
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


BREEDING GROUND

One of the largest slugs slithered up the dog’s back, resisting all attempts to dislodge it until finally it reached the exposed ear. The monstrous creature fixed its mouth parts firmly inside Prince’s ear and began feeding, boring deeper. Towards the brain.

The dog at last tried to run but the sheer weight of his attackers slowed his flight and he could only crawl as more and more slugs found their way onto his body and set to work with their teeth, sucking his warm blood which filled their bodies, pumping them up like leeches until it seemed they would burst.

From the pipe in the floor yet more slugs emerged. A never-ending black torrent of death...
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When I wrote Slugs, I was told by my agent and publisher that five years later I would do the sequel and five years after that I'd do part Three.

My agent and my publisher at the time was a fine gentleman called Bob Tanner who was also M.D at W.H. Allen publishers.  Bob had the most remarkable eye for spotting talent I think I've ever come across.  He'd been the boss at New English Library where he discovered James Herbert, was the first British publisher to publish Stephen King and Dean Koontz and he also worked extensively with Graham Masterton back then.  I think he also published Ramsey Campbell.  I certainly remember some early Star paperbacks editions of his stuff.  In addition to those revered names in the horror world, Bob also discovered me (stop laughing!).  Younger readers will now be wondering who the hell W.H. Allen and New English Library are or were but there were so many more publishers in those days before the huge conglomerates just swallowed everyone up.  Also, every publisher had a horror list.  NEL and Hamlyn were almost built on the success of their horror books and Star (the paperback imprint of W.H. Allen) would become the same.  Back in the 80's horror ruled, just like rock and metal ruled the music business (ah, those were the days, excuse me while I go all wistful).  But, Silence of the Lambs arrived to fuck over the horror business (people read it and thought they were reading a horror book.  They weren't, they were reading a thriller with horrific scenes) and Nirvana crawled into view to fuck the rock music scene into oblivion (people seemed to prefer the less complex music of Nirvana to the brilliant musicianship of so many rock bands) Shit happens.

Mind you, that ingestion of so many publishing houses by monolithic companies did lead to the growth of independent publishers, many of who (like Caffeine Nights, thank God) realized they had readers who wanted something other than the generic, soul-less crap spewed out by the so-called “big boys.”  

Anyway, I won't let this turn into a lament for the passing of the publishing industry and instead get on with talking about Breeding Ground.

The reason I was told that I'd do a sequel to Slugs five years after its publication wasn't just that it was incredibly successful commercially (Breeding Ground was too, thankfully).  Obviously when the film rights to Slugs were sold and it was actually made (despite the end result) then the idea of a sequel became even more inviting.  Right up to this day there are still enquiries about the rights to Breeding Ground as well.  My fingers are crossed.

Bob Tanner had done the same thing with James Herbert when James wrote The Rats.  He followed it with Lair a few years later and then Domain.  I never got around to doing part three of the Slugs saga but some of you may be glad to discover that I have never ever discounted that possibility.  In fact, the chance of completing the trilogy is quite an enticing one, even now.  I would be interested to hear from readers if they'd be up for this third part by the way.  It's always good to get feedback like that and I would be interested to know if you lot think it's merited or whether you've had enough of slugs.

The reason I never did part three at the time was that I just drifted into writing other things.  I was more interested in doing books about counter terrorism and ancient evil, the Hell fire club, psychotic ghosts and other kinds of horror rather than pursuing the activities of slithering little monstrosities like slugs.  I also changed agents and publishers which might have had something to do with it.

But Breeding Ground was one of the most fun experiences I ever had.  I wrote it fast (about 3 months) and it flowed pretty easily as I remember.  I wanted to shift it to London instead of a small town, that was the first thing I knew I had to do.  There was more scope and I also wanted to enlarge on the disease spread by the slugs to give an additional threat as well as the slimy little bastards themselves.  Had there been a third in the trilogy it would have focussed almost entirely on the disease (probably with the entire world being wiped out, knowing me!) and the slugs would have become very much a background threat.  What did happen is that I seem to have become momentarily possessed while writing Breeding Ground and it contains two or three of my most famous revolting scenes, including one that even Bruce Dickinson, (Iron Maiden's lead singer) found vile enough to mention in his recent autobiography! Thanks, Bruce.  

It might also interest you to know that another British horror writer accused me of taking horror into the sewer when Breeding Ground was published (his name is in that list at the beginning of this piece).  When I heard that I said I wasn't taking it into the gutter, I was dragging it into the sewer.  No pleasing some people is there?

Those of you who've already experienced Breeding Ground will probably know the scene I mean.  Those of you coming to it for the first time have that delight ahead of you.

I hope you enjoy reading or re-reading the book.  If you have as much fun reading it as I did writing it then we'll all be happy.

And just remember, Part Three may well appear at some time.  You haven't got away with it that easily.

Shaun Hutson 2019

This new edition is dedicated

to Matt Shaw.  

And he's probably

still wondering why.  

Thanks, mate.
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The farmer watched impatiently as the crates of lettuce were unloaded from the back of his lorry. He chewed the end of his pipe, which, as ever, remained unlit.

All around him the place was alive with the sounds of crashing boxes, raised voices and laughter. The usual cacophony which accompanied the early-morning proceedings at Covent Garden.

The summer sun was already high in the sky above London, pouring its unrelenting heat down over the capital. The day promised to be another scorcher.

The farmer disliked the city. He’d lived in the country all his life and the frenzied hustle and bustle which characterised the sprawling metropolis unsettled him. He shifted the unlit pipe to the other side of his mouth, watching as his produce was inspected. The buyer moved from crate to crate, swiftly but expertly checking the contents. Occasionally he would remove one of the lettuces, tossing it onto a nearby pile of other discarded vegetables.

‘Good crop again,’ said the farmer.

‘Yeah, only a few bad ones,’ murmured the buyer, picking up another lettuce.

Noticing something inside the inner leaves, he threw it onto the pile with the other rejects.

After fifteen minutes he was finished. The deal was concluded and the farmer climbed thankfully back into the lorry. He waved farewell to the buyer and set off to battle his way through the traffic, anxious to get home to the relative peace of his farm. 

As the day progressed, the pile of discarded vegetables grew higher until it was almost as tall as a man. The heat of the sun caused the green stuff to wilt and a powerful smell began to rise from it, but those nearby ignored the stench.

Stallholders shouted out their prices and bickered with their rivals. It was a normal day.

No one noticed the lettuce which lay near the bottom of the pile, rejected because of the strange cylindrical objects inside its inner leaves. The transparent mucoid tubes with the black centres.

Despite the searing heat of the sun the tiny shapes glistened as if perpetually wet and, slowly, as if triggered by some secret, silent alarm, they began to split open. One by one the liquescent tubes disgorged their contents.

The slugs were less than one centimetre long, almost transparent and already covered by a thin film of slime. Against the dark, rotting vegetation they were barely visible and they remained in one gently moving cluster no bigger than a matchbox.

They grew swiftly. Much more swiftly than normal, and with that growth came another change.

At first almost invisible, they began to darken in colour. A pale, pus-coloured yellow first, then a light brown. They remained clotted together, hidden within the wrinkled folds of the lettuce.

And they grew.

Though still smaller than a fingernail, by noon they had doubled in size.

Tuesday - the 11th
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The half-eaten hamburger was still warm and Tommy Price smiled to himself as he stuffed it into his mouth, oblivious to the revolted stares of a passing woman who had seen him plunge his hand into the waste bin and retrieve the food. He chewed quickly, wiped his hands on his jacket and then peered into the bin once more, rummaging around in the rubbish in search of something else to satisfy his raging hunger. He found nothing, however. Muttering to himself, he moved on to the next bin and dug his hand in like a child at a lucky dip. The search yielded a half-full carton of milkshake, but when Tommy removed the plastic lid he saw that the thick liquid was covered by a rancid sheath of grey-green mould. Flies buzzed around him, one settling on the rim of the carton, savouring the sweet curdled fluid. Tommy dropped the milkshake back into the bin.

In the cloudless blue sky, the sun hung like a ball of fire, baking all below it with fierce rays. As Tommy walked, the pavement felt hot beneath his feet, the warmth having little difficulty reaching his bare soles through shoes which were nearly worn through. As he made his way along the Strand he paused at each waste bin and performed his familiar ritual, hunting through the rubbish for anything vaguely edible. During the last four or five weeks he had discovered that the human digestive system was capable of absorbing almost anything. Especially if its owner was nearly starving.

Even though he had not eaten a good meal for nearly two months, Tommy did not seem to have lost much weight. He was a powerfully-built individual, standing around six feet, the jacket he wore stretched almost to breaking point across his broad back and shoulders. The cuffs were frayed, the elbows shiny and it bore numerous stains. His trousers, once part of a suit, were too short and the unfashionably wide bottoms could not conceal his filthy socks which puckered round his ankles like surgical stockings.

Tommy Price walked on up the road, sometimes bumping into tourists and shoppers, although they did their best to avoid him. Tommy didn’t smell very good, especially in such hot weather. He ran a hand through his hair which hadn’t been washed for weeks, wincing as his fingers touched a large spot just below his hairline. He caught sight of his reflection in a shop window and paused for a moment, taken aback by the sight which greeted him. It was like looking at another person, someone alien to him. He wondered if the apparition would vanish if he blinked. He tried and it didn’t. The same unkempt reflection continued to stare back at him.

He had been in London for the last two months since leaving Newcastle, and it had been eight weeks of misery. The pit where he had worked since he was sixteen had closed down over a year ago, and at the age of forty-seven he had found himself on the scrap heap, like so many of his generation. He remembered the stories his father had told him of the great march from Jarrow in 1926. Now he, like his father, had come to London but for different reasons.

Tommy did not, like many misinformed youngsters, believe that he would find a fortune in the country’s capital, but he had at least expected some work. He didn’t care what it was. Nothing had come his way, however. His savings had dwindled and, within two weeks of arriving, he had found himself seeking shelter in Salvation Army hostels. And now he could not even find solace there any longer.

Tommy liked his drink. If he had to steal it then that was fair enough, but he needed it. He’d been caught trying to liberate a bottle of Haig from an off-licence, and owing to his circumstances the judge had dismissed the case. But Tommy had been desperate, and the sight of two five-pound notes in the pocket of another man at the hostel that night had been too much of a temptation. He’d been banned after being caught. Now he walked the streets every day, carrying his belongings in a battered holdall and searching dustbins and hotel rubbish skips and pub yards for what meagre pickings there were.

He had thought once or twice of returning to Newcastle but there was nothing there for him any more. He was without a family. He had never married. Both his parents were dead, his younger brother had been killed in a pit accident at twenty-four, and his sister now lived in Canada with her husband and children. He pushed the thoughts of the past out of his mind, surprised at how easily they disappeared. It was as if he had been traipsing these London streets all his life, foraging like some kind of carrion crow, accepting anything and everything edible. He had suffered from a stomach upset at the beginning, but now his belly seemed immune to whatever vile garbage he chose to inflict upon it.

Tommy wiped the sweat from his face with one grime-encrusted hand and walked on. Another five minutes and he had reached his destination.

Covent Garden seemed unusually busy on this blistering summer’s day but Tommy moved purposefully through the crowds, peering longingly at the fruit and vegetables laid out on stalls all around him. He paused to inspect a waste bin and his face lit up as he found a bottle of Guinness. The neck was broken and jagged, but Tommy raised it to his lips and drank. The dark fluid was warm and sour but he swallowed most of it, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand before moving on. He belched loudly and his stomach rumbled in protest. Tommy took another swig from the bottle, aware now of a particularly rank odour which assaulted his nostrils.

Just ahead of him he saw a pile of fruit and vegetables, discarded by the stallholders in the market. Without hesitation he crossed to it and began grabbing handfuls of the sub-standard produce. His fingers sank into a rotted tomato but he merely wiped the orange mush on his jacket and pushed some more food into his holdall.

‘What are you doing, mate?’ a voice asked and Tommy

turned to see a broad man, stripped to the waist, standing before him.

‘You don’t want this, do you?’ Tommy said, indicating the pile of discarded food.

‘Help yourself,’ the man told him and wandered away.

Tommy continued his little harvest, ignoring the hordes of flies which swarmed round the reeking mound. He picked up a handful of small potatoes and pushed them into his pocket.

The lettuce he dropped into his holdall.

The leaves were wilting but it was moist, perhaps a little sticky, he thought. Tommy saw something glistening on the leaves, shining brightly in the sunshine, but he paid it no heed.

Inside the lettuce, the small slugs remained in their tight bundle, held firmly together by the thick coating of slime which surrounded them like some kind of gelatinous cocoon.

Finally, his pockets and holdall stuffed with the discarded fruit and vegetables, Tommy left the remaining garbage to the flies and wasps which swarmed over it like an undulating cloud.

He left the traders and their customers behind, seeking out the nearest empty doorway in which to enjoy his feast. There was a shop close by, its windows boarded up. Paint had been sprayed all over the wood and Tommy glanced briefly at the graffiti:

IF THATCHER WAS THE ANSWER IT MUST HAVE BEEN A FUCKING STUPID QUESTION

99% IS SHIT

Why give the other 1% the benefit of the doubt? thought Tommy, seating himself in the darkened doorway amongst the yellowed newspaper and discarded cigarette packets. He rummaged through one and found a more or less intact Marlboro. This was his lucky day. Except for the fact that he had nothing to light it with. He put it in his breast pocket for future use and settled down with the food he’d scavenged just minutes before. He still had some Guinness left in the broken bottle, too.

He devoured the food ravenously, ignoring the sometimes

rancid flavours. It filled his stomach and that was all that mattered.

He pushed lumps of the lettuce into his mouth, swallowing large pieces of it whole.

A vile taste suddenly filled his mouth, and for a moment he thought he was going to vomit. His stomach contracted as something thick and slimy touched the back of his throat before sliding down. He licked his tongue around his mouth and lips, spitting out some viscous fluid which looked like mucus. He coughed and spat again, reaching for the bottle of Guinness, which he downed in one long swallow in an effort to wash away the foul taste. He threw away what remained of the lettuce, rubbing his stomach. After a moment or two the taste seemed to fade away and he got to his feet, belching loudly once again. It was more than he’d eaten for a week. Tommy fumbled in his pocket and found the cigarette, then wandered off in search of a light.

The sun had reached its zenith. The city sweltered beneath the merciless onslaught of heat.

Tommy took off his jacket as he walked, enjoying the feel of the sun on his skin.

It was another two hours before the pains began.

Almost reluctantly, as if loath to give up its domination of the heavens, the sun sank lower in the sky and darker skies signalled the onset of evening. The clouds above London were stained purple and crimson and layered one on top of another. The rich colours spread across the sky like ink soaking into blotting paper. Tall buildings became featureless black monoliths against the multihued backdrop.

In London’s West End, however, the streets were bright. The glow of thousands of light bulbs and strands of neon created an artificial, many-coloured day which lit all but the darkest corners and alleyways. And the ceaseless activity, if anything, seemed to intensify as people went about their pleasure and, in some cases, business. The night people were out.

Some were buying, some were selling.

Tommy Price moved slowly down Regent Street, his face pale and expressionless, one hand clutched tightly to his stomach.

The pain had begun, he estimated, soon after three o’clock that afternoon. Slight nagging discomfort at first, centred around his navel, a griping annoyance which he had expected to leave him. But now, six hours later, the pain had grown to almost unbearable intensity, gnawing away at him relentlessly until it felt as if his entire torso, even his bowels, were filled with fire. He walked unsteadily, with a drunkard’s gait, and more than once he attracted stares from passing policemen. But no one stopped him as he careered on down the street, past shops now closed, past the rent boys who waited at the exit of Piccadilly Tube station. The buyers and sellers.

Tommy blundered across the road, narrowly avoiding a collision with a motorcyclist, stumbling up the kerb on the other side, almost losing his footing. He stood still for long moments, aware only of the agonising pain which gripped him like a steel fist, the fingers tightening by the second. He felt a wave of violent nausea wrack his body and it was all he could do to prevent himself from vomiting. He leant against the window of a nearby Wimpy Bar, gazing in at a group of young children, one of whom stuck his tongue out at the ghastly apparition looking through the glass at him. The other children laughed and pointed at Tommy, who whirled away, banging into a tall youth in a camouflage jacket.

The youth grunted and pushed Tommy, who staggered and fell.

Passers-by kept well away from him, although one or two stopped to look at him as he crouched helplessly on the pavement, clutching his stomach.

He groaned as a wave of pain so intense it almost caused him to scream aloud shook him and, this time, he could not contain himself. His stomach contracted and a foul-smelling stream of vomit gushed from his mouth and splattered on the pavement. Those standing nearby hurried on. Two young girls laughed disgustedly but Tommy did not hear what they said because just then a second spasm shook him and another stream of hideously-coloured liquid flooded from him, puddling in thick clots on the pavement. He tried to rise, reeking streamers of thick vomit and mucus hanging from his lips and chin. Through eyes blurred with pain he saw that there were dark streaks in the puddle of vomit before him. And, along with the bitter taste, he also detected that of blood. He wiped his mouth, his breath catching in his throat as he saw the crimson liquid glistening on the back of his hand. The sight of it made him want to be sick again but he managed to control himself, rising with a monumental effort of will. He tried to straighten up but the pain dug white-hot knives into his belly, groin and chest. He struggled a few more yards then slumped against a wall, his breath coming in agonised gasps. A voice close by told him to move on and he saw that he was propped against the glass window of a cinema cash desk. The cashier, a short, thin woman with thick spectacles, shouted at him once more to move away and, as a burly-looking doorman approached, Tommy managed to do so.

As he crossed the road figures swam before him as if he were looking through a heat haze. He saw the expressions on their faces as they looked at him, his jacket and trousers stained with vomit and blood. He saw the disgust, the bewilderment. Even the amusement. He felt like crying out to one of these people for help but he knew it would be futile for, indeed, how could they help him? Could they stop the pain he was feeling? The screaming agony which made him feel as if his intestines were being knotted repeatedly by red-hot fingers. Clutching his stomach with both hands, he lurched on towards Leicester Square, the lights from the Swiss Centre winking invitingly at him as he drew nearer. There were wooden benches outside the building. Perhaps if he could reach one of those and sit down...

Tommy practically ran towards the benches, almost falling onto the nearest one. He doubled up in pain again, tears of suffering running down his grimy cheeks. Behind him a small crowd had gathered around a man who was playing a saxophone in the street. Mellow, soothing notes floated up on the warm evening air, but they did nothing to sooth the pain which Tommy felt. He sat a moment longer, then wrenched himself upright once more, passing a middle-aged couple who stood and watched as he stumbled away.

He made his way across Leicester Square, the lights which shone from the front of the Empire Cinema dazzling him. There were many youngsters there, seated on the walls which surrounded a variety of small trees and shrubs dotted around the concrete expanse. Some of the kids followed his stumbling progress indifferently as he headed for the entrance to the public lavatory.

At the top of the steps Tommy steadied himself, slowing his pace in case he should slip and fall. Step by step he descended, the pain now beyond belief. He felt as if his entire torso was contracting, then expanding, swelling as if ready to burst. He felt the nausea building once more, a tidal wave of pain which he knew was unstoppable. Tommy rolled the last few feet down the steps and sprawled on the wet floor, blood dribbling in a thin ribbon from one corner of his mouth.

A man standing at the urinal looked round in surprise and alarm. So anxious was he to be away from this frightful-looking apparition, he almost wet himself pushing his penis back into his trousers. He whipped up his zip, wincing as he caught a pubic hair in his haste, and sprinted up the stairs, leaving Tommy sprawled on the tiles.

Tommy began to crawl towards one of the cubicles, inch by agonising inch, his lower body and chest ablaze with pain, blood spilling onto the dirty tiles, spreading out like blossoming crimson flowers. He felt his stomach lurch again but he clenched his teeth, his mouth filling with vomit which forced his cheeks to bulge until, at last, he let it go in a fetid spray of blood-flecked yellow ooze which spattered the cubicle and the toilet itself. Head bowed over the bowl, he emptied his stomach until blood began to colour the water. Thick crimson fluid coated the cracked porcelain and spilled down Tommy’s chin and chest. He tried to scream but the blood and vomit clogged in his throat. He felt something warm and wet running from his anus but he didn’t realise that this was blood as well.

He couldn’t breathe. His head felt as if it were being pumped full of air and, all the time, the pain in his stomach intensified until he prayed for death to come and release him from the insufferable torment.

That death seemed to be a long time coming.

The cubicle door swung shut behind him.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Two


[image: ]




‘Look, I’m telling you, they lock this place up at twelve,’ Paul Hilston said, looking around the deserted lavatory.

‘Then we’ve got another hour, haven’t we?’ Howard Mallows chided him. ‘Have you got the fucking stuff or what?’

Hilston nodded, clutching a large brown paper bag to his chest.

‘The fucking police come down here at night you know,’ he said, agitatedly. ‘I ain’t getting caught with this lot.’ He held up the bag.

‘Well, if you’re scared, piss off now. Right?’

‘I ain’t scared.’

‘Then get the fucking stuff out, before some nob-head walks in,’ demanded Mallows. ‘Let’s go in one of the cubicles.’

They both stepped into the furthest one and slid the bolt. Mallows lowered the seat and planted himself on it, watching as Hilston opened the brown bag and took out two tubes of Bostik and two smaller, plastic bags. He handed a tube of glue and one of the bags to his companion, who unscrewed the top of the tube and began squeezing the thick fluid into the plastic bag.

Mallows was smiling broadly, revealing a set of teeth which hadn’t encountered toothpaste for some time. He was twenty, his face pockmarked and deeply pitted. There were dark scabs around both his nostrils and he picked at one as he squeezed the glue into the bag. His hair cut short, accentuating the size of his ears, which stuck out prominently from a head which looked too small for his body. The jeans he wore were cut short to show off his long boots. The red laces matched his T-shirt.

Hilston was a year or so younger. A thin, foxy-looking lad with smooth, almost feminine skin which had yet to feel a razor’s edge. His hair, however, was even shorter than Mallows’ and a little lighter, making him appear almost bald. He waited while his companion emptied the last of the Bostik into the bag, tossed the tube away and then scrunched up the plastic to form a nozzle. This he placed over his nose and mouth. He inhaled, then exhaled deeply, never allowing the bag to leave his face. Hilston watched for a moment longer then followed his example.

It was the first time he’d ever sniffed and the initial dose of fumes made him cough, but he tried again despite the fact that his eyes had begun to water. It felt as if someone had stuck a lighted match up each of his nostrils. The smell seemed to fill his head, and for a second he swayed and thought he was going to faint, but as he kept breathing he found that a pleasantly light-headed feeling was beginning to engulf him.

For his part, Mallows sat back on the toilet seat, his face still buried in the bag. When he lowered it, his nose and the skin around his mouth were bright red. He chuckled and looked at his companion.

‘Fucking great, eh?’ he said, his voice distant and slightly slurred.

Hilston nodded and dropped his own bag.

‘It’s better when you get out in the air,’ Mallows added. ‘Come on.’ He got to his feet and slid back the bolt on the door, and they both walked out into the dimly-lit lavatory, which as far as they could see was still deserted. The glue tubes lay discarded in the cubicle.

‘What if the filth are around?’ asked Hilston. ‘They’ll smell it on us.’

‘Fuck them,’ said Mallows, kicking the door of the cubicle next to him. He went to each one in turn and repeated the mindless action, chuckling to himself. When he reached the last one the door swung back only a foot or so. He kicked it again, feeling resistance on the other side.

Both of them stood still for a moment as if taken aback by the temporary obstruction. Then Mallows kicked the door again, the impact of boot on wood echoing loudly in the silent cavern.

‘There’s somebody in there,’ Hilston announced, dropping to one knee. He could see a dark form inside, hunched close to the lavatory bowl. In the gloom it was difficult to distinguish colours and the glue was further affecting his vision, but he could make out a pool of dark liquid around the base of the bowl, some of which had trickled beneath the door.

‘Perhaps he’s got diarrhoea,’ Mallows chuckled. Then, kicking the door again, he shouted, ‘Come on, mate, it’s time to go home.’

The thick wooden partition moved another couple of inches, enabling Mallows to squeeze his considerable bulk into the cubicle. He looked down at the man slumped before him. Now he could see the filthy, vomit-spattered jacket and trousers, the matted hair and the unearthly paleness of the skin made all the worse by the dull glare of the fluorescents in the lavatory.

‘Leave him,’ Hilston said. ‘Let’s go. Come on.’

‘Had a few too many have you, mate?’ Mallows chuckled, looking down at the ragged mess before him.

Tommy Price did not move.

‘Howard, come on,’ said Hilston again, peering over his friend’s shoulder. ‘He’s pissed out of his fucking mind, you can see that.’

Mallows shot his companion an angry glance.

‘He might have got some money, you prat,’ snapped the older youth. Then he returned his attention to Tommy once more, nudging him with the toe of his boot.

‘Oi, wake up,’ he said, prodding him again.

There was no response.

‘Leave it out, Howard,’ Hilston insisted. ‘He’s right out of it.’ Then, for some reason, he began laughing. ‘He don’t look like he’s got any fucking money, does he?’

Mallows seemed unconcerned about the dark liquid which surrounded Tommy, congealing on the dirty floor like drying paint. The big youth kicked at the motionless man’s legs, the force of his blows increasing with each kick.

‘Wake up, you cunt,’ he hissed, transferring his attention to Tommy’s upper body. He pushed him with the sole of his boot, watching as the body merely slid down onto the floor, the pale face tilted upwards, eyes closed. Mallows rubbed his eyes, his head swimming. He sniffed back some mucus and gritted his teeth, made a hawking noise and spat a thick green globule at Tommy. It hit his cheek and rolled down like a huge sticky tear.

Enraged by his failure to arouse any movement in the tramp, Mallows stepped back, preparing to strike harder.

‘I’ll wake you up, you bastard,’ he snarled and drove his foot forward with as much force as he could muster.

The boot struck Tommy in the stomach.

The flesh and muscles seemed merely to burst and, as his shirt split open, so too did his lower torso. From pelvis to sternum, the body seemed to rupture, like some kind of pea pod. The entire cavity opened like a pair of obscene lips, sliding back to welcome the intruding boot of Mallows which disappeared into the seething mess inside. Flesh tore like fabric and the skinhead almost overbalanced as his foot sank into the tramp’s body, forcing its way through to the spine, such was the force of the impact.

His eyes widened in horror as he looked down.

Hilston tried to scream but he could only stand riveted, wondering, for precious seconds, if he was hallucinating.

He wished that he had been.

Slugs filled the riven torso like maggots in an open wound, slithering over one another, their thick slime mingling with blood and the spilled green bile which had oozed from Tommy’s gall bladder. The hideous black creatures, some as long as six inches, looked as if they had been sealed together by the glutinous muck which covered them. Like a huge black carnivorous cancer which had grown inside the tramp, literally devouring his internal organs, eating him away from the inside. Until now, at last, aided by Mallows’ boot, they had burst forth.
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