her, the lights go out. Typical. The kid looks up, the one who’s providing the light now. His features look sallow in the glow of his phone. There’s the sense of the track turning, the carriage bucking, and Cherry assumes that they’re entering a siding, one of the many tunnels that run under the city. Everyone knows it’s a labyrinth down here. Old and deep enough to sprout urban legends. Ghost passengers. Unaccounted for screams. Even a rampant mummy over by the British Museum. All rubbish, of course. There’s nothing down here but dirt, rats and –

	The train shudders to a halt. Again, without announcement. The doors slide open, eviscerating her scepticism. Fumes waft into the carriage, the tang of diesel and damp bricks. Her flesh prickles in the chill. What the hell is going on? 

	It’s enough to see Cherry onto her feet. To her alarm, she finds herself looking out at a platform lit by pools of feeble sodium. The roof shares its curve with the tunnel, just like any other station in the city. There’s concrete. The same mired tiles. A faint urine smell. The walls are a patchwork of brown and beige, tugging at some distant classroom memory of wartime Britain, grainy photos of the Blitz. Dust and debris speak of abandonment. No adverts line the walls, promising wealth and eternal youth. An arrow points to a way out, but it isn’t one she’s prepared to take. The adjoining passageway lies in darkness.

	Down Street, she reads on the platform wall. The name means nothing to her. The station isn’t on her daily commute. She hasn’t seen it on a Tube map, not that she recalls. They must be somewhere under Green Park, judging from the journey so far. This might’ve aroused her curiosity, even a sense of adventure, but then she sees the graffiti under the sign. The coiled serpent, a washed-out pink, appears to have been there for some time.

	“What the actual?”

	This from the youth, EarPods out and finally noticing that all isn’t well in Tube-land. The three of them are on their feet now, gawping.

	All mundane concerns fly from Cherry’s mind when a pair of figures emerge from the shadowed passageway, stride across the platform and board the carriage at the far end. Intent informs their movements, a stiff-legged purpose. Their clothes, nondescript, look ragged and soiled, caked with grime. It’s their faces that arrest her, push her in retreat down the gangway. 

	Fuck.

	Both are wearing masks. One, a fox. The other, a rabbit. 

	Before Cherry can do so, the other woman steals the chance to scream. Instead, she turns to find Rat Man, the harbinger of this strange, subterranean circus, looming behind her. The masks all bear the same craftmanship. The same glued whiskers, woven fur and dark bauble eyes. A carnival indeed. None have any business being on the Tube, she thinks, her head spinning. The carriage has no place at this station.

	Nor do the knives the strangers bear, glinting in the half-light.

	 

	Cherry has stopped complaining by the time that the strangers usher them into the passageway. Partly it’s the jab of Rat Man’s knife, promising her injury if she doesn’t shut up. Partly it’s the train. The engine rumbles and she turns to see the carriages sliding off into the tunnel, most of the light going with them. On to Picadilly and home beyond, along with anyone to hear us… Why it’s dumped them here, the kid, the woman and her… well, it’s far from normal. Only means bad news. And she’d thought that Masters and cheating were the worst of her worries. Tuesday has become a horror show. 

	Thinking this, she fumbles in her pocket, hoping to tap out an urgent message. A missed call. The police. Anything. Not that she has reception. Rat Man notices, however, and plucks the phone from her. He shakes his verminous head. Try it. The kid is swearing for England, having undergone a similar mugging. The Fox gives him a shove, the lad stumbling ahead. The woman clings to her buggy, sobbing. But the child, amazingly, has fallen silent. At the head of the freakish procession, Rabbit leads them through the gloom and emerges onto another platform, one for the westbound trains – not that any have stopped here for years as far as Cherry can tell. The station has been abandoned. Forgotten. At least by anyone sane.

	“What… what do you want?” she manages. She doesn’t expect Rat Man to answer her. As her eyes adjust to the dimness, the orange glow of several LED construction lamps placed well apart on the platform, her pleas dry up in her throat.

	There are other animals down here. Other masked strangers. Badger. Otter. Frog. Crow. The place has become a Halloween parade, the lot holding knives and clubs with nails hammered into the end. One, she notices, is holding a rifle. That’s enough to chase thought of flight from her mind. Whoever these people are (terrorists, her nerves whisper), they mean business. 

	But it’s the others on the platform – passengers, she assumes – that reduce her to a trembling wreck as Rat Man waves his blade, insisting that she get down on her knees like the rest of them. There must be thirty of them at least, shivering, muttering and crying (quietly) on the narrow concrete surface. Men and women. Young and old. Business suits. Casual dresses. Cheap deodorant can’t compete with the pall of sweat and fumes. If the general air of alarm is anything to go by, none of them have been here that long. How many trains pass by in an hour? How many have the freaks kidnapped? Shit, she thinks. The driver must be in on it. It doesn’t offer any explanation for the hostage taking. Rat, Fox and Rabbit aren’t about to tell her either. The tunnel beyond, a gaping mouth leading into blackness, turns their combined noise into a susurration of dread. 

	“No. Please.”

	This from the woman, the one from the train. She’s clinging to the push buggy as Frog tries to wrench it from her, child and all. Cherry can’t help but cry out when the woman scales towards violence and Frog gives her a slap in return. Then a kick. Drags the buggy from her. A Cat in a floral skirt steps forward and shoves the woman to the ground, following up with a thump of her cudgel for good measure. The woman, cowed, groans in the dirt while Frog, all business, wheels the buggy away, the child whimpering, echoes fading into the passageway. 

	Cherry has a brief, horrid thought that she’s never going to see Claire again. Never get to say sorry. A microwaved meal and a cold bed have never seemed more appealing. Then a man in an owl mask appears up ahead, suited, booted and mired like the rest despite his bizarre avian appearance. Owl steps up onto a crate to address them, his captive audience.

	“Blessings, Tithe of the Gaf,” Owl says, his voice muffled but resonant. Confident. As if they’re some congregation in the unseen church of the London Underground and not a bunch of helpless prisoners. “Rejoice! For you have been chosen and your sacrifice shan’t be in vain. It’s you who ensure the continued health and safety of our city and that is no small thing. Tonight, we gather to –” 

	Sacrifice? Cherry drinks in the word, her heart yammering. But that’s when the kid decides that he’s heard enough and makes a break for it. Leaping to his feet, he lurches away from her side, heroics the last thing on his mind. He gives a yell when Cat Woman steps up to bar his way, prevent him from ducking into the passageway, but he’s the taller of the two and doesn’t refrain from lashing out. The woman in the mask gives a grunt and stumbles away from him. Badger shows less reserve, pitching forward to grab the youth, his curse muffled. 

	The youth struggles in his grip.

	“Get the fuck off me! Twat!”

	And it should end there, Cherry thinks. She wants it to end there. The vague purpose of hostages goes swimming through her skull from a thousand stupid TV shows. This is all temporary. A ransom will be paid. They’ll emerge blinking into the light, their images splattered across the front of every paper and news channel in the country. Claire will come round out of sheer relief. She’ll take a hundred pats on the backside from David Masters if that’s how it’s going to turn out. Anything but –

	Steel glints in the murk. The kid wails. Then something wet and warm splashes Cherry’s face. The taste of iron is on her lips, rank. In a puff of dirt, the kid crumples to the concrete beside her. Jerking. Gargling. The same substance that coats her chugs from the mess of his throat. Then his eyes drain of shock, joining the blank stare of Badger. The kid falls still. Some drag him away. 

	No. We’re going to die down here.

	“Praise the Gaf!” The Owl-priest says, his hands spread. 

	The other animals, the masked captors, raise their own and murmur in response. 

	All their palms are stained red.

	Badger’s most of all.

	 

	How could this happen? Half an hour ago, Cherry was just another London commuter among three odd million of them, running on the daily hamster wheel of the city with all her humdrum needs and concerns. A cheated girlfriend. A creep of a boss. Rent.

	Fuck you and your overtime, Masters. Should’ve called in sick. 

	 Now she’s a shivering jelly of a woman shuffling down a pitch-black train tunnel, her arms held over her breasts regardless. The strangers, the masked disciples of the fucking Gaf, forced the lot of them to strip, discarding clothes, shoes, jewellery, watches and spectacles on the abandoned platform of Down Street. You don’t argue with knives, clubs and a cocked rifle. Then, the animals (and animals they were) had taken up flashlights and cattle prods – cattle prods! – by the station wall. Along with Owl, their apparent leader, they’d ushered their captives down a ramp and along the tracks, into the cold belly of the Underground. Men shout and sob. Promise money or retribution. The women are mostly silent, resigned. Cherry can’t see any children and she wonders at that, she does, but her queasiness has returned and the scream she so dearly wants to vent seems lodged in her throat, a thick, hot ball. She holds a hand out to Rat. Staving off the crackling of his prod, she staggers over to the wall and disgorges her lunch, a cheap baguette from Greggs. Chicken mayonnaise salad – so ordinary in the face of her abduction, whatever gruesome end awaits her ahead.

	“You okay, love?”

	The woman, recently robbed of her child, actually asks this. The kindness pricks tears from Cherry all the same.

	“Not really. No.”

	The woman gives a wet-sounding snort. Humour in this place, though it’s obviously from shock. And murder is likely the punchline. Still, she lets the woman take her arm and lead her on, out of Rat Man’s reach, the carnival bringing up the rear. Making sure they go on, into the stinking tunnel. 

	“My boy. My boy,” the woman says.

	After a few minutes, a dampness thickens the air, setting Cherry’s skin crawling. There’s a warmth to it too, a rankness that threatens to choke her, her breath coming in ragged gasps. The stink, diesel, smoke and sweat, has soured into something deeper, an earthy, bitter pall. It reminds Cherry of opened cesspits. Withered vegetables in the back of the fridge. And the foul August weather outside. How she yearns for it, the world above with all its trials and indignities. What she wouldn’t give for tedium now, stumbling along under the city streets, the teeming shops and the hooting traffic. For all the urban myths, who’d imagine that such dangers lurk beneath their feet? In turn, that tells Cherry that whoever happens to raise the alarm about the missing passengers – eventually and way too late – an abandoned station on the Tube is the last place they’re going to look. 

	The equivalent of forty passengers per single rush hour… The advert wings back to her like an omen, begging a question that she doesn’t want answered. 

	It’s the woman who notices the weirdness first. At their backs, the strangers have halted. A glance over her shoulder confirms it. The bastards are a line of masks behind their flashlights, allowing the captives to proceed. Moisture drips from above, globs of some oily substance plopping into puddles on the ground. Spongy, this ground, the concrete no longer biting at her feet. The stench has grown even thicker, a foulness that sees every hand over nose and mouth. An old man splutters and coughs. A youth gags, his profanity stark in the murk. A general ripple of unease travels through the throng, an acknowledgement of the shift in atmosphere, the sodden terrain. But it’s the woman who screams, her head turned to the lightless roof, her grip hard enough to hurt. Echoes spiral in the cavern, falling leaden in the dark.

	With a hiss, Cherry wrenches herself free, following the woman’s wide-eyed gaze.  Up there in the glow of the flashlights, she makes out a row of hand-sized shapes, each a pale diamond set in the roof. Then another, and another, ranks that arch from on high and down the glistening walls. The ordered design does nothing to dispel a sense of the bestial, an impression bolstered by the dampness, the fetor. The black throat down which they walk. 

	Teeth. 

	The thought has barely formed when Cherry hears a yell up ahead, a primal roar of terror. Human, nevertheless. The rest of the crowd join in chorus as confusion erupts, a flash of struggling limbs, a naked form plucked aloft in the gloom. Dumbstruck, rigid, she sees a man rise up to the cavern roof (what she now doubts is a roof), some dark, rubbery length coiled around his waist. He flails, balls dangling, turning helpless above. At last, her own scream breaks from her, joining the woman’s beside her. The man, entangled, hits the roof with a wet thud, his cries a discord of pain. In a slick, horrible moment, the tendril drags him across the gleaming surface, the sharp, serrated rows. Blood showers down, speckling her face, her shoulders, her breasts. In no time at all, the man comes apart, a leg, his head torn from him by the fangs, scattering into the murk. 

	“Jesus.”

	“Holy fuck.”

	Someone is muttering a prayer, but Cherry has no appeal of her own. At once, the procession has become a stampede, the crowd turning, desperate to return to the tunnel behind them, the relative safety of concrete and cold. The known. To avoid a trampling, she spins, warbling, her hands held out. The light is failing, meagre as it is. There’s little in the way of radiance back the way she’s come, the masked strangers dwindling behind their flashlights. The tunnel mouth – an impossible sight – is closing by degrees. If only she could ignore the stalactites that bar her way, pale spindles of bone that draw together with the shrinking ring of the aperture, eager to shut them all in.

	Is this punishment? she thinks, drunk on dread. Haven’t I had enough?

	Or perhaps she’s suffered a psychotic break, her mind caving in under stress, the daily round of abuse in the office… Something whips past her ear and it’s all too real, some black, gleaming tendril shot from the depths. Hands out, futile, Cherry can only watch as the appendage snaps around the throat of the woman from the train, a slick, tightening coil. There’s a hiss of heat, followed by the stench of burning flesh. The woman gags, her eyes bulging. She claws at the tentacle that grips her, stiff with the sting of acid. Then the woman is gone from her, plucked away like the other, a morsel for the ravenous dark.

	Cherry screams, her throat raw. Her skull threatens to split wide, sundered by panic and madness. Then the crowd crashes into her, desperate for the last of the light, the closing maw up ahead. The wind knocked out of her, she sprawls onto her stomach, splashing in the muck, the surface an ever-steepening incline. Swallowed, frantic, she claws at the ground – what she knows isn’t the ground – her fingers seeping with gobbets of grease, unable to find purchase. But the collision has spared her, it seems. There are several tendrils now, a river rippling overhead, questing forth to snap up the passengers, suck their scrambling forms into the depths. Some godless, cavernous gut. Wherever the tentacles fall – on shoulder, around limb – flesh bubbles and seethes, the screams become a symphony, wild and unhinged. Further scraps, the steaming remnants of the digestion underway, thump and splash down around her. There’s no getting out of here. The fact slams into her, a runaway train. She has made her last commute. 

	The snake. The Gaf. Breathless, she pictures the graffiti on the station wall, dripping in red just like the poor sods around her. It feeds… 

	Cherry stiffens, too lung-punched to scream, as a tendril snakes around her thigh, hot as a poker. Her own undoing wafts to her nose, a certain sweetness. Gross. The nausea that’s troubled her all day surges in her belly again, her throat, a tide come to claim her. 

	Oh, Claire.

	It’s all that she has for a farewell. An entreaty. 

	Then the darkness drags her down. 

	 

	“… shunned.”

	When Cherry opens her eyes, she’s surprised to find the construction lamps, the unwelcome glow of orange. The platform under her. Cold. She’s naked still, filth covering her, a thick slime that adds to her discomfort. Her skin burns, scalded. Hair straggles in her face, but she can make out the pair of shoes by her head. Feel the press of metal against her skull. 

	“I say we kill her. If the Gaf don’t want her –”

	“No!”

	Footsteps approaching, fast. Groaning, Cherry tries to shut out the echoes, the pictures in her mind. Scattered. Broken. Her last memory makes no sense at all. It flashes and rattles, a train heading into nothing. Vaguely, she recalls some presence above her. Segmented. Hulking. Large enough to fill the tunnel. Tendrils make a curtain of its mouth, all dripping with slop. Pale orbs, countless. Eyes. Insectile. It had whispered something, hadn’t it? Some voiceless call in her skull. A demand. A need.

	Then blessed silence.

	Blearily, she looks up. Badger stands over her. Rat Man too. The former holds a rifle against her head. The sign on the wall tells her that she’s back in Down Street, not that it offers her relief.

	“You know the law.” It’s Owl. Owl has appeared above her, his beak lending him a hollow command. “If she’s spurned meat, there’s a reason.”

	“Cancer?”

	“Or…” Owl nudges Cherry with his boot. Obliging him, she rolls onto her back, too weak to do otherwise. Then he places his hand on her stomach, his palm clammy. “Maybe. The worm won’t eat the young, if experience is anything to go by. We need them, don’t we? Gotta keep the mill turning. None of us will outlast the Gaf…”

	There’s sense in this, of sorts. Cherry recalls the Frog, wrenching the buggy away from the woman. Poor bitch. The strangers have shown no mercy, but there must be a reason why they spared the child. A terrorist group – no, a cult – will need its recruits, perhaps. The thought brings a shiver, a recollection of her night with Stephen after the Camden gig last month. Her fuck up. Had they used protection? She can’t remember now. But she can grasp what Owl is getting at. What it might mean.

	“Listen to me,” Owl says and she realises he’s addressing her, his face close to her ear. “The Gaf must feed. The Tithe is all we have – a handful a month. If not, then that thing is going to go hungry. And when it does, it will rise. Do you understand?”

	Cherry gives a groan. Owl seems to take it for assent.

	“We’re guardians,” he tells her, nigh on apologetic. 

	“Yeah. And the law is the fucking law,” Rat mimics, clearly pissed off. “The number is inviolate, shunned or no. One was already spoiled thanks to Badger and his knife, and will need a stand in. You can’t just let her go.”

	“She won’t go alone,” Owl says. “I’m not daft.”

	Despite herself, Cherry thinks of Claire. The fleeting hope of it. The open air. Holloway. A chance. But the gun against her head suggests otherwise. Spared or no, she is far from free. 

	“So how about it, love?” Owl seems to think that they’re discussing business, some mundane matter, the way he talks. “Are you willing to make up the Tithe? One to stand in your stead. We don’t have a great deal of time.”

	To her surprise, Cherry laughs. She laughs because she’s aware that her wits have left her, down here in the labyrinth. And because this part is easy. Bad breath and hands on her backside have made it so, the daily ordeal of the office. She knows Masters’ schedule as well as her own. The pub after work. His space in the car park. How he goes home to his wife every night, shameless. How hard will it be to invite him back to her place? Get him onto the Tube?

	She’s part of the carnival now. The Gaf must have its share. She knows that.

	She fixes Owl with her smile, his glass eyes as blank as her own. 
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	Stepney, London - July 1922

	The lavatory is overflowing. In the smeary darkness of the outhouse, with the evacuations of all the other tenants who share that rancid hellhole polluting her every breath, Mary struggles to balance above the pan in a half squat. 

	Footsteps sound heavily from the backyard. A hand pulls roughly at the door, the tiny latch just holding.

	Mary drags at her backside with a fistful of newspaper and yanks up her drawers. Hooking the handle of her lamp over the crook of her arm, she steels herself against the newcomer and unlocks the door. 

	Outside is a docker who lives in one of the two attic rooms and has a young wife only a few years older than Mary. The woman seems to have a babe eternally at the breast but never a child survive past infancy. Mary knows those attic rooms; they were once occupied by Miss Eliza Joseph, an ex-chorus girl forced into retirement after a savage case of pox, and who had taken Mary under her wing for a time. When the world was at war, Mary would escape to the very top of the house and listen to Miss Joseph’s tales of prima ballerinas, crowded dressing rooms, the burn of stage lights, and the roar of the audience.

	But Miss Joseph has been dead five years, killed alongside the gent she had led down a back alley where the bomb struck, and here instead is the docker. The man in the yard sways from foot to foot, reeking of stale beer as if oozing his own peasouper. He blocks her way and gives a low wolf whistle.

	“Ain’t you the pretty picture? I’ve watched you kicking up your skirt by the water pump. How’d you like to dance in my lap?” He makes a grab for her, but Mary ducks beneath his arm, nerves firing at the fear of getting trapped with no one to call for help.

	Mercifully, the need to defecate exceeds any thrill to the docker’s loins; she hears the slam of the outhouse door, and, almost immediately, the watery gush of loosened bowels. 

	Escaping the yard, she hurries in through the washhouse lean-to with its peculiar aromas of dank, mildewed walls and tarry yellow soap. A narrow passage looms beyond, her lamp casting greasy pools of illumination. Mary knows which broken floor tiles to avoid; she skips between them, toes pointing instinctively as she jumps. In her mind’s eye, she dances in limelight, her shift transformed into a tutu as the ghostly faces of admirers haunt her from the stalls.

	She takes the last door on her left. In that festering house, with three floors, attic and even a lightless cellar carved up into pitiful dwellings for seven families, noise is a constant. All the same, Mary tiptoes inside and quietly locks the door. 

	A low ceiling bows overhead, the laths in the walls showing through in patches where the plaster has deteriorated. On a single iron bed, Mary’s twin brothers sleep on. Stripped to their under things, the four-year-olds’ pale, thin limbs poke out at all angles. Mary thinks of a stack of boiled bones at the knacker’s yard. She shudders, and, in that moment, hates that her parents brought all their young lives into existence. 

	The lamplight flickers. Mary’s shadow dances across the walls.

	“That you, Mary?” Her mother rocks on the edge of the bed, digging fingernails into her knees.

	“Leg playing up, Ma?” Fetching a tiny, dark blue glass bottle and some rags from the windowsill, she kneels at her mother’s feet, unstoppers the bottle and tips some iodine onto one of the rags. 

	Peeling the fouled linen from her mother’s ulcered ankle, Mary starts to clean the wound. But her mother reaches down and clamps her wrist with a damp hand. 

	“I’ll be dead soon. The rot’s burning me up on the inside. You and your brothers will be put out on the street, and who will save you then, when you have nowhere to go? London don’t take care of its poor, you know that for a fact. It spits our bones into that black stinking river. And the do-gooders and the rich? They watch from on high with the likes of us playing out our misery below for their entertainment.”

	Mary peels her mother’s fingers back, a little cruelly. “Settle down, Ma. It’s gone midnight. The pain’s making you maudlin.” She winds a fresh rag around her mother’s leg, sealing in the canker. I have to get away from all this decay, she thinks bitterly. Like the great Russian dancer, Karsavina, I’ve flower bouquets to be gifted, ballet slipper ribbons to be laced so tightly they’ll never let me go…

	Her mother goes back to rocking. Mary takes the lamp and returns the iodine bottle to the windowsill. Retrieving a small tin from beneath the pile of rags, kept safe there from prying eyes and sticky fingers, she sits at the table. She prises open the lid of the tin and takes out the square of folded paper which lies inside. With great care, she opens the theatre bill on the table, using the flat of her hand to ease out the creases. 

	The poster had been tacked to a wall in the attic rooms until Miss Joseph noticed how it enchanted Mary and insisted the girl take it as a gift. All these years later, it is dog-eared and fragile from too much handling. 

	Mary uses a fingertip to trace the fluid illustration of a dancer wrapped in flames. ‘The Firebird,’ proclaims the elegant font: ‘A Ballet in One Act. Presented by The Ballets Russes. Music by Igor Stravinsky.’ And then Mary’s favourite line of all, ‘A Night of Enchantment, Magic, and Mystery…’

	Three sharp raps strike the door – sending Mary’s mother crawling up into a corner of the bed like a frightened animal. Mary’s shaken too. It’s a queer hour for visitors. She quickly folds the bill back up, tucks it safely away and shoves the tin back under the rags. 

	Tiptoeing over to the door, she slides the key from the lock and bends down. Putting an eye to the keyhole, she sees a swish of luminous white skirt, then a long-lashed eye staring back at her.  

	Mary bolts upright. “Who’s there?”

	“My name is Sister Clara Ashwell.” The woman has the crisp, cultured accent of the rich and the well-meaning. “I’m sorry to call so late, but it has taken me the best part of the evening to locate your address.” A pause, then, “I’ve come to help you.”

	“We don’t need no help.” Mary spits the words. Even as part of her wants to throw the door wide and shout, ‘Yes! Come in. Let me leave in your place!’  

	The silence stretches as she senses the woman’s continued presence. Cursing under her breath, Mary unlocks the door. 

	Standing in the passageway is a younger woman than Mary had pictured. She is wearing a uniform of sorts – a straw boater with her dark hair fastidiously pinned beneath, a taffeta burgundy dress with a high stiff collar, and a long, starched white apron. A dark grey cross, with arms of equal length, is embroidered across the woman’s apron bib. Each arm of the cross ends in a spike stitched with scarlet thread.

	Mary has heard of The Salvation Army’s ‘slum sisters’, pious women from good homes who lend the poor a helping hand in return for sermons about their sins and derogation. She also knows they forgo their uniform for civilian dress, the better to blend with the destitute and lowly. Standing at the door in her crisp apron and straw hat, Sister Clara strikes Mary as belonging to an entirely different religious order.  

	She nods at the red leather book in the woman’s hand. “We don’t need saving.” 

	“Oh, I offer nothing so pedestrian,” Sister Clara scoffs. “Disciples of The Bloody Cross shouldn’t behave like sheep. They must earn their admittance to the hallowed kingdom.” She raises one eyebrow, exuding a haughty elegance. “I am here to extend an invitation for you to entertain our church patrons tomorrow evening. You are Mary Carter? Aged fifteen? Daughter of Lucille and William Carter?” She opens her bible, takes a card from between the pages and holds it out.

	Mary hesitates. How has she come to the woman’s attention? Has she been watched in secret, dancing out by the water pump maybe, turning in stockinged feet as her brothers bark and howl at her ankles like little dogs? 

	Her palms itch where the skin is ridged and hard. For all her dreams of a gilded life, six days a week she tears rags for a pittance at the factory on Heneage Street. Her mother’s ravings repeat in her mind: ‘They watch from on high with the likes of us playing out our misery below…’ 

	Tentatively, she takes the invitation between two fingers. She holds it up to the weak lamplight. The card is embossed with a black, curlicued frame and headed with the spiked cross. Below is an address: The Jubilee Club, Land of Promise Street, Kingsland Road, Shoreditch. 

	A pang of hope gnaws at her.  Is this the moment she gets discovered? “You’re inviting me to dance? On a stage?” 

	Sister Clara snaps her bible shut and smiles prettily. “The Bloody Cross holds a special place in its heart for gifted children. You and your family will be appropriately rewarded. As I understand it, during the war, your father was granted exemption from conscription on account of your mother’s ill health, and has suffered his own hardships these last four years, failing to secure casual employment on the wharf…”

	“You’ll find my Pa rotting in drink at The Ship. Ma’s just rotting.” Something about Sister Clara standing so pristine in the doorway makes Mary feel spiteful. 

	She waits to see a look of excruciating sympathy cross the woman’s face. Instead, a gleam of exhilaration lights Sister Clara’s eyes. 

	“Since The Jubilee is some distance away, I will arrange for a motor car to collect you at six pm. A costume will be ready for you to change into upon arrival.” Her gaze flicks past Mary, who shifts uncomfortably, knowing the woman can see the bed and the state of its occupants. Sister Clara takes a small, cork-stoppered bottle from her apron pocket and holds it out. “For those who suffer. The blessed gift of sleep.”

	Mary grabs the bottle. The label is a scrawl, but one word stands out. Laudanum.  

	The Sister turns as if to leave, but then she stops and glances back over her shoulder. With breathy excitement, she adds, “I, for one, cannot wait to see you dance!”

	There, she walks away and is swiftly absorbed by the shadows. 

	Mary doesn’t hear her nocturnal visitor exit the front door onto the street; she’s too absorbed by thoughts of riding in a motor car, unboxing a spectacular costume, and her glorious stage debut. How she longs to run up to the very top of the house and brag to Miss Joseph that she is destined for the bright lights! “I’m leaving all this ugliness behind!” she longs to tell the one person who might understand. “You just watch. Everything will change after tomorrow night. I will enchant them all when I take to the stage and not a living soul will dare to look away!”

	But there is no Miss Joseph to tell, not any more. A tiny chink opens onto the howling grief Mary keeps tucked deep within her, hidden away like the dogeared, fragile theatre bill inside its tin. She seals the pain back inside by picturing how elegantly she will dance for her audience tomorrow evening, and she forces her mother to swallow a spoonful of the precious laudanum. Watching her mother sink down into oblivion, Mary imagines that it is Miss Joseph’s ghost who haunts the room instead, full of praise and sharing so many stories of the theatrical wonderland that awaits her young protégé. 

	Only later, when she’s tucked into her own narrow spot on the bed, does Mary’s mind settle enough for her to recall what she glimpsed inside Sister Clara’s bible when the invitation was held out. Rather than the usual cramped lines of scripture, the pages, fine as insect wings, were inked with morbid illustrations – on one side, a crucified man, and on the other, a monstrous devil.

	   

	Mary might be feasting on swan and champagne for all the notice she takes of her share of the bread and dripping. All day she floats, whether chasing her brothers in from playing soldiers in the gutter or quietening her mother’s fever with the laudanum. By the time the bells of St. Dunstan's ring out at five o’clock, though, the twins have burned through their meagre reserves of energy. Dozing on the bed beside Mother, their pale, bony chests rise and fall. Mary hums and practices her attempts at twirls and arabesques in front of the overshadowed window. 

	When the bells strike six, she shakes her little brothers awake and tells them with a squeak of childlike excitement, “I’m going to dance The Firebird like a Russian girl.” They fall back into the sleep of the dead and she kisses their heads. “Sleep well all,” she whispers, and locks the door at her back.

	A gleaming black motor car is waiting on the street and has already attracted a crowd of admirers. Mary notices the crude docker is among the number, and his fragile young wife cradling her swollen stomach. Next to the grand machine with its sleek hood, whitewall tyres and brass headlamps, into whose limelight Mary steps, the pair look desolate. 

	The driver gets out. He is a tall, thickset man, with a white walrus-moustache and a spiked cross pin attached to one side of his collar. Mary is surprised to see he has on a Service Dress uniform – and it is as if she is a child again, watching the young men in pristine khaki say goodbye on their mothers’ doorsteps. Some had returned after the war, prematurely aged and hollow-eyed. Most did not.

	“Miss Mary Carter. Our esteemed dancer. I am Colonel Emory Williams-Moore.” The driver shakes her hand with a firm, almost painful grip. He opens the car door, and with a smile in the wiggle of his moustache, waves his hand to indicate she should climb in.

	 

	Running her rough fingers over the soft leather upholstery, the sprung seat buoying her up, Mary imagines herself one of the great prima ballerinas, travelling in style to give her next acclaimed performance.

	Colonel Emory Williams-Moore talks all the while. 

	“…of course, usually I’d have sent my man, Jones, to collect you. But church events are so splendid and always over too soon, so I like to join in from the outset, as it were. Say, do you like the car? British engineering at its best” He raps one of the highly polished brass dials in the walnut dashboard. “It’s important to have instruments which work, don’t you think? Back in Flanders, the mud swallowed the dead whole and buried the living calf deep – not that you can imagine such a thing! But the grime got into the guns and jammed the mechanisms. Yes, I’ve always believed a thing should work as designed, people included. I remember, one afternoon, I got word the men required geeing up on account of the rain being so bloody ceaseless and them losing faith, out there in the quagmire. I insisted on being taken down to the front line, shells blasting around us like the spit of the goddamn almighty. One man had his face blown off in front of me. Can you believe it? The bugger kept up his salute though, even with one eye dangling from the socket and the jelly of his brain showing through his shattered skull. Oh, they were brave men, only boys, really. Would it have been too much to ask for everything to work as it should? No seizing up of rifles or worn-out boots letting the gangrene fester. The Fallen. By the end of the war, they numbered 880,000 British forces dead. It’s hard for the rational mind to comprehend! Such a damnable waste…” The colonel’s eyes are bright now. “Well, anyway. The Bloody Cross picked up the slack, gave those poor dead bastards a path to retribution…”

	Mary watches the narrow rat runs of Stepney give way to wider bustling roads, and all she wants to do is bask in anticipation of what is to come. But as the colonel drones on with his brutal tales of an old and finished war, it’s as if the London outside is no less a battlefield. Everywhere, a mania of wagons, motor cars, pedestrians crossing, workers on bicycles zigzagging in between. A piercing whistle from a tram sends children scattering. Workers spill from the gates of ironworks and mills, the tall chimneys pouring so much heat and smoke into the atmosphere, the sky looks as if it is on fire.

	“Is it much further?” She winds down the window. The air is stiflingly close.

	The colonel snorts from the front seat. “Eager to dance, hey?” His wrinkled fingers flex and curl around the steering wheel. “I admire your commitment to one’s duty, Mary. Much like our Sister Clara. Fine woman. Just twenty-three when she volunteered as a nurse in the field hospital at Rouen. On her feet twelve days straight during the Battle of the Somme, doing her damnedest best to soothe the dying and save the wounded who kept on coming. It’s a miracle the woman can ever scrub her bloody hands clean of all that gore and guts!” He guffaws at the notion, even as Mary struggles to feel anything except revulsion. The man seems determined to share the war’s grim details, and, at the same time, displays the flippant disregard for suffering she associates with the wealthy. 
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