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Prologue

Kreuzberg, 18 September 1939

They came for us at night.

Not that night held any meaning any more. In our blackout bunker, time had ceased to justify itself as a concept. It was an elastic construct you knew existed, like air travel and elephants, but one you never personally experienced.

We were permitted one hour of light a day. This was a self-imposed diktat from my father, one my mother fought long and hard for. ‘For the texts, my darling,’ she would implore, her tone whispered, though no less urgent for it. ‘Jacob must continue to learn the texts.’

‘We know the texts by heart,’ my father would always reply, jowls wobbling in fear as well as defeat. Finally, he relented, permitting a single flame for a single hour. We’d gather around it, my sister and I, her hair matted, her lips mute, making her mouldy bunny dance to the flame as I laid the book spine on my knees, my eyes squinting at the scratchy scrawl, my mouth whispering the words, my mother and father’s eyes closed, their faces locked in rapture, their lips twitching soundlessly along as I read.

After an hour, my father would snuff out the flame between finger, thumb and saliva and plunge us into darkness once more. He’d tell us of what was to come on the other side, the things we’d see and the glory that awaited us.

Then they came.

To begin with I thought it a dream, dead-float dozing as I was between waking and sleeping. Wood ruptured a few feet away from me, torchlight punching through a few seconds later. We shuffled backwards as a second beam of light invaded the room, painting belongings we hadn’t seen properly for months in spiteful hues.

The men at the end of the light spluttered, spitting curses about the stench, and animals, and shit and piss. Their insults had not changed in the time we’d hidden away.

As they spilled into our sanctuary, I realised it had to be winter, such was the thickness of their coats. Torchlight slashed at us, barbed-wire beams lingering on our faces and groping our bodies.

‘Is he there?’ barked a voice.

Light blistered my eyes, my raised hand doing little to dissuade it.

‘A man and woman,’ another voice replied. ‘A girl and boy.’

‘Is he there?’ the voice insisted.

I felt hands on me, prising my arms away from my face.

The smell of soured milk filled my nostrils. The musk of something curdled. A small grunt of satisfaction.

‘He’s there,’ said the soldier.

Rough hands dragged me from a place I hated but that had until now sheltered us.

‘Please,’ said my father, ‘please. Let my son go. He’s no good to you. Take us, but not him.’

What about Hennie? I wanted to say. What about her? Is she not your daughter? Is she not your child? It had always been like this. I was the Crown Jewels of my father’s eye, the justification for our existence. Earthly trifles were an indulgence. My sister was an indulgence.

My eyes fidgeted as we were dragged into the street, the black of the night a kaleidoscope of colours when set against what we’d been pulled from, the street lights crackling with aggression, poking at my skin, violating its pores, digging itself in.

A truck waited at the bottom of the street. The back of it bulged, flesh shapes pressing against its canvas hide. We all knew what it was for. We’d be together, at least. That meant something.

The soldiers yanked my family towards it, a hand on my back guiding me away.

‘My son,’ my father called out. ‘Where are you taking him?’

A rifle butt answered. That was the way these men talked.

Hands spirited me away, firm but delicate, as if I were some sort of priceless antique the soldiers had liberated and didn’t want to break.

‘I want to go with my family,’ I said to myself, to the soldiers, to God.

‘No,’ the soldier said. ‘You don’t.’

I asked where they were being taken, already knowing the answer. I wanted him to say it, though, this shaved warthog, this stumpy blob of flesh with a gun, wanted him to own the crime he was committing. Instead he said nothing, funnelling me towards an idling black Mercedes, its exhaust fumes warming themselves against the night air, a layer of frost caressing the vehicle’s bonnet and roof.

A man stood on the car’s running board. His trench coat was too well cut for him to be a soldier; it could have come from my father’s own shop. Expensive-looking circular glasses perched themselves on his pointed, beak-like nose.

He smiled as we approached. No grimace was ever as terrifying.

‘It’s the one we seek?’ he asked, looking past me.

Not him, ‘it’.

The warthog soldier nodded, eager to please, or desperate not to displease. ‘I’ve checked his papers. This is the boy.’

The man who wasn’t a soldier nodded, reaching into his leather coat and withdrawing a silver cigarette case.

‘Herr Himmler will be pleased.’

Minutes seemed like hours and days felt like decades. When we’d been hiding in our shelter, time had lost all meaning, but there had been tent poles to moor myself with. The hour of candle. A meal in the gloom. Habits. Traditions.

In the car, there was nothing. I would wake in a narcotic fog, permission slips of consciousness revealing the blur of a street lamp or the midday haze of fields rolling. I don’t know how long we drove for. It could have been hours or days, but one thing was constant: the man in the back seat pressed himself against the window as if I were plague incarnate. The only time he moved was to inject me. I would feel the tip of the needle puncture my vein, narcotics flooding my system, dipping me under the haze.

Eventually the injections became less regular and something like clarity began to return. Trees flanked us, street lamps deserted us. Concrete absconded. Where are you taking me? I would ask, my speech slurred, my face dope-slack. The man simply looked away, as if such a question was nonsensical and not worthy of his time or mine.

Then it appeared.

The castle was a scar on the horizon’s canvas. Three towers stood guard, the walls that kept them at arm’s lengths so mighty it was as if concrete had been poured onto the sky to form them. Its appearance seemed to energise my travelling companion. He sat up straight, his left leg jiggling, pitched on the edge of his seat. ‘How fortunate you are, boy. Wewelsburg is a place for the chosen few, not the filthy Jew. That a street rat like you should come here is perverse.’

It wasn’t, though. Not when you considered what Wewelsburg was, what it represented, and who I was. When you considered that, Castle Wewelsburg and I were made for each other.

As we pulled up to the courtyard, the car juddering over the castle’s blistered cobbles, a man stood waiting for us. He wore the uniform of Nazi royalty but not the bearing. There was a slovenly air to him. Receding greying hair stood up in clumps, and his untucked shirt climbed out from his pressed black britches. His face looked like it was squabbling with itself.

He opened the door, yanking me out without so much as a word of greeting. His gloved hands cupped my face, his shark-black eyes staring hungrily into mine. His leathery fingers creaked as he examined my skull, prodding and poking at it.

‘Enough, Wiligut.’

A voice from behind my examiner rang around the courtyard, high-pitched and shrill. The man called Wiligut gave my head a final tap, as if trying to ascertain its hollowness, then stepped reluctantly aside.

My parents had sheltered my sister and myself from the worst of the Nazis’ crimes, but there was no shielding a Jew from the likes of Heinrich Himmler. He loomed over everything, a pencil-moustached bogeyman whose existence demanded the end of ours. Hitler was reviled, but Himmler was feared; he was seen as the substance behind the Führer’s bilious poison cloud. I never expected to meet him in real life, but real life, it seemed, intended for me to meet him.

He had a parched head, anorexic spectacles resting on a nose of skinny gristle, his face shorn of everything but the barest of features, like they were a luxury his genius didn’t have time for. As he stood there waiting for me, the black castle loomed over him like it had been moulded to his exact specifications. I would later learn that it had.

Wiligut shoved me and I stumbled, my legs unconvinced, unpractised as they had become at walking.

Himmler frowned, reaching out a hand and taking my arm, preventing me from falling. ‘Your manners do you few favours, Wiligut. Is that any way to treat a guest?’

‘I prefer to think of him as a false prophet,’ Wiligut replied. ‘And will treat him as such.’

Himmler placed an arm around my shoulders, and my stomach lurched in response. ‘You’ll treat him well, because that’s what I order.’

Wiligut trembled slightly, like his disgust was trying to escape.

Himmler crouched down in front of me, his mouth smiling, his eyes not. ‘Your name is Jacob Block, is it not?’

I nodded. I saw little point in denying it. ‘What do you want from me?’

He smiled.

‘Everything.’

They watched as I ate. The act seemed like a betrayal of my family, but my body disagreed; it had received no sustenance for hours (days?), so when the casserole was placed in front of me, my hands moved of their own accord. I had devoured three mouthfuls before looking up to seek permission. Himmler smiled indulgently. Wiligut didn’t try to hide his contempt.

‘Do you know what we do here, Jacob?’

I shook my head.

‘Perhaps you would like to explain it?’ said Himmler, looking to the older man. ‘Karl Wiligut here is the spiritual conscience of our movement. So much of what we’ve achieved – what you will help us to go on to achieve – is down to him.’

Wiligut peered into his glass of wine, a small smile on his lips. ‘The credit belongs to you, Heinrich. My beliefs were there to be embraced by all – only you saw the truth of them.’

Himmler nodded towards me. ‘Why don’t you tell our young friend here the true history of the Fatherland? It is important, I think, for what comes next.’

Wiligut drank deeply, then replaced the glass on the table. He considered me with his coal-black eyes. ‘What do you know of Atlantis?’

I knew little. I told him less.

‘German culture – to which your Kike tribe has contributed precisely nothing – can be traced back to 228,000 BC,’ he said. ‘This was a time when the earth had three suns, and giants walked the sun-blasted earth. I myself am descended from the line of kings who ruled these lands.’

I chanced a look at Himmler, who was staring rapt at his apparent mentor.

‘These lands were settled by the survivors of Atlantis, and my people were the best of these survivors, sages who were eventually driven into the wilderness by jealous rivals. In much the same way that your tribe seeks to drive out the true holders of the flame in our blessed country. I can read your mind, you see, little Jacob. It is a fetid, depraved thing, submerged in subterfuge and dishonesty.’

He’s insane, I thought. He’s either kidding me along, having a joke at my expense, or he’s completely insane.

Himmler, though, hung on Wiligut’s every word. I had no doubt he’d heard the diatribe on many occasions, but the expression on his face made it seem like he was hearing it for the first time. It was then, as Wiligut continued to rant about dwarves and dragons and telepathy, that I grew truly afraid. Not because I believed what he was saying, but because he believed it. And if he – and more importantly, Himmler – believed such ravings, then they would believe what was said about me.

Believe who I was, and what I was destined to become.

On the third day, they took me to the laboratory.

I’d been confined to my room, meals brought to me first thing in the morning and last thing at night, heaps of meat slopped onto plates of exquisite china, each meal feeling like my last. The helpings were so gargantuan when compared to the scraps I’d been used to in the shelter, I felt like a prize pig fattened for the cull. That a soldier sat with me, watching me devour every morsel, only strengthened that feeling.

There wasn’t so much as a notebook in the room, so for hours I stared out at the castle’s rolling grounds, a barrier of mist lingering at the perimeter, almost as if it were afraid of it. The world I’d left behind was unimaginable, the fate that was to befall my family unthinkable.

‘They’ll come for us eventually,’ my father had said to me the evening before we locked down and hid away. ‘It’s inevitable. They’ll come for us and they’ll take us away, but if I can buy us a few weeks, then I will. Why, though, Jacob, will you not be scared when the jackboots finally sound?’

‘Because of who I am,’ I replied, ‘and because of what I will go on to become when I die.’

‘Quite right,’ said my father, ruffling my hair despite his general distrust of affection. ‘Your mother and I would prefer that you live a long and fruitful life before that blessed day, but if the Nazis have other plans, then so be it.’

He pressed a pill into my hand, closing my fist around it. ‘I want you to promise me something, if we’re taken. Swallow this tablet. Don’t hesitate. Don’t think about it. It will be painless. It will be quick. It will not be suicide, which would be punishable by the Almighty, but escape. Within five minutes you’ll slip away, and paradise will await. Promise me, Jacob.’

I did. It’s easy to say yes when no doesn’t present itself as an option.

I turned the tablet over so many times, I knew every groove in it, every last grain and indentation. It had been easy to conceal from my captors, and it would be easier still to let it slip down my gullet on a flume of water. It was what my father wanted. What he’d ordered me to do.

I want you to smile when you take that tablet, boy. It will liberate you in a way the living world never will.

I sat on the bed, looking at the tablet, wondering whether that sort of liberation was what I truly wanted.

Then the door was rapped sharply, the handle turned, and my hand made the decision for me, stuffing the pill into the pocket of my trousers.

Himmler stood there, a suit bag in his hand and a leering grin on his face. ‘I thought I’d bring you a uniform more appropriate. Your new life starts today, Jacob.’

He slid down the bag’s zip, revealing what was inside.

‘I won’t wear it,’ I said, the words out of my mouth before my brain could quarantine them.

The smile on Himmler’s face slipped its leash. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘you will.’

He took a step towards me.

I swallowed, wishing it was to wash the suicide pill down.

Several moments later, I studied myself in the mirror.

I’d seen the uniform of the Hitler Youth before, of course. What had started as a niche concern quickly became aggressively mainstream, members strolling around the school yard like they owned the place, which they did. The star I was forced to wear on my breast made me the juiciest of targets for these thugs. The teachers stepped in to begin with, then didn’t. When we were banned from attending school, it was a relief. Certainly, it was to my mother and father. They felt school interfered with my real studies.

What would they say now, if they could see me in my Youth uniform? Thick brown shirt, tie around my neck, swastika wrapped around my arm like a tourniquet?

Endure, is what they’d say. This life is merely the prelude, an indulgence before your real life truly begins. Wear the uniform. Raise your arm and salute false gods. Take whatever name they give you.

Tell them nothing.

Protect the Pen.


Part 1

Too Much Future


Chapter 1

Poor but sexy. That was how Ella’s dad described Berlin.

Ella wasn’t convinced. As far as she could see, poor had sold out long ago, and sexy had always been in the eye of the beholder.

Certainly there wasn’t much sex appeal in front of her. SO36 was an embalmed vision of punk rock past. Real effort had gone into making the club look as run-down as possible; it was like an interior designer had asked Alexa to show them weaponised nostalgia, then followed the AI’s designs to the letter.

Not that Ella cared particularly. Punk rock had always been her dad’s thing (her grandad’s too, if the old man’s stories were to be believed), and she’d never begrudged him teasing the little hair he’d had left into a blue mohawk. She’d even refrained from taking the piss when he’d bought a new leather jacket then spent the best part of a week making it look like a frayed life partner. Just like everyone else here, he hadn’t so much tried to recapture his East German youth as chloroform it.

No one really seemed to be old in society any more; there were kids like her, and there were old-timers in retirement homes waiting to die. Everyone else took a hammer to middle age and pounded it into a smear of youthful mush.

The support band finished their set and the crowd dispersed, making their way towards her vantage point at the bar. She drew a few curious glances, as she’d known she would; she was the youngest person here by about thirty years. It wasn’t just her age, though. She was the spitting image of her dad, and half the people here would have known him. Liked him, too, because he’d been that sort of guy. Even his enemies still loved her papa.

Ella shivered, taking a slug of water and noting, not for the first time, the slightly odd atmosphere in the place, the distrustful glances exchanged between the old punks. ‘When a city’s gutted down the middle like Berlin was, the stitches sewing it back together don’t always take,’ her dad had told her. ‘If elephants never forgot, old punks stubbornly refuse to; defections and perceived betrayals throb still in the city’s veins.’

What she’d give to see him again.

That was what tonight was about. The chance to make that crazy dream a reality.

‘I knew you’d come.’

She turned to see a punk slouching against the bar. She hadn’t noticed him approach, but then in his game she supposed that was a virtue. Certainly it was impressive when you considered his size and general appearance. Green trench coat, a straggling apology of spiked hair. Just another ageing punk in a room full of them.

The difference was Klaus Weber’s profession.

‘How did you know I’d come?’ Ella replied. ‘I didn’t know I’d come.’

‘Because you loved your dad. Because today would have been his birthday, and there was nowhere he loved more than this place.’

She looked around and shook her head. ‘It’s like a punk crypt. A fucking rock-and-roll theme park.’

Klaus laughed. ‘So cynical. You’re a punk, Ella. It’s in your blood.’

She took another slug of water. ‘Do you have them?’

He clasped his hands together. ‘I have one. That’s more than enough, believe me.’

‘I’m no lightweight,’ said Ella.

‘This isn’t coke or ket. This is a medical-grade drug that doesn’t officially exist.’

‘For something that doesn’t exist, an awful lot of people seem to know about it.’

‘An awful lot of people talk shit,’ said Klaus. ‘I’m the only supplier in the city. You wouldn’t have a chance of buying from me if it wasn’t for your dad.’

‘Will it work? Will I see him?’

‘It’ll work all right. Whether you’ll see him depends on whether he’s here or not.’

‘If he’s going to be anywhere, he’s going to be here,’ said Ella. ‘It was his favourite place in the world. How much?’

Klaus told her. Ella considered the amount daylight robbery.

She was bathed in the light of night, though, so she paid the money and took delivery of the bright pink pill.

She threw it down her throat, chasing it with a slug of water.

Now all she had to do was wait.

It was called Spook and if it was a party pill, the Day of the Dead festival was its spiritual home.

The rumours about it had started a couple of months ago. About how taking it allowed you to see the dead. You didn’t split it, and you didn’t take more than one. Ella had been cynical – since that girl blew up Tokyo, everyone claimed they could see the dead – but ultimately, curiosity had drowned her cynicism.

Desperation, too. It was a year to the day since her dad had died, which meant it was a year to the day that a big part of her had died, too. If this drug was legit, it meant she could see him again. Talk to him. Let him know how much she missed him. When she’d discovered his favourite band were playing at his favourite club on what would have been his sixtieth birthday, well, she’d seen it as a sign.

A murmur went up from the crowd, one that hinted that within minutes the lights would dip, the band would come on stage and the real world would be forgotten for a while. That appealed to Ella. The real world hadn’t been working out so well for her lately. Her school grades were in the toilet, and her mum was constantly on her case. It was like her mum didn’t miss her dad at all. Like all she could do was sweat the unimportant stuff.

She looked around the club. Everyone here was old, but they were pretty visibly not dead. They were supposed to glimmer, ghosts. That was what people who’d dropped Spook said online, anyway. Not much glimmer here, just manufactured dirt and grime.

The track pumping over the venue’s speakers came to an end.

The lights dimmed.

Here we fucking go.

The band took the stage.

Colonel, the frontman and lead guitarist, stood, arms aloft, a returning general soaking up the acclaim of his grateful subjects. Ella could never quite make her mind up about Colonel – he was either the coolest dude around or one you wanted to beat to death – but her dad always said that was the point of a good frontman. You didn’t want them to be like you. You were boring, and you came to gigs to escape boring.

Ella swallowed. Nothing doing with the pill, yet.

‘We are the people!’ Colonel bellowed into the microphone. ‘We are the power!’

The chant was taken up by the crowd, who pressed in closer to the stage.

A techie handed Colonel a guitar. Feedback rang around the room.

The first chords were struck in fury.

Then it began to happen.

It was like Ella had something in the corner of her eye. A shimmering blur of light, just outside her range of sight. The more she squinted, the blurrier it got. Then it solidified a little.

There was someone on stage with the band who wasn’t the band.

She could tell that by the way they glimmered. Couldn’t tell much besides that, at least not yet, but it was like there was a hologram up there on stage. A glitchy-as-fuck one.

Ella’s throat was dry. She lifted her bottle of beer, frowning when she realised it was empty. She needed another drink. That would settle her down a bit.

She backwards-shuffled towards the bar, her eyes fixed on the stage. The figure on it was gaining clarity by the second. Whoever it was, they were short.

No.

Could it be him? It was what the rumours always said, of course, but she’d never really believed them. She just liked the fact they were there to believe.

Where was her dad? She’d been so sure he’d be here. Instead, she’d got an urban myth.

She called out her dad’s name, more in desperation than expectation.

People were looking at her strangely.

‘What are you drinking?’

Ella turned reluctantly away from the stage, realising she’d backed all the way up to the bar.

She blinked.

This couldn’t be real.

A man was standing behind the bar. He had an old Stones T-shirt on, a pair of beaten-looking grey jeans and a shock of flame-coloured hair teased into a blizzard of spikes. So far so punk, but he also glimmered. And that was where the horror began, not ended: his face was covered with green vines. One had popped clean through his eyeball. Others wound their way out of his mouth.

‘What are you drinking?’ the flame-coloured vine man asked again.

Ella staggered away, knocking into the gig-goers around her, drawing looks of irritation she didn’t notice.

Her throat got drier. Felt like it was tightening, too.

She stumbled, her knees going, the floor coming. She smacked against it, hard. A mosh pit had formed in front of her. Most people hadn’t noticed her fall, but a couple had. They had the same vines as the man at the bar. A woman with a mane of them flowing down her back. A man with them wound tightly round his fists like a boxing glove.

Half the man’s face seemed to be missing.

Ella began to scream, and found that once she’d started, it was difficult to stop.


Chapter 2

‘Theatre of Dreams. Theatre of shite, more like.’

‘Very poetic,’ said Megan, rolling her eyes.

Bits puffed out his chest proudly. ‘Fucking Oscar Wilde, me.’

‘Maybe, now he’s dead.’

‘No one’s really dead,’ said Bits. ‘Look at me. ’Sides, I met the cunt in the Pen once.’

‘No you didn’t,’ said Megan.

‘Straight up. Mouthy bastard, Wilde. Mopey as fuck, too.’

‘Well, he was dead. Has to put a cramp on your mood, that.’

‘Bollocks. I’m a sunbeam.’

‘You’re a moron,’ said Megan, ‘but that’s all right, because you’re my moron.’

She swayed with the tram, allowing herself a small smile. On striking up this partnership with the dead-as-dead Bits, she’d perfected the trick of talking out of the corner of her mouth. She’d then realised it was a pointless skill to have in the modern age; all she needed to do was stick in a pair of headphones and it looked like she was chatting on the phone rather than to thin air.

She looked to her left, then right. The tram was packed full of United fans, most of them in stomach-clinging replica shirts. Not a flattering garment on runway models, let alone beery football supporters. Still, they weren’t paying her any attention, which was a novelty. Her escape from the Generation Killer had lent her unwanted notoriety. She was used to double-takes in the street as people tried to work out where they knew her from.

She usually just told them she’d been on Love Island.

That she’d survived Elias, the aforementioned killer, was thanks to Bits. His partner, Joe Lazarus, too. Lazarus was missing as a result of that rescue, so when Bits had asked for her help in finding him, Megan had figured it was the least she could do. And in the course of that investigation, if she found out information on her own sketchy past – namely, just why it was she could see the dead, and how a grandfather she’d never known fitted into that – then all the better.

On cue, she picked at the barcode on the back of her hand, a skin comfort-blanket she didn’t know she needed.

‘Bad habit, that,’ said Bits.

‘I’ve had worse,’ Megan replied, peering out of the window. Floodlights punched the sky as Old Trafford loomed on the horizon, a sight sufficient to ignite another round of chanting in the tram carriage. She noticed Bits twitch slightly. If she hadn’t known what to look for, she’d have missed it, but she did, so she didn’t.

‘You need a gum hit?’

He shook his head. ‘Had some of the gas and air back at the shelter, didn’t I?’

‘That was a couple of hours ago.’

‘Need to ration it. Running low on supplies.’

‘If you give it away to every Tom, Dick and poltergeist, it will run low.’

Bits sniffed. ‘Can’t keep it all for myself, can I? Not what the shelter’s about.’

‘The last person to run the shelter tortured then killed the spirits staying there,’ said Megan. ‘I think the mission statement’s become muddied.’

‘My job to clean it up, then. Seeing as it was the Pen that employed that person.’

Megan considered him. ‘Tell me honestly: how much memory gum do you have left?’

He looked away. ‘Couple of days’ worth. Three, with the gas and air.’

‘Then you’ll have to go back to the Pen?’

‘If I can. Was tricky as fuck getting to the soil – can’t imagine getting back’s going to be much easier. Not even going to try, until I find Joe.’

‘How do you know he’s still around?’

‘Because the bloke we’re about to see reckons he met him a week ago.’

The bloke was known as Spooky Dave.

It was a nickname that suggested a character of whimsy and wonder, the sort of fellow who counted Halloween as his favourite holiday. That he was one of the hardest fuckers in Manchester had always amused Bits, when he’d been alive enough to be amused. Now he was dead, it merely intrigued him.

He walked shoulder to shoulder with Megan as they climbed the steep concrete steps into the Stretford End’s guts. He’d been to Manchester derbies when he’d been breathing, but that was when he’d had a season ticket for Maine Road: it had been inflatable bananas, E’s and 5–1 thrashings in those days. He’d never set foot in United’s ground before, and wasn’t comfortable doing so now.

Still, a tingle prickled his spine as he was greeted by the vision of seventy-odd-thousand baying, yelling football fans. It was a sight he never thought he’d see again, and such a display of pure, unfiltered life was both wonderful and a raking reminder of what he’d lost.

Like your mate winning the lottery, he thought. You’re pleased for him, but you’re pissed off it didn’t happen to you instead.

‘Ever been to a football match before?’ he asked Megan.

‘Once,’ she replied. ‘An ex took me. I brought a book along, so it wasn’t a complete waste of time.’

‘Bet he loved that.’

‘Split up at half-time, which was forty-five minutes too late.’

Bits shook his head. ‘You’re well high-maintenance.’

‘Yeah, I’m a real princess. Where’s the guy we’re supposed to be meeting?’

Bits tore his attention from the on-pitch action, transferring it to the transfixed crowd. He knew they’d come out at the right entrance, but spotting Spooky Dave amongst this glut of humanity would still prove tricky.

Until it wasn’t.

He pointed upwards. Megan followed his finger to ten rows above him.

‘You’ve got to be fucking joking,’ she said.

If he hadn’t been so feared, Spooky Dave would have been catcalled at every United home game. As it was, the row above and below his didn’t so much as look in his direction. A few hands were raised and lowered to shake when paying their respects, but these were season-ticket holders. The tourists, if they were caught staring at Dave and the empty row of seats next to him, were quickly encouraged by the regulars to avert their gaze down to the pitch. You didn’t stare at Spooky Dave without a copper-bolted invitation, and usually not even then.

Fortunately for them, Bits did have such an invitation, and he was counting on Dave being intrigued enough by Megan, seeing as she shared his ability to see the dead, to give her a pass.

To the naked living eye, the ten seats next to Spooky Dave were empty. Those fans who sat below and above them would often complain of a cold, damp draught, one that went above the usual chilly winds football grounds ‘enjoyed’. That was because the seats were anything but empty: Megan stared, fascinated, at the row of shimmering spirits that occupied them. Their milky eyes were focused with a laser-like intensity on the pitch, all of them wearing United shirts from different eras.

Ghostly football hooligans, she thought. I’ve seen it all now. Or rather, I haven’t. I’ve only seen the tip of an insane fucking iceberg.

Spooky Dave gave the spirits a run for their money, looks-wise.

He’d eschewed the regulation replica shirt for a sharply cut navy shirt. A deepred turban sat on top of his head, and his long black beard was streaked with slivers of grey. Megan put him at sixty, but wouldn’t have been surprised to discover he was fifteen years either side of that estimation.

He stood, arms crossed, surveying the action on the pitch impassively. Such an action would have normally brought a steward’s request to sit down, but here the officials very pointedly looked in the other direction.

‘You can see them, then.’

A voice deeper than she’d have expected. One that couched no fuckery.

She shuffled along the row to the left of the spirits, stopping when she was one (free) seat away from Dave. ‘They’re hard to miss.’

‘Every other fucker in the ground has. Never met another like me, that could see the dead. Thought I was a freak.’

‘If you are,’ said Megan, ‘then we’re a couple of freaks together.’

Because I mean it. And the more he sees what we’ve got in common, the more he’ll trust me.

Or trust me as much as someone nicknamed ‘Spooky’ can.

‘Curse it more times than I don’t,’ said Dave. ‘Scared me shitless as a young’un.’

‘Makes a liar of any adult that says there’s no bogeyman in your wardrobe, or under your bed,’ Megan replied. ‘Because usually there is.’

‘Normalised it all, didn’t she? That Hanna girl and her video.’ Dave’s gaze was still on the pitch. ‘Now half the world claims to see the dead. All it took was her nuking Tokyo.’

Megan nodded. ‘Hate late-adopters. It’s like when a band you’ve liked for ages gets famous without your permission.’

Spooky Dave finally tore his attention from the pitch and looked from Megan to Bits, who hovered a few feet back. ‘What’s a young girl like you hanging out with an old lag like that for?’

‘Twenty-three when I got blown up,’ Bits replied, puffing out his sparrow chest.

‘City-centre bomb was decades ago,’ Dave replied, ‘so death must suit you.’

Megan nodded towards the spirits that sat alongside Dave, with their smorgasbord of United shirts. ‘Are these people you knew?’

Dave nodded. ‘My old foot soldiers. None of them passed over when they died. Seems to go that way sometimes, when they’ve been a wrong’un and met a vicious death.’

Megan stared at them closely. They were a motley crew. None of them looked like they’d gone quietly into the good night.

Ah. Now she realised how Bits had obtained this meeting.

‘We’ve had a couple of these lads in the shelter.’

Spooky Dave nodded. ‘Been dead a while, most of them. They get confused, except for when there’s a match on; it’s the only thing they really understand. Vines over their body. Elias, the bloke before, took care of them.’

Until he didn’t, Megan didn’t say.

‘Now that your lad Bits here has taken over, he does the same thing for ’em. Gives them a bit of dignity. Cares for them. Doesn’t go unnoticed by the likes of me.’

‘Do what I can,’ said Bits, shuffling, embarrassed. ‘It’s not much, but it’s more than fuck-all.’

One of United’s strikers blazed over the bar. Megan allowed for the oooh before saying: ‘Bits reckons you’ve seen Joe Lazarus.’

‘Right out with it. Good for you. Who’s got time to fuck around?’

Not me, thought Megan. Not Joe, either.

The whistle blasted for half-time. Finally Dave gave her his full attention. ‘Yeah, I’ve seen your ghost. Can always smell plod, dead or alive. He was with a German fella. Hans.’

‘Was Hans dead?’ asked Bits.

Dave shook his head. ‘Alive, though someone should have told his complexion. Nasty-looking bastard.’

‘How did the meeting come about?’

‘They know I’m the main boy that deals with Berlin. Move a lot of gear from there to here. It’s my main supply source.’

‘Was Joe trying to arrest you?’ said Bits, frowning.

‘He’s a fucking spirit,’ Dave spat. ‘How would that work? Nah, he was working with this Hans. They wanted to know if I’d been offered a drug called Spook.’

‘Had you?’ said Bits.

‘I wouldn’t touch that shit.’

‘What does it do?’ asked Megan.

‘Word is you pop a pill, and it lets you see the dead, just like you and me can.’

She shook her head. ‘That’s got to be bollocks.’

‘Why? There have to be more like us. What’s to stop some mad scientist experimenting on them? Hop, skip and a jump to them being able to bottle it up and sell it to punters who want to experience the same thing.’

‘But why would anyone want that?’

‘You’re a woman that asks a lot of questions,’ Dave said.

‘I’m a woman that needs a lot of answers,’ Megan replied. ‘Appreciate you don’t have a reason in the world to give me them.’

He considered, then shrugged. ‘Likes of me and you need to stick together. No other fucker’ll have our back.’

‘Why are people taking it, then?’

‘Why’s anyone take any drug? For the kick. For the thrill. It doesn’t last for ever, and that Hanna lass, she got a lot of people curious. Started something with what happened in Tokyo. Pill only lasts a few hours, from what I hear. Fuck, I’d drop one if I couldn’t see the dead.’

‘This Spook something you sell, then?’ asked Bits.

Dave shook his head. ‘I said I didn’t, cloth ears. Side-effects are brutal. Potent as fuck, and if you take more than one, you’re dead. Not worth it. I’m old school. Like the classics. Know where I stand with coke and E’s. This Spook muck? All bets are off.’

‘You give Joe any info?’ said Bits.

Dave shot him a look that could kill the dead. ‘I’m no snitch. Plod’s plod, whether it’s breathing or not.’

Megan looked from Dave to Bits curiously.

‘He doesn’t count,’ said Dave, ‘because he’s one of our own, no matter what his dead sheriff’s badge says.’

‘Did you get a sense of why Joe wanted to know about this drug?’ she asked.

‘Got the sense he was the junior partner. Hans was calling the shots.’

‘What were their intentions, do you think? Did you get the impression they were trying to stop the supply of Spook, or seize it for themselves?’

‘Joe wouldn’t be interested in that tackle,’ said Bits.

‘What about Hans, though?’ Megan replied.

‘Got no more info on him,’ said Dave. ‘I know someone that might, though.’ He nodded at Bits. ‘Your Michelle.’

Bits swallowed, vertigo taking hold. ‘What?’

‘You used to knock around with her when you were still breathing. Right?’

He nodded.

‘Well, her and her nephew have a bit of a rival concern going. Small-time enough not to put my nose out of joint, and they pay me the right respect. They flog anything new on the market. Road-test it. You want to find this Joe of yours, and this Spook drug he’s chasing, that’s where I’d start.’
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