
Agent Scott Baker regained consciousness like a career 
alcoholic at the end of a bender—groggily and with 

just a hint of regret. He was lying on his stomach on the 
floor of the Harrods department store, down low, under-
neath the flames and superheated air that washed through 
the space above him like a living thing. His skin was blast-
ed and red, devoid of moisture. When he blinked, it felt 
like sandpaper running over his eyeballs. The roar of fire 
was all around him, punctuated by the whine of twisting 
metal and the pop of blackened timber.

He stood slowly, remembering only when he breathed 
in the acrid scent of burning plastic to keep low. Crouch-
ing, he tried to get his bearings. He was in a department 
store—shattered glass display cases stood in rows in front 
of him. Orange flames flashing off the gold within told 
him he was in the jewelry department. Judging from the 
rapidly escalating heat, soon the Rolexes and Omega 
watches before him would be nothing more than pools of 
molten metal and glass.

Though some primitive urge screamed at him to find 
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the street at all costs, he stayed. There’d been an explo-
sion and he’d been in a crowd. Maybe there were other 
survivors.

He caught sight of a slim hand with painted nails jutting 
out from behind a display case and made his way over to it, 
only to find that it belonged to a charred mannequin. She 
stared back at him with the stunned expression they all 
wore, as surprised as he was that she was made of plastic. 
He found other remains soon after. Flesh and bone, they’d 
been rendered unidentifiable by the concussive blast. The 
fire that was eating the Harrods department store from the 
inside out was only the symptom. The explosion had been 
the disease.

It was difficult to discern any movement in the smoke-
filled store, but he found it hard to believe he was the 
only one who’d survived the explosion. Thirty-two and 
divorced—he wasn’t that lucky.

It was his job to locate Elsa Green. He was a member 
of MI5; it was his duty to make sure she was safe. She 
was pretty and far too young to be a politician, but had a 
razor-edged wit that made her frighteningly effective in 
riding debates. Where was she? He struggled to remem-
ber through the dull thump of a headache centered on the 
rapidly developing goose egg near his temple.

An image came to mind—a diminutive woman with 
rosebud lips. She’d been wearing a sky-colored blouse, 
something that should be easy to spot even through the 
haze and smoke.

He’d cared for her more than a special agent should. 
She’d told him once, in the way that politicians some-
times spoke to the men who guard them, that she thought 
she was psychic. She was playing solitaire on the porch 
at her summer house, flipping over cards one by one on a 
picnic table, and she’d drawn just exactly the card she’d 
needed. She’d smiled devilishly at him, then called out 
the five of clubs and turned over the next card in the 
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deck. It wasn’t the five, but it was a club and that was 
something, wasn’t it? 

She hadn’t seen the explosion coming, but then who 
could have?

He placed a hand on a display case, and then yanked it 
back from the sizzling hot glass. Shaking away the pain, 
he picked his way through the smoke toward one of the 
store’s main aisles. He’d woken up in jewelry, but he was 
sure they’d been in a different department when the explo-
sion hit. Bad form for a politician to be photographed with 
gold on her wrist this close to the election.

He scowled, rubbing his temple. He could feel no bro-
ken bones, which meant that he couldn’t have been thrown 
far by the explosion. Had they been buying gloves? If so, 
she’d be close by. A store sign dangled from a chain above 
the intersection, black plastic rectangles with eminently 
readable white lettering stenciled on them. He took the 
path to Women’s Fashions, passing by melting plastic 
windbreakers and charred cashmere jumpers.

He found her lying between the aisles next to a shelving 
unit filled with neatly stacked boxes of gloves. Her head 
was cushioned by one arm and her eyelids were closed, as 
if she’d fallen asleep on the couch while watching a little 
telly. She’d been literally knocked out of her shoes—a set 
of red pumps sat in the middle of the carpet a few feet 
away. Her left leg was bent at a sickening angle, halfway 
up her shin. The injury was hideous but, all in all, she was 
remarkably unscathed.

A few bodies lay nearby—the rest of her security detail. 
Most were too badly burnt to recognize and were obvious-
ly dead. Scott struggled to remember their names. They’d 
transferred in when Elsa had been elevated to a Cabinet 
post, three grim young men with steel in their eyes who 
barely spoke more than a dozen words to her “existing 
security detail.” They were ex-military; he’d come up 
through Metro PD. The oldest among them was ten years 
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younger than he was—they thought he was quaint. Their 
presence had changed the relationship he’d shared with 
Elsa. She’d grown distant and cold. He’d become just an-
other faceless member of her detail.

The heat here was intense enough that melted plastic 
fell in fiery raindrops from the roof, landing on a sweater 
display a few feet away. The wool had caught and was 
now blazing merrily.

Suddenly he caught sight of a shadowy figure mov-
ing through the smoke on the periphery of the sales floor. 
Thinking it might be a firefighter dragging a long hose 
behind him, he called out. It looked toward him, revealing 
a demonic face with hideously bulging eyes and sallow, 
sunken-in cheeks. A gas mask, Scott thought at first, but 
then the figure reached up to its face and scratched the 
black rubbery substance as if that was its skin.

It locked eyes with Scott for what felt like minutes, its 
gaze melting the heat out of the air, and he felt cold fingers 
dance up his spine. Like a dog deciding a squirrel was 
easy prey, it strode toward him, untouched by the flames. 
As it passed a mannequin, a gust of hot air caught its long 
fireman’s overcoat revealing arms and legs that were all 
out of proportion to its body. Its arms swung well beneath 
its waist and each limb was capped by fingers the size of 
daggers.

Scott took an involuntary step back. His rational mind 
told him that he was seeing a mirage caused by hot air ris-
ing through the flames. Hell, half the store was plastic and 
he had huffed enough fumes to shoot a junkie into outer 
space—surely that was tampering with his senses?

Suddenly the whole building groaned, and a section 
of the ceiling gave way, raining flaming debris down 
on the approaching firefighter-thing. The blazing wa-
terfall was an irritant, but the massive beam that fol-
lowed was like the fist of God, blotting it out of exis-
tence in the blink of an eye. There was no scream, no 
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cry, just a pile of smoldering lumber where the creature 
had once stood.

Its disappearance was like the breaking of a spell, and 
Scott found he could move again. Had it been a real per-
son, distorted by the flames? He didn’t know whether to 
mourn it or celebrate a narrow escape.

He felt light-headed and the air around him scalded his 
skin, but he turned and knelt next to Elsa. What he saw 
made him gasp and stumble backward.

Her leg was no longer broken. He remembered the an-
gle—that type of thing burned its way into your brain—
but both her legs were now as straight as an arrow. She 
could jog a marathon on those babies and not bat an eye.

“Get ahold of yourself, Baker,” he said quietly with a 
shake of his head. “You’ve taken one on the noggin, haven’t 
you? You’re not thinking straight. Get the girl out of dan-
ger then wonder if you’ve knocked something loose.”

He picked her up gently, arms under her back and 
knees, and tried not to think about how rubbery her skin 
felt. He looked around for the exit, but Harrods was one 
of the largest department stores in the world and he wasn’t 
familiar with the layout. The “landmarks” he’d noted on 
the way in had been consumed in the flames, and billow-
ing smoke limited visibility. Still, if the store was laid out 
anything like its competitors, Women’s Fashions would be 
as far from the exits as possible, so that female shoppers 
would have to pass numerous potential impulse buys.

He started toward the marble aisle between store dis-
plays, and then headed toward where he guessed the exit 
might be.

Soon his progress was blocked by a barrier of flaming 
suits. He stopped in frustration. He could see the exit be-
yond, but the glass in the exit doors was melted and the 
frame was twisted—even if he heroically jumped through 
the flames he might end up in a pool of molten metal.

So, one exit was blocked. Time to find another one.
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He turned around and hurried toward a nearby escala-
tor. Sweat poured off his brow and his lungs felt as if he 
was breathing shards of broken glass.

The escalator was stopped, of course, and he wondered 
briefly if he should go up and try to outrun the flames—
maybe there’d be firefighters on the roof. On the other 
hand, he could try to escape the heat in the store’s base-
ment. He seemed to remember a sign indicating appli-
ances on the bottom floor. They would be much harder to 
burn than silk shirts and undergarments.

Down it was.
He climbed down the escalator as carefully as possible, 

trying to keep from jostling Elsa. Worryingly, her body 
felt slick and entirely too flexible, like trying to hold onto 
a piece of spaghetti. Buttered spaghetti.

Four years ago as a beat cop with Metro, Scott had 
answered a call at a tenement fire in Derbyshire, arriv-
ing critical minutes before the boys from Fire Hall 405. 
A couple of junkies on the tenth floor had been cooking 
meth in their flat and the resulting airborne phosphorous 
had spontaneously ignited. The floor had collapsed and 
the woman in the flat beneath them would have asphyxi-
ated had Scott not arrived when he did. The flames were 
too intense to perform CPR on the spot, so he’d carried 
her down nine flights of charred stairway that crunched 
alarmingly underneath his feet. Halfway down, she’d felt 
like a lead weight in his arms. By the time he’d hit the 
ground floor, he hadn’t been able to feel his arms at all.

Elsa felt nothing like that. She felt hollow, like one 
of the melting mannequins in the sweater section. It un-
nerved him, but as he reached the end of the escalator he 
set his fears aside. He needed to find a way out.

The basement floor of Harrods was noticeably cooler 
than the previous floor. Though there were huge charcoal 
circles on the roof where the flames burned hottest, the 
fire-retardant layer between floors was doing its job. The 
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problem, of course, was that the reprieve was temporary.
The massive beam that had crushed the firefighter-thing 

had rammed right through the floor and flattened a line of 
top-of-the-line ovens into heaps of twisted metal. Scott 
wondered if he’d be able to see the creature’s crushed 
remains. Would there be blood and bone…or something 
else entirely?

He decided he was better off not knowing. Instead, he 
made his way past a line of refrigerators toward a set of 
double doors. They were made of battered grey metal, 
dully painted, with a rubber bumper at the bottom. Unless 
Scott missed his guess, those doors would lead out to a 
loading platform, or at least to an appliance repair shop 
where they’d store any models that weren’t floor-ready.

As he passed a display of dishwashers, stacked two 
high, a distant explosion shook the building. A second 
bomb? No, that had felt more like an implosion, as if one 
of the floors above him had given way and poured its con-
tents onto the floor beneath.

The fluorescents above him flickered and went out 
abruptly, plunging him into darkness. He froze, waiting 
for the emergency lights to kick in. The delay infuriated 
him. He was close enough to the loading bay to taste it. He 
was tempted just to continue on in the dark, but if he broke 
a leg tripping over a dishwasher it would kill them both.

Thankfully, caged red lights placed high on the walls 
began to glow dimly. The monochromatic light painted 
everything in shades of red.

When his eyes adjusted, Scott got moving again, spar-
ing only a quick glance at Elsa. Her complexion was pale 
and waxy. Rivulets of sweat had long since smeared her 
makeup, plowing through layers of mascara and cover-up. 
Even in the red light, she looked shriveled and old, as if 
she’d aged forty years in the course of minutes.

He backed into the loading bay doors, holding Elsa so 
that she wouldn’t hit her head. Luckily, they were unlocked 
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and swung open behind him. Once clear, he turned around 
and found himself inside a storage area.

Though he could see more caged lights high up on the 
wall, they hadn’t been triggered. The only illumination 
was a thin red line that penetrated under the door. In the 
dim light, he could see stacks of folded cardboard sitting 
next to an enormous green dumpster. The rest of the load-
ing bay was dominated by metal shelving, stacked full of 
boxes that stretched from floor to ceiling. Somewhere in 
the back, there’d be giant metal doors for trucks to offload 
new merchandise.

Scott put Elsa down on the concrete floor, removing 
his jacket and placing it under her head as a pillow, then 
searched a nearby workbench for a torch. He found ev-
ery kind of tool imaginable, from crescent wrenches to 
screwdrivers with heads cast in exotic shapes, but the only 
torch he found had been smashed by heavier tools casu-
ally thrown on top of it.

Frustrated, he banged his fist against the wall under-
neath one of the emergency lights. Wired into the build-
ing’s power supply, the batteries were supposed to cut in 
when the juice cut out. So why weren’t they turning on?

He re-opened the double doors to the appliance de-
partment, hoping to find a torch in the tools department 
or perhaps behind one of the cashier stalls, but stopped 
dead. The roof had blackened completely and now sagged 
dangerously close to collapse. Electrical cables hung like 
jungle snakes from the drop-ceiling. Over the distant roar 
of the fire, he could hear groaning from deep within the 
building’s support structures. Going back out there would 
be suicide. He let the double doors close behind him.

There was nothing for it but to try for the loading bay 
doors in the dark. It was that or die.

He was kneeling next to Elsa, ready to carry her in his 
arms, when a weird, inhuman sound echoed out of the dark. 
It came again, twice in quick succession, like a falcon who’d 
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just spied a rabbit darting through a field far beneath him.
Nothing natural could have made that call. Images of 

glassy-eyed firefighter-things flashed through his mind. 
Had it been real after all? Had it somehow survived being 
crushed by the falling beam? He drew his pistol and held 
it in both hands, muzzle pointed downward. He couldn’t 
just retreat back up the escalator. The fire had cut him off. 
He would have to face that thing in the dark and kill it.

He propped open the double doors to let in some light, 
but the rows of metal shelving dissolved into inky darkness 
after only a few feet. He knew now why the caged lights 
weren’t lit. The firefighter-thing was more comfortable in 
the shadows. He could feel it out there—dark, unblinking 
lenses for eyes, sallow cheeks and a bony mouth.

Slowly, cautiously, he stepped into the dark.

* * *

Scott had plenty of training in suboptimal lighting con-
ditions. He’d fired large caliber weapons while wearing 
night vision goggles and trained in hand-to-hand while 
blindfolded. MI5 believed in preparing its agents for every 
eventually, whether it was the possibility of being blinded 
by a stray tear gas canister at a political rally or the chance 
that a potential assassin might lob a flash-bang into your 
path. He knew the most important thing to do was to let 
his eyes adjust to the ambient light.

As he advanced, hand outstretched, he began to rely 
more on his sense of hearing than his vision. He could 
hear things out there, moving around in the dark. A foot-
step here, the tap of a heel against concrete there—the 
thing that hunted him was at least man-sized. The weird 
ululating call sounded again from the darkness, and he 
knew now that it was laughter. Laughter in a pitch no hu-
man voice box was capable of producing.
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His hand hit cardboard and he guessed that he’d reached 
the end of the aisle. He resisted the impulse to holster his 
gun and feel his way forward using both hands, testing in-
stead the area around him with his foot. Though the dark-
ness was total, he could tell by feel that a new aisle ran 
perpendicular to the first one.

Soon, he saw the first lighting he’d seen in quite some 
time—the gentle red glow of an EXIT sign. He was tempt-
ed to backtrack, grab Elsa, and make for the exit as fast 
as he could, but he knew he needed to take care of the 
firefighter-thing first. He stood little enough chance with-
out the handicap of an unconscious woman. He hoped that 
she was still safe where he’d left her at the entrance to the 
loading dock. Something told him that the thing would 
leave her alone—at least until it had taken care of him.

Advancing slowly toward the light, he began to worry 
that he was being led into a trap. If his unseen attacker 
could shut off the emergency lighting, why had it left this 
one EXIT sign lit? He imagined glassy-eyed figures leap-
ing out of the darkness at him from some hidden culvert, 
rubber skin glistening, bony teeth bared. He raised his pis-
tol, no longer aiming at the floor, but at whatever waited 
for him in the darkness.

A silhouette dashed out of the shadows ahead of him, 
smashed the EXIT sign with a fist, and then disappeared 
again. Startled at first, Scott nevertheless squeezed off a 
round before it vanished. A bright cross flashed out from 
the muzzle of his weapon temporarily illuminating a pile 
of desktop appliances—hand-held blenders, toasters, waf-
fle irons—that had tumbled into the aisle. As soon as the 
flash died down, he was plunged back into total darkness, 
with not even the red glow of the EXIT sign to see by.

It had been a ruse after all, designed to get him as far 
from the double doors as possible. He was trapped in ab-
solute darkness, unable to see a hand in front of his face. 
The creature out there had no such problem.
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Another laugh echoed out of the shadows, drawing clos-
er this time. Hesitantly, he aimed his pistol in that direc-
tion. Scott didn’t scare easily, but the laughter was begin-
ning to play with his senses. He stepped slowly backward, 
but his shoe hit a box and he nearly tripped. Off-balance, 
something rushed at him from out of the darkness. Evi-
dently, he recovered faster than the creature expected. As 
soon as he’d regained his footing, the movement ceased.

He froze, knowing it was close. Maybe not much farther 
than his outstretched arm. He heard its breath hissing in 
and out, but could not pinpoint the sound. It was a stand-
off. The first one to give away their position would die.

He held his breath, biting the inside of his cheek. His 
heart beat against his chest loudly, too loudly. His muscles 
were tense and his hand shook ever-so-slightly. Which 
one of them would lose their patience first? Loser dies, he 
told himself. Loser dies. Sweat beaded on his forehead, 
rolling down the bridge of his nose and into a tear duct. He 
hesitated to blink it away, not wanting to risk the distrac-
tion even as the salt began to sting his eye.

The anticipation was excruciating. He wanted to scream, 
“Come and get me, I’m right here!”

What if he just leaped out of the way? Would it lunge at 
him? Could he shoot it as it went by? He remembered the 
boxes of hand-held blenders scattered on the floor around 
him. They were tiny little land mines that would foil any 
such maneuver. If he hadn’t seen them in the bright flash 
of his gunshot…

The bright flash of his gun shot.
He squeezed the trigger, aiming at nothing in particular, 

and felt the gun kick back in his hand. A bright cross of light 
exploded out of the muzzle, illuminating a huge, tentacled 
monstrosity just to his left. Long, squid-like appendages 
curled around aluminum warehouse shelving. Underneath 
its appendages, the glass eyes of the firefighter-thing stared 
out at him. It had been approaching silently, wrapping a 

ritual of fire 17



tentacle around a shelving unit and then hauling its bulk 
forward, moving scant inches at a time, until it was almost 
in striking distance.

He suppressed a bolt of fear and hurled himself aside, 
tracking the creature with his gun as it snatched at him 
like a sea anemone enfolding a passing fish. His weapon 
stuttered as he fired, but his bullet seemed to pass clear 
through it, ricocheting with metallic cracks off major 
appliances.

Pain lanced up his back as he fell onto something hard 
and then rolled away onto the concrete. Hoping to catch 
the creature by surprise, he kicked backward with his 
foot and felt something sharp latch onto his shoe, biting 
through the leather and into his flesh. He fired again, 
and saw in the flash the squid creature’s bony mouth 
around his foot. It reared backward, tearing off his shoe. 
A single tentacle removed the loafer from its mouth and 
threw it into the darkness. Another one wrapped around 
Scott’s leg and dragged him bodily toward the creature’s 
snapping maw.

Desperation mounting, he fired once, twice more. How 
many more shots did he have left in the pistol? Despite the 
pain in his leg, despite the tentacles stabbing at his face, 
he breathed deeply, calmly drew a bead on one of the crea-
ture’s glass eyes, and then fired. The bullet pierced the eye 
with a crack of shattered glass and impacted something 
solid deep within it. The creature shrieked a high-pitch 
version of the laughter Scott had heard earlier, and then 
hurled itself up his body.

What happened next, he saw only through the strobe ef-
fect of repeated gunfire. Flash one: the mass of wriggling 
tentacles hit him hard in the chest, driving the wind out 
of him, tearing at his gun arm. Flash two: a hideous face 
leered at him from the center of the creature’s mass, chat-
tering death threats at him like a skeletal prop in a carnival 
funhouse. Flash three: the creature jerked as gunfire tore 
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through its remaining eye. There were no more flashes af-
ter that. Merely a series of clicks.

Scott realized in terror that he’d emptied his weapon. 
There was an extra clip in a pouch on his shoulder holster 
rig—a spare he never thought he’d have to use. He scram-
bled for the spare ammo, tearing at the leather buckle. In 
the light of day it would have been a simple matter of un-
doing a clasp to get at it, but in the dark, with a tentacled 
monster only inches away, it was like cracking a safe.

He’d already reloaded by the time he realized that the 
creature wasn’t moving. The grip on his leg had loosened 
and a pool of wetness was spreading across the floor. He 
thought it might be the creature’s blood, but it had the 
consistency of rice pudding. He shifted, kicking out at the 
concrete to push himself away from the body.

He waited a few minutes with his pistol clutched in a 
death grip in case there was more than one of them in 
the darkness. When he was convinced that he was alone, 
he investigated the thing he’d killed. Its tentacles had 
become translucent and its body had begun to melt like 
candle wax. It was gradually losing its form and the pool 
of slime it was becoming was already spreading across 
the concrete toward a floor drain. Scott had never seen 
anything like it. Soon even its hard rubbery face had dis-
solved into pudding.

Whatever it was, he was convinced that it was the same 
firefighter-thing he’d seen in Women’s Fashions—instead 
of being killed by the falling beam, it had merely been 
driven through the floor into the basement.

After a while, he forced himself to relax. He stood 
slowly, the twinge in his back reminding him of the pack-
age he’d landed on. Probably a blender. He cleared the 
aisle with a kick, and then mentally marked the location 
of the exit. His eyes were so well adjusted to the dark now 
that he no longer needed the reddish glow of the EXIT 
sign to see. A sliver of light outlined the exit door, and it 
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was enough for him to make out the vague outlines of the 
shelves that surrounded him.

A slight tremor in the floor reminded him that the build-
ing wasn’t entirely stable. He needed to make sure Elsa 
was okay and then get her the hell out of there as soon as 
possible.

* * *

Like the firefighter-thing, Elsa had melted into a pink-
ish blob that twitched on the concrete. Scott stood a few 
feet away, staring in disbelief at the blob, wondering if he 
was going mad. There were a dozen explanations for what 
could have happened to her, but none of them made any 
sense. Perhaps he’d died and gone to Hell? That would 
certainly explain the flames. Or perhaps the explosion had 
loosened a gas main and he’d been exposed to some kind 
of hallucinogenic sewer gas. Weren’t British military of-
ficials always blaming UFO sightings on swamp gas?

Reasoning that his duties as an MI5 officer ended with 
the first sign of liquefaction, he left her where she lay and 
made his way past darkened crates of appliances toward 
the exit. The door was unlocked and led to a concrete 
staircase which took him up several flights to a metal door 
that opened onto the street.

He opened the door gingerly. Were there more of 
those creatures outside? And even if there weren’t, how 
the hell was he going to explain what had happened to 
Elsa Green?
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