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  PROLOGUE


  


  


  Breath poured from her lungs like fire as she ran; exploding from her throat, impeding her ability to take in a fresh supply of oxygen. She knew she couldn’t keep it up for long.


  She was small, and so far that had worked to her advantage. When the world had gone crazy, she had been able to wriggle through the gaps in the insanity, and to lever herself into tight spaces, hidden from the carnage. Out in the open like this, though, her size was a hindrance. Her short legs, no matter how fast she pumped them, simply didn’t cover as much ground as the longer stride of her pursuers. She didn’t look back; didn’t need to: she could feel them gaining on her.


  She caught the scream she felt building in her throat; wouldn’t let it escape her lips. There were about ten of them in pursuit, she guessed, though it was likely more were joining in; that’s what they did, gathering in strength like an avalanche. Almost a week spent scurrying from corner to darkened corner had taught her that: there was almost never just one. Screaming, as natural and necessary as it felt, would only bring more; slimming the odds of her escape down to zero.


  She’d learned that the first time she had been chased. In her hysteria, she had charged down the middle of the street, certain that one of the adults would save her. That’s what adults did. Instead, as she shot down the road, a normally-busy market street lined with stalls selling cheeses and fish and imitation-branded clothing, she found that the adults were screaming too. Veering left and right, she found her path continually being reshaped; evolving as the madness swept along like the tide. Wherever she turned, the adults were leaping on top of each other, dragging friends and family and strangers to the ground, and sinking in their teeth. Blood filled the air like a warm, heavy rain. She got it on her pyjamas; felt like she might be sick.


  That first time, as she zigged and zagged through and underneath the market stalls, she hadn’t understood any of it, beyond the fact that it had seemed to start with the jaw-rattling crash that came from the roof of the apartment block as the sun flirted with the horizon, and with her mother rushing up the stairs outside their flat’s front door to investigate. As she had been instructed, she had waited patiently by the open front door for her mother to return, nerves dancing to a fraught up-tempo number.


  The neighbours opposite, a couple with white hair and wrinkles that made them appear ancient to her young eyes, emerged blearily into the corridor, the lines on their face deepened by concern. The man, orange-tanned and burly, who always smiled when he saw her and sometimes slipped her a half-melted chocolate bar with a friendly conspiratorial wink, took a couple of steps toward the stairs that led to the roof and then cried out in shock as her mother reappeared, leaping through the air at him, screaming, her eyes like two bright red inflammations ready to burst.


  She had cried then, bawling her eyes out as the man caught her mother mid-flight and somehow twisted so that she hit the ground hard with him on top of her. Why was the man hurting her mum?


  The man was yelling at his wife to call an ambulance, and the woman, her face ashen, scurried back into her flat.


  “It’s okay, honey,” the old man grunted at her as he pinned her mother’s arms to the ground, “It’s okay, she’s sick, we’ll get help.”


  She watched, tears streaming down her face, as her mother snapped and snarled, craning her neck to get close to the man’s big, calloused hands.


  “She’s trying to bite me!” He yelled through the open door. “Tell them she’s got rabies or something, get them here quick!”


  She had watched in disbelief as the paramedics arrived and had to subdue her mum, pinning her to the floor and injecting her with a large, frightening needle that hardly seemed to slow down her wild thrashing. She heard the paramedic speaking into his radio; calling it in: lots of big words she didn’t really understand. The man stammered as he spoke. He sounded scared.


  “Psychotic episode…possible infection. We’ll need quarantine…it’s the eyes…”


  As she had listened, she had been staring at her mother’s eyes, the ones that had always shimmered with love and pride when she had looked at her daughter. Now, those eyes were just bright red pools of blood, pupils all but gone, darting rapidly as her neck whipped side to side. She looked like a trapped animal searching for some means of escape.


  The men had tried to drag her mother toward the stairs, but there were only two of them, and her thrashing made it almost impossible, so they bundled her into the lift, pushing her against the far wall, pressing and holding her there. No one said a word to the small girl standing stunned and terrified in the doorway as the lift’s dull-chrome doors slid closed, and for a moment she just stood there, shocked, remembering with disbelief that only a few minutes before she had been grinning as her mum teased her with the possibility of porridge instead of her favourite crunchy nut flakes for breakfast.


  Then she remembered how slow the old lift was: she and her mother hardly ever bothered using it unless they had lots of shopping to carry. She made for the stairs, rushing down them.


  She got to the bottom when the lift was still trundling lazily between the third and second floors, and watched the numbers crawling downward, panting for air. A man stood next to the lift doors, carrying a newspaper and a bottle of milk, looking at her, puzzled.


  “Are you alright sweethea-“ he started to say as the lift reached the ground with a ping and the doors slid open, but his words were lost when her mother and the two paramedics charged out, roaring, and dragged him to the floor, ripping him apart with their teeth. The man’s chilling cries made her scream again, and she was still screaming when she saw her mother’s teeth clamp onto the man’s ear, tearing it from his head with a wet smack, and then she turned and fled out onto the street. She heard the building’s front door open behind her, only a second or so after she had slammed it shut, and her young mind tried in vain to comprehend that her mother was now a murderer, and was chasing her, snarling like an animal.


  As she dashed along the street and into the market, the soundtrack to a nightmare swelled behind her, cries of confusion and horror quickly becoming high-pitched squeals of pain. It was still very early; mostly it was just traders setting up their stalls and a few early birds hoping to get the prize cuts of meat.


  It was when her frantic sprint through the market ended that she really learned something about the way the world had begun to work since that first crash on the rooftop minutes before. She was hiding under a stall that heaved with fresh fish, the pungent odour making her gag, and peeking out through a gap in the fabric draped over the table that provided her cover. The insanity in the street was all around her now, bodies hitting the floor and being savaged. For some, the wounds they received proved too much, and they simply lay there on the cobbles, blood trickling toward drains, eyes fixed and empty.


  Others leapt to their feet and charged away, hauling down the first person they encountered, mauling them; tearing them apart like wet paper. As she watched, two police vans screeched into view, and she almost cried out in relief. The doors slid back, and four figures carrying shields and batons piled out of each, forming a line, advancing toward the unfolding mayhem.


  She saw a couple of them falter even before they reached the first of the crazy people, saw it in the way their steps slowed. Behind the plastic masks, she could see wide, disbelieving eyes.


  Surely, now that the police were there, the madness would stop.


  Instead, she saw the people in the market swarm toward the uniforms like starving dogs. The first few, bouncing off the shields or recoiling as the batons struck them, were ineffective, but then sheer numbers told, and the police disappeared in the frenzy of bodies. Moments later the police were them, just another part of the madness, and the uniforms meant nothing.


  She understood then, as she watched a policewoman tear off her helmet and claw out her own eyes before launching herself through a window and into the room full of shocked onlookers beyond, that help would not come.


  That screaming would bring only death.


  And so, five days later, as she again raced away from them, Claire Evans did not scream. She kept her eyes focused on the path, making sure nothing would trip her, and scanned the street for some means of escape, even as she berated herself for emerging from the closet in which she had hid for days while Aberystwyth fell into blood and ruin. She had needed food, and the convenience store had seemed so inviting…another lesson learned. She was one of the top members of her class at school; she had beamed every time a teacher told her what a fast learner she was. Now her life depended on it.


  Finally, as she was sure her lungs were about to explode, she saw something that offered potential escape: a narrow opening in a wall near to the floor: it looked like a tiny window that led to the basement of a large pub. The Mouse and Hound. The front doors were shut, and the building looked as though it had escaped damage thus far. As fire built in her muscles, Claire realised that pausing to consider whether the pub was a safe haven or not would get her killed.


  She focused on the little window, far too narrow for an adult to consider as an entry, but big enough for her slim frame, maybe. There would be glass, she would cut herself. She hated the sight of blood; it always made her sick and fearful.


  There was no time to consider it – with the things behind her closing fast, only barely out of arms reach, she veered toward the opening and threw herself at it, wincing as the concrete scraped the skin from her legs. And then with a loud shatter she was through, and falling, glass slicing a long clean line down her calf, and hitting the floor with a thump that knocked all the breath from her small lungs.


  She rolled over, facing the window, expecting that she would see one of them tumbling after her, teeth bared, but all she saw were the arms frantically reaching in for her, swiping through the gloomy air of the basement, grasping at the space she had occupied moments earlier. The gap was too narrow, they couldn’t get through, at least not yet. The snarls of frustration and ravenous hunger made her blood run cold.


  Still, she knew, she had to get away, had to put walls between herself and that window. Hauling herself to her feet, she turned to flee.


  And then the strong hands grabbed her in the dark, and all that she had learned in five days of solitary torment and terror and survival on the streets of Aberystwyth deserted her young mind, and Claire Evans screamed.


  


  


  Chapter 1


  


  Eight miles.


  The distance between themselves and the dead town they had left behind. It had taken Michael, Rachel and Jason most of a day to cover ground that only days earlier would have been traversed in minutes.


  With each passing mile, every panicked stop, every time they’d had to disappear into the forest at the road’s edge, Michael had come to realise the truth in the dead maniac’s words. The die has been cast. The world had already changed irreversibly. He was alive, but he was playing catch-up, struggling to acclimatise.


  They’d taken a car at first, of course. But logic had no place in the order of the new world that emerged from the ashes of death and insanity. The safety of the vehicle; the speed of it: both rendered useless by the noise the engine made.


  The noise that brought them.


  The car had proven its unsustainability twice in the space of those eight miles. Two packs of snarling sub-humans, thankfully little more than a handful. The first, a group of perhaps six, Michael had spotted in the distance, blood-soaked silhouettes on the horizon growing larger by the second. That group they had been able to evade, slipping into the woods quietly long before they reached the car. The evacuation had been clumsy, Jason’s strong arms hauling Michael out of the car, pounding away into the forest with the older man slung over his shoulder. The road was no place for wheelchairs.


  They’d been lucky: the creatures were downwind from their position, or they would have surely picked up the stench of sweat and fear. Michael watched through the trees as the group of blind killers milled around the car for a couple of minutes before wandering away. Downwind. That’s all. That close.


  When the coast was clear, they returned to the car.


  The second time wasn’t so lucky. One of them had staggered from the trees that lined the road, letting the radiator wash over it like a steel wave. It was a tactic Michael recognised, though of course, to give such a label to the mindless monster’s actions was a fallacy. The creatures born from the plague that had devastated St. Davids were rage incarnate, eyes ripped from their heads; directionless chaos made flesh. They didn’t employ tactics or strategies. They attacked.


  When the engine chugged and died, drowned in gore and bone, three more had burst from the trees, alerted by the noise, sightless faces swinging in the gathering gloom like flashlights, tracking down their location by sound alone.


  For a heartbeat, Michael, Rachel and Jason had sat and watched, frozen like cornered animals. It was Jason who reacted, slipping from the car without a word, snatching up a length of pipe and a wicked-looking knife from the stash of weapons they’d gathered from the ruins of St. Davids.


  Michael watched with a slack jaw as the big man manoeuvred himself in front of the car, casting a cursory glance at the once-human wreckage decorating the front bumper, before putting his head down and bolting toward the three Infected.


  Three pairs of emptied eye sockets swivelled toward the noise of his approach, but too late. Jason reached the first of them already swinging, the pipe smashing into the temple of the creature with a cracking sound that travelled through the still evening like gunfire. Even as that one fell, the knife rose, burying itself in the abdomen of the second, tearing up and through, and effectively disembowelling the shrieking creature.


  The third of them was on Jason in a blur, leaping atop his shoulder, teeth aiming for the man’s thick neck but clamping down only on pipe; shattering. Jason shoved hard, sending the creature to the ground, and brought the pipe down from high above his head, all the way from the clouds to the ground, destroying the thing’s skull against the concrete with a loud crack.


  Noise.


  They would be coming.


  Jason’s giant form loomed over the caved-in remains, barely flinching as Rachel tried to turn the ignition and the car responded with a phlegm-drenched cough.


  “Out,” she said, and opened her door. She was halfway out of the vehicle when she paused, and Michael knew that his useless legs had just entered her thoughts.


  She leaned back in, flushing a little, and started to help Michael with the task of getting his dead weight out of the vehicle, calling to her brother for help. It took Jason a moment to respond. That’s how things were with Jason, ever since he’d been forced to save Rachel by killing their mother. After that, he’d operated on a different wavelength, a frequency that wasn’t visible to either his sister or Michael, like ultraviolet.


  They’d abandoned the car then, making their way into the woods without speaking, Jason hauling Michael on his back. Michael stared sadly at the foldaway wheelchair that sat in the rear of the car. He had hoped to limit the burden his presence would put on Rachel and Jason, to at least be mobile, but the world had other ideas. Wheelchairs were of little use if you happened to find yourself running for your life in a dark forest.


  All three of them took whatever they could from the supplies they had stacked in the car, various items raided from the dead streets of St. Davids. Weapons. Water. A little food. Michael had heard of the rise of ‘prepping’, people stockpiling goods for the troubled times they believed the human race was headed for. Hell, he’d seen it first-hand in the bunker he’d spent the past five days in, but when it came down to it, he had little idea what items would be most valuable to him now.


  It was frustrating, that constant sense of confusion, and Michael tried to tell his nerves to cut him some slack. No one, after all, could possibly have known what was coming. Only the most paranoid could have prepared for the complete destruction of civilization.


  As he tucked a bottle of water into a pocket hurriedly, he wondered if all those paranoid preppers were out there now, hiding away in bunkers as Victor had, torn between smugness and dismay at being proven right so comprehensively.


  Somehow, he doubted it. Whatever they had been expecting - war, economic collapse - would have come with some sort of warning sign. The insanity that had befallen South Wales, and presumably everywhere else, had been virtually instantaneous. No amount of preparation would suffice when the apocalypse dropped from nowhere into their laps.


  He grabbed their only gun from the back seat, a battered old hunting rifle that was one third weapon and two thirds antique, and which, thanks to the noise it made and the fact none of them had the first idea how to shoot it with any degree of accuracy, was likely as useless as the wheelchair. At least against them.


  Every step through the woods felt like walking through the minefield they had traversed outside of Victor’s bunker, ground gained inch by petrified inch, every cracked twig and rustling leaf sounding impossibly loud in the thick, silent air. The forest felt alive, crackling and fizzing with the potential for violence. Michael, useless legs hanging limply from Jason’s broad back, sent his eyes left and right relentlessly, scanning the gloom for signs of movement, of pursuit.


  The dark woods gave up nothing, save for swaying branches and the whispers of the leaves. Until a noise stopped them in their tracks: an aircraft engine, distant but increasing in volume, heading toward them.


  Before Michael could even think about the possibility of a rescue service flying over the area, the noise of the engine died in an enormous explosion. The sound drained the blood from his face. Every one of the infected for miles would have heard it. He had no idea whether that meant they would be drawn away from the three figures silently traversing the woods and toward the downed aircraft, or whether the entire area would be overrun. 


  In either case, there was nothing to be done other than press on, furtively searching for the signs of movement that would bring about their violent deaths.


  Finally, the trees thinned and they found themselves at the coast, steep cliffs dropping down into the crashing waves of the Irish Sea.


  “This will have to do,” Michael said softly. “At least they can only come at us from one direction.” He nodded back at the woods.


  Rachel nodded, and shrugged off the small rucksack she carried on her back. “And if they come at us, we’ve got a way out.”


  She stared for a moment at the lethal drop, and met Michael’s eyes with a challenging gaze.


  “I’ll go out on my own terms,” she said quietly, her voice even. “It won’t be like that.”


  Michael stared at the firm set of her jaw, the clear, confident gaze, and nodded. She was right, of course. It was just that she was the only one who’d say it aloud.


  “We should rest here awhile,” Michael said.


  Rachel nodded, scanning the surroundings.


  “Do we risk a fire?”


  Michael’s brow furrowed.


  “I think we have to. They are blind, so at least the light won’t draw them here. The smell might, but it is freezing. We won’t last long out here without heat anyway.”


  Rachel rubbed her freezing limbs. Michael was right.


  “I’ll get some wood.”


  It was Jason who spoke, the first words they had heard him utter since they left St. Davids. His voice was low, flat, and almost robotic. He set Michael down on the floor and strode into the forest without another word.


  Michael fixed Rachel with a meaningful stare. She shrugged.


  “At least he talks now. It’s progress.”


  Rachel thought of the look on her brother’s face after he had saved her from their demented mother by driving a shard of roofing tile into her brain, of the way his eyes looked suddenly broken and empty. Tears stung her eyes. Jason was here, alive, but some part of Rachel feared that she would never see her little brother again.


  “He killed those things without even blinking, Rachel.”


  “And? He saved us.”


  “Yes, but-” Michael trailed off, letting the matter drop. She was right. Bathed in the crimson of the blood-soaked headlights, Jason had looked remorseless and terrifying to Michael as he despatched the three infected creatures. It had been chilling, but maybe it was just a sign that Jason had adapted better than anyone to the new life that had been forced upon them.


  Michael stared down at his useless legs. The ground was freezing, but the dead appendages didn’t convey that information to his brain. Won’t convey anything ever again, he thought. He stared into the dark woods, lost in black notions that filled his troubled mind.


  Rachel searched her pack for the food she knew she had stashed in the bottom.


  “Pastries, biscuits, some chocolate,” she murmured to herself as she emptied the contents.


  All cold, all loaded with sugar. None of the food she’d grabbed would do anything to quell the feeling that her body temperature was slowly and inexorably dropping, but at least it was high in calories. They’d be moving on foot now, that much was obvious. They would welcome the energy the junk food offered, but it was only a short term solution.


  Maybe that’s all the world is now, Rach. Short term solutions.


  She glanced at Michael, staring blankly into the woods. The crippled man was wary of Jason. She understood it, felt it too a little despite herself, but Jason was still her little brother. The gentle soul she had always known must still be in there somewhere, submerged under muscle and shock. The alternative, the possibility that this lifeless clone of her brother was all that remained, made her ache with sadness.


  Her thoughts were broken by the snapping of twigs, and her heart lurched, hammering away at her chest until she saw her brothers hulking form emerge from the trees, arms weighed down by an unnecessarily vast amount of wood for a fire. She smiled. He’s still in there.


  They doused the wood with a little lighter fluid and set it alight, huddling close to the flickering flames, wrapped in every item of clothing they had brought. For a long time, no one spoke, all of them on full alert, ears straining for any sound, any indication that the fire would bring death upon them.


  Eventually Rachel allowed herself to relax, and focused on wishing that the thin tendrils of smoke curling up from the fire might be laced with nicotine.


  Awkward silence settled on them. Conversation of any kind seemed ridiculous, unless it formed around the one thing no one wanted to discuss. In the end, it was Rachel who broke the spell.


  “What are we dealing with here?” she whispered, glancing from Michael to Jason and back. Jason prodded at the fire with a branch, staring into and through it. Whether he had heard her, Rachel had no idea.


  “I mean. Uh...what? Zombies?”


  She flushed as she uttered the word, yet the scornful smirks she half-expected did not appear.


  Michael’s brow knitted. He thought of Victor, the maniac that had imprisoned them in St. Davids. Of the way the man had hinted at being part of some organisation or group that had manufactured the disaster, of the lunatic’s constant references to film. “This is not a movie.”


  He caught her dubious expression.


  “We’re all thinking it, Rachel, and I think it is right, sort of,” Michael said. “But not quite. It’s an infection, they transmit it with their bite, and when you’re infected you’re nothing more than a killing machine.”


  Michael’s eyes clouded over a little as he remembered that crazy scooter ride, a demented journey into the hellish centre of St. Davids, the tinny whine of the little engine; the horrific landscape of bodies torn to shreds passing under the thin wheels.


  “So far, so Night of the Living Dead, but this isn’t the undead,” he said, his voice thick. “Their bodies are still completely human, vulnerable, just like us. It’s like it’s their minds that have been corrupted, like their humanity has been erased, or something. I don’t know.”


  “They die, just like we die.” Jason’s low, rumbling monotone cut through the night.


  Michael stared at the big man’s unfocused eyes in the gloom, searching for some reassurance, finding nothing but that vacant not-quite-there look. Without even looking, he could feel Rachel’s gaze drilling into him. He settled back, rested his head on a rolled up t-shirt, and had time to think that he had never seen the stars looking so vibrant and clear before sleep took him.


  


  *


  


  Rachel watched as Michael’s eyes closed, and his breathing became deep and regular. Exhaustion and anxiety battled for her attention, and the latter was winning.


  Throughout most of her life, the correct path had always seemed obvious to Rachel, and her mind, once made up, usually wasn’t for swaying. School, university, employment: she chose the sensible path and only a low tolerance for the idiocy of people around her, and subsequent ill tempers ever led her astray.


  The sudden and apparently total collapse of the world, following hard on the heels of the collapse of her attempt at a life in London, left her feeling rudderless. Yet she had a nagging sense that following a recently-crippled man on a quest to find his almost-certainly dead daughter did not represent the sensible choice.


  She stood a moment, trying to collect her thoughts. She remembered the attraction she had felt for Michael days earlier. Before Victor. Remembered too how she and Jason had turned to him for protection, and felt shame. Now though, in a world of constant terror, how would they manage travelling with a man who could not walk?


  Rachel stared into the darkness beyond the trees, and found no guidance there. She couldn’t see how they could survive what seemed like a suicide mission, couldn’t see how to proceed for the best.


  Couldn’t see the pair of eyes staring back at her intently.


  


  


  Chapter 2


  


  Lying on the dew-wet grass, blinking up into the light creeping slowly across the sky, the huge, deformed man tried to piece together the snapshots of blood and chaos that made up the days before he had fallen unconscious, only to wake covered in blood in the middle of nowhere.


  He had no idea how much time had passed, and jumbled, confused memories jostled in his mind, some his; some not. Time itself had become something of a conundrum. It seemed no longer willing to abide by its own rules.


  The chaos had begun - however many days earlier - when the deformed creature had just been a shadow in a dark corner of another man’s mind. A man sitting in a carefully sculpted doctor’s office that followed textbook instructions on creating a relaxed atmosphere to the letter.


  Soft music, copious amounts of indoor vegetation. Framed pictures depicting soothing landscapes, rolling hills and still waters.


  It started with Alex.


  


  *


  


  “And how do you feel about that?”


  Alex gave the therapist a baleful glare, and was gratified to see her squirm a little. He did his best to allow none of the clichés so rife in her profession escape censure.


  “How do I feel about the fact that it’s me here instead of him? I feel like life is unfair. One long, remorseless kicking. He is the one that needs to be locked up, not me. He could handle this place far better than I could. And I know why it’s not him in here, but me: it’s because he would be running the place by now.”


  Dr Deborah Jackson, attractive and young – far too young for Alex to believe she was any sort of authority on the subject she claimed to be – nodded slowly, eyes focused on the forms and pamphlets in front of her; on her notes.


  Alex felt impotent anger trying to rise up inside him; felt the drugs squash it for the feeble rebellion it was. She wasn’t even listening, just looking to tick the boxes that needed ticking so she could get out of the place. Friday afternoon. Doubtless she’d be shaking her perfect arse in some stranger’s liquor-stupid face within hours. That’s what she was focused on, not on Alex. If it had been him, such an affront would not have been permitted. Then the forms would have been the last thing she looked at.


  Alex sighed and slumped back in his seat.


  “We’ve discussed this many times, Alex. You understand that he is locked up – even more so than you?”


  Alex nodded, and sighed again, defeated. The conversation was no different this time than it had been on the previous hundred occasions he had attempted to have it with Dr Jackson. She understood, but she didn’t understand. Couldn’t. What she read in her textbooks and reports bore no correlation to actually living through it. Jackson had no idea what it was like to be locked away in the place by authorities who knew perfectly well that he hadn’t committed the crime.


  Well, technically, he had.


  The place in question was the Moorcroft Hospital. A wonderfully generic name that gave the residents of the neighbouring towns a slender chance of forgetting just what kind of people they had locked up on their doorstep. It had previously been the Moorcroft Centre for the Criminally Insane, but that left nothing to the imagination, and it had become rare for a Town Hall meeting to pass without mention of the place, accompanied by clucking and head-shaking and dramatic sighs.


  Eventually it had been renamed to keep the peace. That was just how it was with mental illness these days in Alex’s opinion: the more people actually acknowledged that mental conditions weren’t just someone putting on an act, the more things got relabelled; sanitised. That way it was possible to discuss them, without actually talking about them. He himself had been relabelled: no longer was he schizophrenic, or suffering with multiple personalities. No, now he suffered from Dissociative Identity Disorder. Bland, uninspiring. Confusing and vague enough to allow those dealing with the issue to feel safe.


  “Yes Doctor, I understand that he is locked up in this place, if you want to be pedantic about it. But he is not in any way doubly locked up, as you believe. The drugs are not a prison cell; they are an escape. It’s me that sits in here day after day watching the paint fading on the walls. Me who has to eat the slop you serve up. Me who feels the side effects of the fifteen different tablets I have to choke down every day. It’s me that spends every waking moment locked up with drooling lunatics.”


  He saw a touch of alarm in her eyes then. It was speaking like him that did it, even just a modicum of that man bleeding through to the surface made her clench those relentlessly gym-worked cheeks a little tighter. Deep inside somewhere, he almost felt something to go along with the words, some vague simmering, like someone had run a hot knife under the pool of rage that he knew still sat in him; caused a slight ripple. Her response, that moment of fright, was delightful, but he knew he’d regret it in the long run.


  The pen was scrambling across the paper, falling over itself, and he could imagine the gist of the message: up the dose.


  He felt his heart sink a little. He knew his presence in the place was inevitable: it was his hands that had done the deed – deeds – and he didn’t deny that. Once they had come to understand that he was two people, once the authorities were aware of the malevolent presence of another, that he cast two shadows, and still they remained obstinate in their judgement, he accepted his fate.


  It wasn’t the fact that his body was here: it was his mind. It could have been Alex enjoying some dope-fuelled vacation in the foggy recesses of his brain, while the true perpetrator paid for what he had done. Instead it was Jake, hiding out somewhere in the bowels of his psyche, laughing while Alex suffered. It had always been the same: the body was a timeshare – Jake fucking wrecked the place and Alex had to clean up the mess.


  They made that choice, the authorities. Made it not because Alex needed curing; he wasn’t naïve enough to believe it would ever happen. No, they took the easy option. They could have provoked Jake out of hiding, but being locked up with Jake would have been murder. Maybe literally. So they plied him with enough drugs to bewilder an elephant, and left Alex, doped and pliant, to suffer the consequences.


  Alex had always spent a lot of time inside his treacherous mind. Far too much, one way or another. Anything that took him outside, locking him back into the real world for a moment was to be cherished.


  So he watched with keen interest as movement entered his field of vision in the large window that overlooked the hospital grounds behind Dr Jackson’s pert rear.


  The movement was unusual for two reasons: firstly because the grounds of the hospital were off-limits unless escorted by staff, and secondly because Moorcroft Hospital existed in splendid isolation, almost fifteen miles away from the nearest town. Close enough to piss off the residents. Not close enough for anyone to visit on foot.


  In point of fact, the hospital wasn’t just isolated: it was about as lonely as it was possible to get in the UK. It had been built nearly three centuries before as a stately home for some Lord whose family had long since in-bred themselves out of existence, right in the middle of Northumberland, England’s least populated and most forgotten county. Northumberland offered rolling countryside and not much else. A wilderness that few ever thought about and fewer still visited.


  The handful of towns that the county boasted, barely-populated relics with quaint names like Cramlington, Ashington and Haltwhistle, clung to the southern border like children clinging to skirts, drawn into the orbit of the larger cities to the south. Most of the county was dominated by the Northumberland National Park, which presented the perfect place for the UK to hide away unwanted detritus like Alex.


  A quarter of the park was off limits to the public, owned by the Ministry of Defence and used for no-doubt shadowy military tests. England’s own Area 51, the only difference being that people actually gave a shit about the American version. Maybe the presence of the military, all No Trespassing signs and forbidding barbed wire, was enough to put off potential visitors, who knew.


  Moorcroft Hospital riding the military’s coattails into convenient obscurity was just a bonus.


  So why was there a figure, running at full tilt toward the hospital from the east, where there existed nothing other than forests and fields of bored cows for mile after tedious mile?


  To someone that had been subjected to the excruciating boredom of the place for three years, the sight was an electric shock of excitement, and highly perplexing.


  What kind of lunatic wanted to run towards Moorcroft?


  


  *


  


  Head uncomfortably positioned on a rolled-up sweater that quickly absorbed the cold damp from the floor beneath, Rachel dreamed of the bunker, and of those five days spent satisfying the sick whims of a demented psychopath while Michael had lain unconscious and her brother had remained locked somewhere inside his own mind. The memories haunted her during her waking hours too, lurking somewhere just behind her eyes, but at least when awake she was able to suppress them. In sleep, helpless and vulnerable, the putrid memory of Victor clawed at the fragile structure of her mind. She slept with clenched fists, knuckles turning white.


  She woke in darkness feeling hollow and drenched in cold sweat, and took her turn on watch, perched next to the fire, scanning the trees for movement.


  His watch over, Jason stretched out next to the fire, and allowed sleep to take him.


  In his dream, Jason was a child again. A toddler, sat in a high chair in a warm, bright kitchen, listening to the soundtrack of his childhood: the gurgles and bangs of the hot water pipes that seemed to have a life of their own, thrumming against their moorings, trying to break free.


  The smell: baked beans. Just the memory of it tickling his nostrils, and he smiled. The high chair was safe; steady, he liked to lean his tiny bulk against the sides, liked the way the chair felt like it might move but never quite did. The way the tray pressed up against his stomach, anchoring him in place like an embrace.


  He could hear his mother humming along to the tinny radio that sat in the corner of the kitchen; a cheerful tune by a girl group long since forgotten.


  Jason’s face split in a toothy grin, and his gurgle of happiness merged with the gurgling in the pipes and the sunlight spilled in, making the world seem happy, and then his mother was in front of him, sending a spoonful of beans on its meandering journey toward his waiting mouth…


  And then Jason was frozen in terror, and his mother was a blood-soaked horror, black blood oozing from the twin voids under her brow, torn, ragged flesh peeling away from her bare torso, and the high chair was a prison.


  And he was screaming.


  His massive body, barely lit by the flickering embers of the fire, twitched spasmodically.


  Rachel watched him, the flames barely illuminating his expression of deep anguish, and felt a stab of hopelessness.


  Michael dreamed of the door. That nondescript red door that stubbornly refused to be dethroned as his principal memory of his time spent as a police officer in Cardiff. The entrance on the wall he had attempted to build in his mind. When the nightmare was a door, building a wall was a useless exercise.


  In the dream, he was approaching the door without being aware of moving, without being able to focus on anything but that cracked, weathered wood and the lock, ringed by scratches, the fossilised remains of a thousand fumbled attempts to insert a key.


  As always, the door began to swing open of its own volition. An invitation into the darkness beyond. And when the light pierced that darkness, it was there as always, the corridor of blood and hair and bone, filled with the sound of an infant squealing in pain and-


  Michael woke with a start, the sheen of sweat on his body stinging as the bitter coastal breeze hit it. For a moment, he laid on his back and breathed deeply, pushing the nightmare back into the shadows. Looking up at the clouds passing across the sky through gently swaying branches, listening to their soft rustle, he was almost able to believe the world was normal.


  Until he tried to get up and found that his body ended at the waist; his legs a useless anchor to the ground. Straining, he spent a moment trying to move something, to feel anything.


  Nothing.


  Lifting his head, finding that the parts of his back that weren’t now just dead flesh hollered in protest at a night spent on the cold ground, he saw Rachel, hunkered by the smouldering embers of the fire, rooting in her backpack for a few morsels of food to serve as their breakfast.


  She looked tired, dark circles smudged under her eyes, making the face that had been fresh and youthful just days earlier look a decade older. And not just tired, Michael realised, but haunted. He remembered the glimpse of trauma he’d seen in her eyes back in the bunker. He hadn’t asked what Victor had done while alone with Rachel; hadn’t needed to. Rachel did an excellent job of covering up her wounds, but when her guard was down, Michael saw the scars.


  Jason slept to her left, his back to the fire. They must have taken shifts keeping watch, Michael realised, and flushed guiltily. He had been left to sleep all night.


  “You know I don’t know anything about you,” said Rachel, never taking her gaze from the backpack.


  Michael blinked, and wondered how long she’d been aware of him staring. He reached for the bottle of water he’d placed next to his makeshift bed, took a long, delicious drink.


  “I guess there’s not been much room for conversation, with all this going on,” he said finally.


  “There’s room now,” she replied pointedly.


  Michael caught the hint. Was surprised he hadn’t seen it coming sooner, really. Circumstance had thrown the three of them together in St. Davids, and sticking together had seemed the best way through the nightmare. Back then they had looked at him as someone to follow, authority bestowed on him by a uniform that was most likely now nothing more than a symbol of a lost time. The reality now was that Michael was something else they had to carry. Something heavy.


  Jason stirred, sat up next to his sister with a yawn, his eyes unfocused. The way they were positioned, the two of them with their backs to the forest, Michael with his back to the sea, gave Michael the impression of being grilled by some sort of panel of investigators. Long-buried memories scrabbled at their shallow graves, clamouring for his attention.


  He shook them away.


  “What would you like to know?”


  He drained the remaining water in one long, soothing gulp.


  “I spent some time on the Force in Cardiff, transferred to St. Davids a couple of years ago. Was married, now separated. Probably a widower, I suppose.” The word caught in his throat. “I have a little girl, Claire. There’s not much else to tell really.”


  “Why move from Cardiff?” Rachel asked. Michael was impressed despite his discomfort. She had instantly picked out the relevant piece of information, the one thing he didn’t want to discuss, filtering through the bullshit. She’d have done well in the police.


  “I...wasn’t cut out for city policing I suppose. And I wanted to be closer to my daughter. St. Davids was the opportunity that came up.”


  “You think she’s alive?”


  The bluntness of her tone startled him. It was a question he had tried to avoid thinking about since he’d first received the message that originated from a friend that worked in Aberystwyth’s modest police station. He had no reason to distrust the message. Your wife has been taken to hospital. She had something wrong with her eyes. Your daughter is missing.


  Missing.


  He had scrutinized the words in his mind over and over, trying to read the truth between them. Missing, not dead. When the infection had taken his wife, Claire had survived. For the moment, it was all Michael was willing to consider.


  “Doesn’t matter what I think,” he said. "My job is gone. My family - my whole life - gone. Finding Claire is the only thing for me to do now.”


  Rachel paused for a moment, and nodded. Took a bite out of a biscuit.


  As she chewed, Michael stared over her shoulder. He’d seen the movement in the bushes moments earlier, slow and stealthy. His mind raced, and on some level he recognised how swiftly the world had been distilled to a single variable: safe or unsafe.


  “There is someone standing in the trees behind you.”


  Michael kept his voice neutral as he delivered the information, hoping that it would take a moment for them to process it.


  “Don’t react. Don’t look. Keep your voices low.”


  Jason merely stared at the charred remains of the fire. It would take more than being watched to shake him from the stupor that clouded his mind, Michael guessed. Rachel’s eyes narrowed.


  “How many?” she whispered.


  “One, that I can see. Crouched behind you, about thirty yards. Just watching.” He saw Rachel eyeing the small pile of weapons they’d left by the fire, just out of reach. Lesson learned, Michael thought. Sleep with a weapon on you.


  “Don’t,” he said quietly, his tone steely. “If whoever that is has a gun, all you’ll do is spook them.”


  Rachel gave Michael a dubious look. Wales was home to very few guns. The look on her face gave him the impression that she thought the only person for a hundred miles with a gun was him.


  “He’d have to be a good shot to take out all of us before someone got to him.” It was Jason who spoke, startling Michael.


  “Wouldn’t need to, Jason. He could miss us all. But you know what’s out there. If he fires a gun, we’ll have more to worry about than bullets.”


  Jason pondered that for a moment, and nodded.


  “So what, then?” Rachel hissed.


  Michael thought a moment.


  “I’d say our best option is to say ‘hello’.”


  


  *


  


  Bailey had worked as a receptionist at Moorcroft for almost eight months, and had quickly discovered that the term reception was somewhat misleading: very few people ever visited the place. Most of the two hundred-or-so inhabitants had families; hardly any of them ever kept in touch with what was undoubtedly the black sheep of their family. Even government officials and safety inspectors tended to give the place a wide berth. Moorcroft received almost nobody.


  So, the fifteen-mile commute from Rothbury, the small town in which recession dictated she must live with her parents despite pushing thirty, was a pain in the rear, but the money was decent for the area. The job itself mainly consisted of flirting with the younger members of the staff and checking Facebook. She kept her reception in pristine order, and so on the morning the computers went down, Bailey found herself with nothing to do.


  She had refreshed her page a hundred times, even tried to call Joe, the laughably under-qualified I.T. Support, but found the external phonelines were down. In the absence of all other options, she fished out her mobile phone. The screen was small and fiddly, but at least 3G would get her back in touch with the world.


  Nothing.


  Of course, if she had been able to access the internet, Bailey might have been lost in the virtual world, and she might not have seen the man sprinting toward the front door of the Moorcroft Hospital. As it was, with no distractions, she noticed him almost immediately, and she had as much as thirty seconds to react as he made directly for her.


  Unfortunately, she also had time to see his face, to see the flesh ripped away from it, the bleeding holes where his eyes should have been, and the sight glued her to the spot, frozen like a mime, only her lower lip trembling, as though it possessed some advanced understanding of the situation that her brain did not.


  She was still rooted in place when the man, who some deep level of her brain recognised in horror was growling, snarling like an animal, crashed through the main door and hurled himself across her reception desk and smashed into her, cracking her spine painfully across the small table that held the fax machine behind her, and sinking his teeth into her neck, sending a spray of blood – my blood! – arcing into the air above.


  Her last thought, the last action of Bailey’s brain before it became something else, was that the smear he had left across her tidy desk would need cleaning.


  And then she was up, and nothing in the world mattered more to her than ripping out her eyes. Removing them felt like bursting painful infections, squeezing out the pus that rotted in her skull and removing a terrible pressure. Cleansing.


  Bailey clumsily stumbled out of the hopelessly inefficient four-inch heels she only wore to try to impress the man she’d had her eye on since taking the job and sprinted after the man that had bitten into her flesh, and she too was snarling.


  Standing in the corridor, stunned by the sight of the receptionist streaking toward him, her face drenched in blood, was Robert, the man that had unknowingly prompted her to wear the high heels, and the thing that had been Bailey Smith charged at him, drooling, and finally got her kiss.


  Even at that last moment as the corridors began to fill with blood and pain, Moorcroft might have survived the evolving onslaught but for a matter of timing, and the fact that Stuart White, head of the hospital’s small security team, was standing chatting to a colleague, and propping open the heavy security door with his foot.


  Lost in conversation about the last round of football matches that would ever be played, Stuart didn’t see them coming until the chance to react was lost, and he fell with a whimper and a spurt of arterial blood. Once inside the Hospital proper, the infection spread like steam, filling every crevice and gap, painting the walls red, and the fight was lost before the staff and patients even knew it had begun.


  On the second floor, in Dr Jackson’s spacious office, the calming atmosphere her Feng Shui expert had meticulously constructed broke like dropped china when the screaming began.


  Alex heard and understood the commotion on the floor below them, was able to logically process that something had gone badly wrong: a riot perhaps; some poor unfortunate snapping and setting off a chain reaction. Yet his emotions remained flat.


  The damn pills have neutered my mind.


  Clearly, Dr Jackson had no such trouble: the blood drained from her face, taking away all colour beyond the ridiculously bright red lipstick she insisted on wearing. Suddenly she looked like some terrified porcelain doll. She stared blankly at him, and Alex realised that despite their relative positions, she was actually looking to him for guidance.


  You won’t last long at this place, Dr Jackson.


  Alex stood and crept to the door, easing it open. The noise was approaching, moving through the hospital like an express train, almost as though the security officers had taken the day off. Why would they let trouble get out of the main hall and upstairs to the offices?


  As he watched, Alex saw a woman – one of the patients – careering around the corner, running like her life depended on it. Seconds later, he saw a bloodied man wearing a security uniform catch her trailing gown, dragging her to the floor. The man proceeded to tear out the woman’s throat, pulling away from her with a large chunk of her neck still gripped between his teeth.


  Quietly, Alex closed the door, and turned to Dr Jackson.


  “Does this lock?” he whispered, pointing at the door.


  Deborah Jackson nodded, terrified, and threw her key to him. Alex caught it and locked the heavy oak door with a click.


  A second later, the door shook in its frame as something thumped into it from the other side.


  “Okay, Dr Jackson,” Alex said, and the breezy tone of his voice unnerved him. “I think our session is over. And we have to get out of here.”


  “W-What?” she stammered. “Are you crazy? I can’t take you out of here!”


  “I actually am crazy, Doc, and you know it. But right now, something very, very bad is happening on the other side of this door, and by the sound of it, it’s happening on the other side of every door in this place. We have to go, out of that window, to the car park, and then as far away from here as we can possibly get.”


  The bemused look on her face told Alex she wasn’t buying it, so he stood to one side and pointed at the floor. Following the gesture, she saw what had been obscured by his feet: fingers, covered in blood, clawing at the space between the door and the floor. As she watched, the fingers gripped the edge of the sturdy door, and pulled, ripping away a fingernail. Then she moved, leaping up and snatching a small key from her desk.


  They hurried to the window and looked down. The ground beneath Dr Jackson’s office looked empty. It was a fair drop, but Alex figured as long as they landed correctly, bending their knees at just the right time, they stood a good chance of making it without injury.


  Alex waited impatiently as Deborah fumbled with the lock. When she finally got the window to swing open, a muffled chorus of screams drifted in on the biting morning air.


  “Okay, we’re going to go,” he said, “Lower yourself from the window, hang from the sill and drop. Make sure you bend those knees when you land, or your thighbone will be having a party in your belly. Okay?”


  She nodded, whimpered. He saw her eyes tearing up.


  “Listen,” he said, grabbing her narrow shoulders and putting his eyes directly in front of hers, “You can do this. We both can. Fifty yards to the car park and we’re out of here, and the police can deal with whatever the hell is happening here, okay? You’ll be fine.”


  Another thump on the door. Heavier. It sounded like there was more than one of them out there now, trying to break through.


  Deborah nodded, and brushed the tears away, and then to Alex’s surprise, she hauled herself up and out the window without another word, and dropped. He was impressed; had expected persuading her to take a good deal more effort. The yelp as she hit the ground below might have been a problem, but he didn’t waste any time thinking about who – or what – she might have drawn the attention of, or even if her bones had made the journey in one piece. Instead, he swung a leg over the sill, let his weight drop down onto his hands, and gravity did the rest.


  He fell facing the building, and time seemed to freeze for a moment as he moved past one of the ground-level windows and saw the bloodbath in the main hall. He had time to think that no one at Moorcroft was that crazy and then the ground met his feet, knocking all the air from his lungs.


  The pain in his knees was excruciating; white-hot. He hadn’t listened to his own advice; had forgotten to bend. Gritting his teeth to stifle the curse that begged to be screamed aloud, he tested his joints and a powerful rush of relief surged through him. Nothing vital seemed to have broken in the fall, and he hauled himself up and set off after the doctor as fast as his protesting knees allowed, praying that she hadn’t reached the car and decided to flee without him.


  When he rounded the corner into the car park he almost yelled out in relief: she was in the car, turning over the engine and flicking open the passenger door for him.


  I owe you one, Doc.


  He leapt into the car alongside her as the engine roared into life.


  “Did you see…?” she started to ask, but he just nodded at the road ahead.


  “Drive.”


  Deborah floored the accelerator and the car lurched forward, swerving wildly, shooting toward the exit. Alex jammed in his seatbelt and grabbed the dashboard.


  “Hey, slow, slow. We’re clear. ”


  Deborah gasped out a terrified breath that appeared to have been held in for some time, and lifted the accelerator a little. When he was certain she wasn’t going to crash into the first object she happened across, Alex focused on the wing mirror. Several of the lunatics had left the asylum, smashing through windows, tearing after the car through the grounds. He watched them recede until he could see them no more.


  “Oh my God, what am I going to do?”


  Deborah sounded a little hysterical. Alex aimed for a reassuring tone.


  “It’s okay, you’re safe.”


  “Safe?” She flashed a wide-eyed look at him.


  “Ah,” he said as understanding dawned on him. “You’re fine, Doc, I’ve never hurt anybody remember?”


  She snorted.


  “It’s not you I’m worried about Alex. It’s him.”


  


  *


  


  “We’ve got food.”


  Michael kept his voice deliberately low, so low he wasn’t even sure the figure in the woods would be able to hear it.


  In the end it had been an executive decision: Rachel was still frowning, apparently unable to decide what to do about the company they suddenly had; Jason was simply staring into space. Michael couldn’t even guess at what dilemma the big man was trying to solve, but he didn’t think it had anything to do with whoever was out there in the trees.


  The three of them were traumatised, in shock most likely, and Michael knew from experience that trauma led to bad decision making. He remembered watching, rooted to the spot in a blurred memory, as a woman whose husband was trapped in a burning house in Cardiff, back when he had been involved in actual police work, had suddenly turned on the men in uniforms, the ones that she perceived as simply standing and watching her beloved spouse burn.


  The woman had launched herself at them, lost in fury, striking and scratching at the police, and for all the understanding they had tried to show, they had been forced to throw her in the back of a van, even as her husband escaped through the back door with injuries no worse than smoke-scarred lungs. Bad decisions.


  Michael knew two things: firstly, there was safety in numbers. The creatures had a serious weight advantage, and any extra body that might even up the score a little was something they had to consider. Secondly, whoever the figure in the woods was, it was definitely not one of them. Because it wasn’t currently trying to tear them all apart. They were attackers, not stealthy watchers.


  At his words, Rachel looked at him sharply. He nodded reassurance to her. It’ll be ok.


  “You must be hungry, we mean you no harm. Join us.”


  After a few moments the bushes rustled, parting enough for Michael to make out cautious eyes peering at him. Michael was reminded of his attempts to befriend a stray cat that had visited his garden years before. It had been wild, terrified; snapping and hissing at his attempts at friendship. But it had also been starving. Eventually survival instincts would always overcome fear.


  Michael smiled broadly at the slowly parting bushes, hoping the combination of dirt, blood, sweat and fear that must have been etched on his face didn’t make him look manic.


  The figure stepped from the trees. A man, bare-chested and shivering. He was tall, athletic, injured: Michael saw a deep wound on his shoulder that seemed to be oozing blood and looked like it needed stitches. What really caught his attention though was the man’s face: it was obvious he’d been through some horrific ordeal – Michael wondered briefly how many people there were left out there who had not – but it wasn’t fear written across the man’s features. It was confusion.


  “Come, sit down,” Michael said. “We’ve got all the elements of a healthy breakfast right here: sausage rolls, biscuits. I think there might even be some liquor.” He grinned, and felt his nerves ease a little when the smile was returned.


  The man sat near the fire, accepting a half-eaten packet of biscuits with a nod of thanks.


  “Who are you people?” he asked, his voice gruff, and the words brought on a short coughing fit. Michael could see the soot on his body now, mixing with the blood to form a sort of paste, and he had a bad burn that ran around the left side of his waist and across his back. Fire. Michael thought about the explosion they had heard in the night.


  “The man with the biscuits is Michael,” Rachel said, and Michael was gratified to hear her tone: she had obviously reached the same conclusions as he had. “The mountain over there is my brother, Jason. I’m Rachel.”


  “I’m…” the man started, before trailing off.


  Rachel saw the break in the man’s eyes then, saw a feeling of loss and bewilderment that took her straight back to that rooftop, and to Jason, a bloody roof tile in his hand. She felt sympathy well up for the stranger despite herself.


  “Were you in St. Davids?” she asked gently.


  The man’s eyes clouded.


  “I…don’t know. I don’t remember anything before a few hours ago. I came to in some wreckage, like a plane had crashed, there were bodies everywhere, and then these…people…chasing me.” His voice faltered.


  “You don’t know your name?” Michael asked.


  The man shook his head. “Not for sure. I had this in my pocket,” – he fished out a small strip of plastic, similar to a credit card – “So I suppose I’m John Francis, but I don’t know. Don’t even know if these are my trousers.”


  He snorted, and then chuckled, and then suddenly they were all smiling. Even Jason’s mouth seemed to curve a little. Rachel grinned, put a hand over her lips to stifle the laughter, and gradually, mindful of the noise they were making, silence was restored.


  “A world so fucked that a man can’t even be sure whose trousers he is wearing,” Michael intoned sombrely. John fixed his trousers with a morose stare and nodded glumly, and then there was no stopping it.


  Michael’s words, the impeccable deadpan delivery of them, drove Rachel over the edge first; giggling until her sides ached. Michael caught the infection next, and his wheezing laugh just drove her on, tears streaming down her face, tracing a path through the caked-on dirt and blood. John’s bewildered face poured fuel on the hysteria and then he was laughing too, shaking his head.


  And then, even as Rachel’s eyes filled with tears, some part of her mind was trying to process an alternative thought: Jason’s getting up and then she was screaming, her thoughts suddenly slogging through wet sand as she watched her brother snatch up the knife and pipe he had used to devastating effect the previous night, and he was turning to face the horde of Infected that burst from the line of trees and tore toward them, snarling.


  


  


  Chapter 3


  


  Rothbury’s relevance had faded around seven hundred years before the infection finally killed off its stubborn resistance. Once a burgeoning market town, located on the banks of the river Coquet, with excellent transport links to larger towns, it had been a hub for the wool trade. Technological progress quickly left the town behind, rendering it quaint; just another small collection of historically interesting buildings for ramblers to peer at as they followed a walking path set out by the National Trust.


  It had a population of just two thousand, many of them farmers, and virtually no crime at all, despite being the de facto home to almost all of the UK’s most violent offenders of the past three or more decades.


  It had taken Alex and Deborah a little under fifteen minutes to travel the distance between the hospital and the town. En route they had seen precisely one car. Almost fatally not seen it, given the speed the thing was travelling. The car hadn’t stopped after the near-collision, and Alex, still gripping the dashboard, felt something in his gut begin to roll around, an intuition that wanted an attentive audience.


  When they reached a small parking area on the hill overlooking Rothbury, he regretted not listening. The town was still the best part of a mile away, but they were close enough to see it. Rothbury had suffered extensive damage, as though a small war had broken out there. Several of the buildings were smouldering, and the handful of cars they could make out on the roads looked to have been involved in collisions.


  Deborah stared at Alex, and then back at the burning town.


  “What happened?”


  She sounded very young suddenly, and very afraid. Alex felt a stab of sympathy.


  “Uh…terrorism?"


  A pained look contorted her features, and she put the car in gear and headed toward the town without a word.


  Realisation dawned. Of course. She lives here. Lived.


  ‘Home’ was the last word Alex would have used to describe Rothbury as they approached the edge of town, Deborah slowing the car to a crawl, and finally they saw it up close.


  The town was a bloodbath. The entire population looked to have spilled onto the streets simultaneously, and then proceeded to tear each other apart.


  Alex stared at it in wonder as they entered from the west. There were bodies everywhere, walls and cars stained dark with blood. He saw a severed head sitting atop the bonnet of a Toyota like a grisly hood ornament, the thing’s eyes fixed in terror on some horror that had long since departed. What did you see? Alex thought, and lifted his hand, placing it on Deborah’s arm.


  “Stop here.”


  “I need to get to my parents’ house, it’s not far.”


  “Stop here.” A little bit of steel poured into the mould, a touch of him in the tone. She stopped.


  “We’re barely in the town,” she began, but he lifted a hand to silence her.


  “Have you looked outside? I’d say we’re going to want this car on the edge of town when we have to get the fuck out of here.”


  He saw the logic of it hit home, and she killed the engine.


  


  *


  


  John Francis.


  The words meant little to him. His mind was like a dry sponge. It offered up nothing.


  The small rectangular identity card he had found in his pocket while he had sat propped against that tree all through the fiercely cold night, listening intently until the three figures huddled around the fire had fallen asleep, told him nothing. A name, a long serial number, the name of some organisation – his job, probably. Chrysalis Systems Ltd. Suitably generic and utterly unhelpful.


  He had worked constantly at his mind, trying to summon up something other than fragmented snapshots, but all he got was a series of images: a blonde woman. A vehicle exploding in front of him on a sun-bleached dirt road. The soundtrack accompanying the images was always the same, though.


  Gunfire.


  Remembered shots repeated in his head at the very moment that the massive man sitting opposite him leapt up like he’d received a dose of adrenaline and smashed a lead pipe into the eyeless thing’s head.


  Gunfire.


  He didn’t know what it meant, but suddenly John Francis was on his feet and moving forward, and he felt a strange sensation building in his gut, a familiarity, like returning home.


  


  *


  


  Rachel’s astonishment at the sudden change in the morning was matched only by self-recrimination. That was stupid, Rach. Don’t do that again.


  “Michael can’t walk, stay close to Michael!” she yelled, and lunged forward and up, scooping up a knife and driving it into the neck of what had been a teenager, all black mascara and piercings, surprised at the way it felt, the way the neck resisted briefly for a moment before letting the knife in. Warm blood spurted out onto her arm, and she felt her stomach heave and staggered backwards.


  The thing went down gurgling, still focused on her, still clawing at the air, like its mind had not received the message from its body, or was unwilling to accept it. Sniffer…she thought absently, and then her foggy eyes lifted to see Jason obliterating another forehead and John…well…what was John doing?


  


  *


  


  Military. Michael knew it as soon as he saw the bare-chested man move, knew it deep in his gut, the way he’d know that he was hungry or that he needed a drink.


  Sat on the floor next to the fire, with the gun beyond his reach, Michael was reduced to limply throwing rocks at their attackers, seething in frustration at his useless body, and he saw the difference immediately. Where Jason was a juggernaut of brute force, each mighty swing of either weapon clutched in his huge hands ending each particular encounter, John fought in the manner that a dancer might show off a well-practiced routine. He was sharp, graceful, quick; attacking them high and low, incapacitating them with devastating subtlety. Michael watched as he met them low, bringing them to the floor, and then killing in the next, upward motion. It was breath-taking.


  Who is this guy?


  There had been six of them, reduced to one in seconds. The last one, launching itself toward Jason from his blind side.


  Jason cried out in shock when John deflected the thing’s jump with a shoulder charge, and it crashed harmlessly past the big man, the snapping teeth and grasping hands missing their mark.


  It hit the floor with a snarl, and then popped back up, coming for him again. Jason caught its neck in one massive paw, and lifted it off its feet.


  Michael watched, stunned, as Jason carried the thing to the cliff’s edge and held it there for several long seconds, peering at it intently, observing every desperate snap of its jaw.


  “For God’s sake, Jason!” Rachel said sharply in a tone like crushed glass, and Jason finally opened his hand, letting the creature fall to its death.


  It frantically grasped upward toward them the whole way down.


  “What the hell was that?” Michael snapped.


  “I know,” Rachel said flippantly, turning away from the cliff’s edge. “How come you can fight like that John?”


  Michael stared at her, eyes narrowed. She returned the look steadfastly.


  “Uh…I don’t really know,” John said. “I wasn’t really thinking. Autopilot, right?”


  Michael continued to meet Rachel’s eyes. He could read something there, he knew it. She was uncomfortable. She had felt it too, watching Jason. Felt the detached cruelty of it. Still, he thought he understood her look: I’ll handle it.


  He nodded slightly. “I’d say that’s apt,” he said, turning his gaze to John. “You’re military, have to be. That was so,” he paused, searching for the right word, “efficient.”


  John shrugged, and Michael thought he could tell from the gesture that John was speaking the truth: the man really didn’t know. Michael wasn’t sure whether that knowledge made him feel more or less secure: on the one hand John’s presence, much like Jason’s, was reassuring: he could handle himself. On the other hand, how was it possible to totally trust someone that didn’t even know themselves whether or not they could be trusted?


  A familiar anxiety nagged at him, the uncertainty, that inability to make a decision. He pushed it back. Trusting John might get him killed, but he had a feeling that in the new world, indecision would get him killed quicker. He remembered the odd sense of liberation he’d felt upon the discovery that his legs no longer worked, as if he had touched the bottom and the only way left was up. He tried to cling to the notion.


  “So…” John said, “Never mind me, can someone fill me in on them?”


  He waved his bloodied knife at the corpses littering the ground.


  He doesn’t know. Doesn’t remember.


  Michael searched for the words, for some way to explain the events of the past few days without sounding like a lunatic.


  “Infected,” Rachel said flatly. “Now you know about as much as we do.”


  John stared at her, perplexed.


  “It started a few days ago,” she explained. “We don’t know why or how. Just suddenly everyone started killing everyone else. It spreads through their bite we think, anyone I’ve seen get bitten jumps up straight away and joins the party.”


  John stared, clearly stunned.


  “They tear their eyes out first,” Michael said softly, his eyes far away in some memory.


  “Yeah, that too,” Rachel agreed. “They tear out their own eyes. It’s a nice touch. Extra terrifying. And then they start…hunting us. They can hear like dogs, probably smell like them too. And they’re utterly insane, blood-crazed.”


  She shrugged as if there wasn’t anything else to say.


  “Christ.”


  Rachel nodded.


  “Yeah, his help would be nice, but it looks like we’re on our own. And it won’t just be them we have to worry about. You said so yourself, Michael,” Rachel said, planting her hands on her hips and fixing her eyes on him.


  Michael nodded, remembering their discussion as they had looked back on the smouldering ruins of St. Davids. “Right,” he said. “Victor.”


  John looked at Rachel quizzically and Michael, studying the man’s face, thought just for a second that he saw a ripple of something cross his eyes.


  “A psycho,” she said, and the temperature of her tone dropped to zero.


  Michael nodded again.


  “Yeah, a psycho. And a reminder. People have a habit of finding ways to kill each other. Even with all this going on. The Infected are just one more obstacle to that happening. Someone will find a way to get around it. Killing humans is what humans do.”


  By everything that was good and holy Rachel wanted a cigarette, ached for a calming hit of nicotine. Felt her mind skittering on the surface of things, refusing to settle for a moment; her tolerance slowly deflating like a punctured tyre. For the hundredth time she checked her pocket, the side that ritual dictated would hold the cigarettes, and for the hundredth time she had forgotten for a millisecond that she had none and felt the crushing disappointment.


  It was thinking about that, about the fact that whatever the world was now, it might not contain cigarettes, which set her mind on course to a troubling destination. Her eyes widened.


  “And something else,” Rachel said suddenly, and nodded her head toward the plume of smoke that still hung in the air to the south. "In St. Davids it was fire. At night we saw other fires on the horizon. Other places it will be something else. All the things we surrounded ourselves with, all the technology. The petrol stations, the boilers, the flood defences, everything. There’s no one at the controls.”


  Michael pondered this for a moment, and his eyes slowly widened.


  “Exactly,” Rachel said as she saw his awareness growing. “The electrical grid. The power stations. Nuclear sites. If the world is like this, like this everywhere? Then there’s nobody maintaining anything, and that means...”


  “Timebombs, all around us,” Michael said, the full horror of understanding breaking across his mind like a stormy dawn.


  “And no cigarettes. How much do any of us know about…well…anything?” Rachel said. “I know how to put together a PowerPoint presentation, I know how to fetch tea and coffee for men in suits, I know how to fax. I know how to email. I can order stationary and take minutes of meetings. From the looks of things, pretty much everything I know is obsolete.”


  “You know why they rip their eyes out?”


  Jason’s voice. They all stared at him, startled. He was, apparently, a few minutes behind the conversation.


  “Uh, because they are insane animals?” Rachel said.


  “Maybe,” Jason said. “Or maybe they’re not. Maybe the person they used to be is still in there somewhere, trapped, struggling to make it back. Maybe they rip their eyes out because they don’t want to see.”


  


  *


  


  “He has to avoid stress, the medication can’t work miracles.”


  That had been the phrase Alex remembered most from the time before things went wrong, when the careful routine they all employed to keep him placid and anchored to reality fell apart. His stability had relied on that routine. When one of the nurses, Robert, had screwed up Alex’s medication, Dr Jackson had unloaded both barrels of her ire on him. Stable medication, stable environment.


  Stepping out of the car and into Rothbury represented a serious deviation from routine. Hell had descended on the town. It looked like the scene of a historical battle re-enactment in which real weapons had been used.


  He opened his door, nudging aside what looked like a mess of intestines on the floor outside, and stepped onto the street. He could smell it now, the overpowering stench of blood and shit. He almost thought he could smell the fear in the air, the terror these people must have felt as their sanitised, civilized lives ended in blood and fire. He felt it under his boots, the slick, slippery cobbles awash with death.


  “The whole town is dead.”


  Deborah’s voice did its best not to convey the unravelling of her mind; failed.


  Alex nodded wordlessly, scanning the streets. Smashed windows, burnt-out cars, smouldering buildings. A riot? The thought seemed ludicrous: even if the population of Rothbury, elderly and middle class, were capable of feeling strongly about anything beyond their gardens and their Sunday dinners, who the hell riots like this?


  No explanation that made its way into Alex’s stunned mind sat right, all the options seemingly impossible: terrorism, disease, some fucked-up accident.


  “Where are the authorities?” he whispered to Deborah. “There’s no one here. How can something like this happen to a town like Rothbury and there’s no one here? There should be choppers everywhere, media. Something. The place is dead.”


  He hadn’t intended the pun, and he saw her bite her lip and squirmed a little.


  He made the connection just as Deborah opened her mouth, not quite in time to stop her.


  This hasn’t happened to Rothbury. This is happening to Rothbury.


  “Hello?” Deborah cried out.


  Alex’s mind froze in horror, and he could almost feel the cracks spreading through it; the fracturing in his thoughts.


  For half a second, her voice reverberated off the cobbles and the stone walls lining the narrow street. It wasn’t long enough for Alex to think anything other she had almost certainly signed their death warrants.


  It began with a shattering and a crack. The former provided by a figure hurling itself from a third floor window further down the street; the latter the inevitable result: the figure’s legs snapping as it met the concrete.


  Alex watched, stunned, as the world became a stop-motion animation: the figure, apparently oblivious to its shattered bones, hauling itself up on the remains of its knees, dragging itself toward them at unbelievable pace, moving like some terrible insect, shrieking.


  No eyes, Alex thought, and then there was movement everywhere, figures bursting from the windows and walls of the buildings lining the street, erupting from side streets and doorways; a volcano spewing a pyroclastic flow of blood and flesh and death toward them.


  Slipping on the gore on the street, Alex leapt back into the car, and then Deborah was in the driver seat, and the engine was roaring as she reversed at speed. The horrific pack charging toward them began to recede as the car shot backwards, and then Deborah was spinning the wheel and the view in the windscreen was spinning; terrifying, and the car lurched dangerously.


  For a moment Alex felt the wheels below him lifting, escaping the grip of the ground, and a view of the road filled the passenger window beside him, and then the wheels were back down, biting into the concrete, and the car rocketed forward.


  Deborah swerved past a couple of them, delivering glancing blows with the car’s side panels, shearing off a wing mirror, and then they were clear of Rothbury, accelerating back up the hill.


  When they reached the small parking area they had stopped at earlier, Deborah hit the brakes and the car screeched and stuttered to a halt. She was gasping for air, trying desperately to suppress the panic that threatened to shake the fixtures of her mind loose.


  She looked back at the burning town, and cried out. The citizens of Rothbury, those that remained after the apocalypse took their town, had all suddenly been united in a single purpose: there were maybe two hundred of them, a rampaging pack, sprinting as one, leaving the town.


  Chasing them.


  Deborah screamed and stamped on the accelerator and the engine howled with her. Both were still screaming when the vehicle rocketed into a bend that all the citizens of Rothbury knew was temperamental even at 40 mph, and the bend refused to yield, sending the car sliding from the road, ricocheting from a tree, and Alex’s world went dark.


  


  


  Chapter 4


  


  Rough, hairy hands bundled her through a doorway and out of the darkened main part of the basement into another room outlined in the soft glow of a fat candle, slamming the heavy door shut, sealing the room off.


  It stank in varying degrees of awful: something stale and vinegary, and Claire smelled the thick, cloying odour of the man’s sweaty body. There was a thin, dirty mattress on the floor, and he shoved her down onto it.


  “Shhhhhh.”


  Wide-eyed, she shrank as the tall figure loomed over her, feeling like there was a pretty good chance she was going to wet herself.


  The man put a thick, filthy finger to his lips and cocked an ear to listen, never taking his piercing eyes off her. The wild grey eyebrows that drooped over them made him look furious and intimidating. Claire drew her legs up to her chest.


  Eventually, he took the finger from his lips, and his rigid stance eased.


  “They haven’t followed you,” he said in a low, gruff whisper. “Could be upstairs, I suppose, but the bastards will have a job getting down here.”


  He beamed, and then held up his hands in apology.


  “Pardon my French. You alone?”


  Claire nodded, her eyes wide.


  “Now, now, you can turn the volume down on them peepers young lady, I ain’t gonna hurt you. ‘Course, I probably ain’t gonna help you much neither, ‘less you also came to the conclusion that the correct course of action in the situation we find ourselves in was to drink your way through these here barrels. And if you did kudos to you, and if you brought a corkscrew with you then you planned a sight better ‘n I did!”


  He beamed, apparently oblivious to Claire’s confused look.


  “Did you?”


  Claire shook her head.


  “Bugger and blast. Well, we all make mistakes, just a shame we both made the same one, eh?”


  Claire couldn’t think of an appropriate response, and settled for changing the subject.


  “Do you…live here, uh, Sir?”


  “Sir!” The old man guffawed, and delivered a salute.


  “Name’s William, but Bill will do. And no I do not live here. Well, I suppose maybe I do now. Hmmm.”


  Claire looked at him expectantly, nodding encouragement when it became clear that he considered that a good spot to stop talking.


  “Oh,” he said, as if surprised, “I came down here to get away from up there, same as you, I expect. Town’s gone a little bit nuts after all.”


  “Didn’t you want to run?”


  “Hah! I ain’t run for nothing in twenty years child, not since my wife passed. Now there was a woman worth chasing, if you know what I mean.”


  He leaned close and gave her a knowing wink.


  Claire didn’t have the faintest idea what he meant, but nodded solemnly in any case.


  “And where would I run anyway? If there were anywhere left out there, they would be here, and asking just what the hell is wrong with Aberystwyth.”


  He chuckled.


  “So you decided to just…stay here?” Claire looked around the small room, wrinkling her nose.


  “And what’s wrong with here? As good a place as any and better than most I’d say. Strong walls, no windows, a door that locks and enough booze to keep an army fighting.”


  Claire looked at the damp walls, her expression dubious.


  “Why?” the old man said, suddenly curious. “You got somewhere better? Because I must admit, pissing up against that wall over there ain’t exactly a long term solution. And a little food with this beer wouldn’t go amiss. Well, then, let’s go!”


  He grabbed the deadbolt and slid it back, pulling on the door. Claire grabbed him.


  “Wait, wait, go where?”


  Confusion passed under the bushy eyebrows.


  “This place of yours, of course. I’m starving!”


  “I don’t have a place,” Claire said hurriedly, “I just meant, there has to be somewhere better than this, isn’t there?”


  The old man shut the door and slid the bolt across, looking a little dejected.


  “I didn’t think there were many places better ‘n this establishment before the world went to shit young lady. Now I know there aren’t.


  “Pardon my French.”


  


  *


  


  To go forward, we have to go back. Michael was dubious about John’s reasoning, while Jason, having re-entered his shell, apparently didn’t care either way. It was Rachel who backed John’s proposal.


  The car was maybe a mile or so back through the trees and, presuming nobody else had discovered it, was still loaded with all the supplies they had left when they abandoned it. There would be some weapons – blades mostly, ammunition for their only gun, which no one seemed to mind Michael hanging on to, food, clothing. Michael had given John the T-shirt he had used for a pillow the night before, but that simply preserved modesty. The thin fabric, damp from a night spent on the ground, did nothing to keep the chill wind at bay.


  When he had heard about the car, John had immediately suggested they use it, but both Michael and Rachel had shaken their heads firmly. The creatures had no qualms about flinging their bodies in front of the car; they would inevitably do so in large enough numbers to cause a crash. After that, the situation would be well out of their control.


  They had to walk. And so they needed supplies. Rachel saw the logic of it, and Michael, after the pause for thought that Rachel was becoming familiar with, acquiesced.


  John couldn’t help but be impressed by her demeanour. Rachel appeared to be taking everything in her stride, and making logical, rational decisions. It was gratifying, and as he thought about it, he had the nagging sensation that his memories were trying to communicate with him, that something about following her lead was relevant.


  He willed his mind to open up, conjuring up visions of the military, but all he got was stock footage; nothing personal resurfaced. Maybe the crippled guy, Michael, was wrong about him. Maybe he hadn’t been in the army at all. Frustration overwhelmed him.


  They moved silently through the trees, Jason again carrying Michael, who acted as lookout, scanning the foliage to the side and behind them, giving them a good chance of spotting any potential attack before it happened. The walk was uneventful, but eerie: every twig snapped and bush rustled forcing them to pause, straining their ears, listening for the sound of approach.


  Finally they were clear of the trees, and on the road. They could see the car in the distance.


  The vehicle was just as they had left it, and the discussion about whether they should use it or not was immediately rendered moot: even if the gore drenching the front grille hadn’t proved fatal to the engine, the headlights had been left on and the battery had died peacefully in the night. 


  “Looks like we’re walking,” John said, and flushed as his eyes landed on Michael, sitting propped up against the car, his useless legs extended, acting in his now-familiar role as lookout.


  Michael waved away his blushes with an easy grin.


  “Hey, I’ve got it pretty easy here. As long as the big man is happy to keep carting me around?”


  Jason nodded without looking up, his attention focused on rifling through the various items they had stuffed into the car before leaving St. Davids. There was some more food, a few bottles of water, torches, batteries. He lifted a baseball bat, handing it to Rachel, who slid it between the straps of her backpack, sheathing it like a sword. They all had small hunting knives now, supplemented by blunt objects. It was the best they could do. Michael still carried the rifle, and had around fifty rounds. He hadn’t fired a gun in his life, but he would learn fast if the need arose.


  “Cars are a bad idea anyway,” Rachel muttered. “Twice we’ve tried, twice we’ve crashed. Makes too much noise, draws them in like a magnet.”


  “What about a hybrid?” John asked. “They are pretty much silent, right?”


  “You got a hybrid?” Rachel asked with a sly grin. John shook his head, feeling his cheeks start to burn once more.


  “Then we’re walking.”


  They set off, keeping to the centre of the road, moving with as little noise as possible, searching the landscape for movement, frayed nerves jangling at the prospect of violence that hung in the air under gathering black clouds.


  


  *


  


  Alex had woken to the same sight every day for three years: the surgical white emptiness of his cell. They liked to euphemistically call them ‘rooms’ at Moorcroft Hospital, but none of the residents were under any illusions. If the door locks at a certain time, it’s a cell.


  Waking to see Dr Jackson’s face hovering over his, full of concern and with a forehead smeared with blood, was jarring; for a moment he thought he must still be asleep.


  “Alex, Alex.”


  Her voice sounded thick, sludgy. No, not her voice. His ears. Full of blood.


  She shook his shoulder urgently.


  The events of the day came rushing back, and he tried to get up, grunting as the seatbelt dug painfully into his chest. The doctor was backing out of the mangled car, and he struggled with the clasp for a moment, finally succeeding in freeing himself. His door was stuck, but the window was smashed, so he hauled himself through the opening and quickly checked himself for injury. His ribs hurt like hell – the seatbelt, he supposed - but other than that and a deep gash on his temple, he seemed to be okay.


  Deborah looked in better condition. She had a matching cut on her head, but she moved freely enough.


  “They’re coming, they’re coming, we have to go,” she said, and the hysteria in her voice made his teeth itch. He glanced back at the road that had betrayed them. Empty. Surely the things wouldn’t keep chasing a car that had disappeared from sight?


  But then he heard it; faint, getting louder. Snarling.


  Shit.


  He nodded at Deborah, and charged toward a gap in the trees that lined the road, grimacing as the pain in his knees resurfaced. There wasn’t much in the way of forest here, just a smattering of trunks and then rolling fields beyond. Nowhere to hide.


  “Run,” he gasped at Deborah, as he took off, running faster than he had ever thought possible, fuelled by terror. Even as he ran, he silently cursed his incarceration, feeling the lactic acid building up in his muscles almost immediately. His lack of fitness was going to get him killed. He would be the first person ever to die of cramp.


  When he saw the steep drop approaching and heard the rushing of water, he knew immediately that it was going to offer his only chance of survival. He pointed.


  “The river!”


  He veered toward it, neither knowing nor caring whether Deborah had heard him. The drop was about thirty feet. He was just slowing to think about the potential for damage in jumping into the fast-moving water when Deborah sped past him and hurled herself over the edge. Glancing behind him, Alex saw the reason why she hadn’t hesitated: the things were right behind him, fifty feet or less, closing fast.


  He jumped.


  The water was freezing; it felt like it sheared off a layer of skin as he broke the surface. He felt his feet kiss the bottom, and was dimly aware that if it had been only a foot or two shallower, the drop would probably have smashed his legs.


  The freezing liquid poured into his lungs, shocking his system, and he coughed painfully, succeeding only in drawing in another watery breath. The world was spinning crazily, occasional flashes of the sky and the surface of the river being torn away from him as the current sucked him under again. Finally he succeeded in righting himself, and saw that Deborah was already pulling away from him, working with the water, powerful strokes sending her shooting along the river. All those hours spent at the gym suddenly seemed less like cosmetic self-obsession and more like essential preparation.


  Alex was a hopeless swimmer, always had been. He thrashed and bucked, and ultimately had no choice but to let the river take him wherever it wanted. He heard the splashes behind him; the things chasing them were pouring over the ledge above like lemmings, utterly oblivious to the drop, gradually filling the river. He redoubled his efforts, splashing crazily, fearful that he was only slowing himself down.


  A couple of times he risked glancing back, and felt a fragile seed of optimism germinate: they couldn’t swim. Their thrashing and tumbling was even more chaotic and directionless than his own. Contrary to all his expectations, he was pulling clear of them. Focusing all his energy on suppressing the panic, Alex tried to slow his wild movement, lending it some sort of rhythm, and soon there was clear daylight between him and his pursuers.


  It was just as he began to think that maybe they were going to be alright after all that Alex realised the folly in his plan. In his terror he hadn’t even thought to consider which direction the river was flowing. It hadn’t been important then.


  Now, watching in horror as Rothbury loomed closer, it suddenly seemed like the most important thing in the world. At least until the river grew malevolent, and sent him crashing into a low-hanging branch, and Alex was yanked to painful halt as though someone had pulled the handbrake.


  His eyes widened in fright.


  Over his shoulder, in the blind spot the branch that had snared him would not allow Alex to twist and see, he heard a noise grow distinct from the roar of the water, getting closer. A noise that made him rage hopelessly against his restraints, as he had so often before.


  Snarling.


  


  *


  


  The rain began almost apologetically, as though it were somehow embarrassed to be returning to Wales yet again. A few drops at first, like warning shots, and then the heavens opened, the pregnant clouds above finally delivering, and the downpour began in earnest.


  It fell on the small group of people making their way carefully along the road between St. Davids and Aberystwyth, plastering their clothes to their skin, washing away the blood and the filth accumulated across several days of sweat and terror. They trudged on, grateful for the noise the weather provided, for the way it masked their passage.


  Across the fields and forests, over empty farms and emptied villages, the rain poured, running in rivulets that became streams, as though nature itself was trying to cleanse the earth of the horrors unleashed upon it.


  All across the land, the sightless creatures lifted their faces to the heavens, the thrumming of the cold rain on their faces a mystery that they could not solve, and when the sky cracked, and a deafening peal of thunder shook the countryside, the creatures, as one, clapped their blood-stained palms to their ears and shrieked in agony.


  


  *


  


  The rain fell on Jason like a cooling balm, but it did nothing to wash away his confusion. The others couldn’t see his mother, and that only made her presence there more terrifying.


  Rachel had never had quite the same connection with their mother, hadn’t needed it he supposed, she was strong enough to walk alone. Always closer to their father. But Jason, big, fragile Jason, he had always needed the security his mother provided.


  So it was comforting in some ways to see her walking alongside them, but frightening that she was naked from the waist up, and that her eyes had been gouged out, and of course that she had a piece of roof tile jutting from her forehead like an accusation.


  She hadn’t said anything to him, hadn’t done anything other than walk alongside him, but Jason was relieved in some ways that she was there. Glad he hadn’t killed her, though he knew she must be pretty pissed off with him: that tile looked painful.


  He avoided looking at her wrinkled sagging body, her blood-stained breasts. They made feelings of shame and embarrassment squirm through him, and an overwhelming sense of sorrow: his mother was a proud woman. The thought that the residents of St. Davids would see her walking around in such a state would leave her mortified.


  Jason had motioned to her to cover herself up a couple of times, figuring that maybe she wasn’t aware for some reason that she was walking around half naked, but on each occasion the empty holes in her face had simply glared back at him balefully, until he had averted his eyes.


  When Jason had been small – or at least when he had been young – his mother had found him one day alone in his bedroom, sobbing. He hadn’t wanted to tell her, felt ashamed of the fact that he was being mercilessly bullied by kids half his size, but his mother’s talent for extracting information was legendary around the town, and when she brought her skills to bear on his young resolve, he had crumbled in short order.


  The bullying wasn’t physical of course: Jason towered above everyone in his class, and even the most short-sighted among his peers understood that if they moved him to genuine anger they stood little chance of emerging from a confrontation unscathed. No, it was psychological; insidious, leaving a far more indelible mark on him.


  When his mother got the details she had marched to the school and straight into the head teacher’s office. The children in the corridors looked on, astonished, for Mr Meredith was a scowling, ominous presence that hovered over the school like a malignant tumour, spreading fear throughout. His office was the scariest place of all: the lion’s den.


  To Paula Roberts, Jim Meredith was simply the man she had once observed buying a pornographic magazine in a quiet newsagent’s on the outskirts of town. She had made her presence known to him, and left him in no doubts about what she had seen when she glanced knowingly at the plain brown paper bag he clutched to his chest tightly. Information was power, and power was of no use unless the people you wished to affect knew you held it.


  So when Mrs Roberts had marched into Meredith’s office, it was the domineering head teacher whose face turned a sickly shade of green.


  The children cowering outside couldn’t hear what she said to him, for she kept her tone low, crushed under the weight of the force she exerted on the words. They heard Mr Meredith stammering and whimpering though, and when she stormed out of his office, the lucky few that saw through the door before it closed reported that Mr Meredith had officially ‘shit his pants’.


  She was a formidable woman in life. In death, she became something altogether more intimidating.


  Jason’s attempts to cling on to the world around him were becoming more strained; he felt as though he was being stretched. He remembered seeing a television show about black holes, and the way it was thought that if you were unlucky enough to be near one you would simply be pulled to pieces, the gravity affecting your feet many times stronger than that affecting your head, stretching your body out like wet dough until it snapped.


  The stretching was bad enough when he saw her, the feeling of being slowly pulled into the space around him, like his mind was leaking. But just when he felt as though he might not be able to take anymore, things got considerably worse. She began to speak.


  Jasssssssonnnnnn…


  


  *


  


  Claire jumped as the thunder rolled and ricocheted around the town above her, sounding impossibly loud. Her mother had taught her long ago to look for the flash of lightning and to count the seconds until the air began to rumble. One second for each mile to the storm she had said, and the words had comforted Claire, dulling the terror at the howling of the sky, as much by giving her something to focus on as by letting her know that the storm was not right upon her.


  This time, locked in the cellar of the pub with the strange old man, Claire could not see the lightning flashing, but she knew the thunder must be close, maybe right above them. Never before had she heard it so loud: even down here, below ground level, the sound was like a furious god, unloading its rage on the sky.


  She curled up even tighter, making herself as small as possible.


  “Haw! Just a storm young lady, that’ll be the least frightening thing you’ve witnessed today I’d wager!”


  Bill gave her a reassuring smile.


  She nodded, face whitening with the memory of the morning.


  Bill flipped over an empty crate, lowering himself down onto it gently, with a heavy sigh.


  “My knees,” he said by way of explanation. “No one ever tells you to enjoy your knees at your age, you know.”


  He leaned a little closer.


  “Enjoy your knees, girl. Comes a time when you get to hating them, so enjoy ‘em while you can!”


  Claire nodded again. Bill was confusing, but she was gradually warming to the idea that he wasn’t going to cause her any harm. At the very least, he wasn’t going to try to eat her. Which made him the friendliest face she’d seen in nearly a week.


  Bill chuckled, low and rumbling, the gravel in his voice twinned with the thunder above.


  “Have you been down here since...it started?” Claire asked.


  “I started off up there,” Bill said, pointing at the ceiling, “landlord gave up trying to evict me at closing time a while back, so I’m part of the furniture and usually the first customer. He ran outside to see what was going on, I ran down here. You learn some things when you’ve been around as long as I have. Chief among them: don’t run toward danger.”


  Bill plucked the ring pull from a can of lager, took a long, deep draught, grimaced.


  “Warm. Tell me your name then, girl.”


  “I’m Claire,” she replied, her voice small.


  “You live close by, Claire?”


  Claire nodded.


  “And what about your parents?”


  “My dad doesn’t live with us, it’s just me and mum. She…became one of those things.”


  The cheery demeanour fell from Bill’s face.


  “Sorry to hear that, Claire. So you’ve been out there on your own?”


  Claire nodded; her expression downcast.


  Bill grunted as he placed the beer can on the ground.


  “You got nowhere to go?”


  She shook her head slowly.


  “You know, when I was your age, I found myself out on the streets. War, see. I lived in London then. My old man had been an importer – fabrics and such, until he got called up. Just left one day, never came back. The war didn’t seem real then, seemed like just a load of politicians arguing about this and that, the way they do. Then the bombs started dropping.


  “It’s a bit like that out there now, I think, people running around with nowhere to go, death on every corner. Only difference is the bombs ain’t made of metal now, they don’t explode.


  “The bombs are things we can’t see. Can’t fight against, can’t run from. All those years ago it was all about who could build the biggest weapon. Now it’s whoever can build the smallest. And it’s all stuff your average man won’t understand: genes this and molecules that. You understand what I mean, Claire?”


  Claire shook her head.


  “Hah! No, I don’t suppose you do. I probably don’t know what I mean either, but I think whatever is going on out there, it’s nothing to do with nature. It’s not some sickness. It’s us. History has shown it time and time again: when people start dying in their thousands or millions, it is usually other people that caused it.”


  He burped, and fixed Claire with a thoughtful gaze.


  “Well, come on. I had help in London, so I’ll help you now. Might not be as fun as drinking my way out of this, but I’ll probably rest easier come the end.”


  He stood.


  “Where are we going?”


  “Out of this basement, young lady. Comes a time when you realise there’s no point running from the bombs, not when there’s more important things to do.”


  Claire nodded, though she didn’t understand.


  “Besides,” he said with a wink, “there’s got to be food up there, and I’m starving.”


  He beamed, and threw back the bolt on the door.


  


  *


  


  John didn’t mind the rain. There was something isolating about it, something that meant that even though he walked alongside the three strangers, just a stride apart, each had invisible walls around them. Heads down, eyes blinking out the water that ran from their hair down their faces, the rain gave them all time alone with their thoughts.


  He hadn’t mentioned the remembrance of gunfire to the others. Hadn’t mentioned either that the name Victor had resonated in his mind. He’d wanted to ask more questions, but some bone-deep sense of caution held his tongue.


  As he walked, he pondered his new-found friends. The woman was interesting: petite and attractive, and yet something about her was steely and sharp. The big guy was a worry: he radiated menace, and when John looked at his eyes, he saw nothing looking back. Jason was troubled, he was sure of it, he had probably seen some terrible things to corrupt him in such a manner, but his troubles were no concern of John’s. Right now the guy was an angry, starving bulldog. Sooner or later, such an animal was always likely to turn. He resolved to keep a close eye on Jason.


  The two siblings clearly looked to Michael for guidance and leadership, despite his impaired body. John liked him instinctively, liked the easy manner and the way he seemed able to find humour – no matter how bleak – in their situation. If anybody was going to make it through to the other side of whatever was happening in South Wales mentally unscathed, John’s money was on the policeman.


  Former policeman. The thought hung in John’s mind like a cloud. Everything seemed to be former now. Again frustration reared up in his mind, and he willed himself to remember. There were fragments of feelings there, colourless shards of memory that refused to resolve themselves into a meaningful picture.


  John had been as surprised as anyone by the way he leapt up to fight their attackers at the cliff top. He certainly hadn’t picked himself as military, or as the type who would rush to heroic deeds. In fact, when he thought about the military, a feeling he could only describe as disdain bubbled away in his psyche.


  Maybe that meant he wasn’t ex-army. Maybe, he acknowledged to himself, it meant he was.


  “You look like you have a lot on your mind.”


  Michael’s voice. John was trudging along behind Jason, easy to forget the giant had a man strapped to his back, watching the rear.


  “Or maybe not enough,” he responded with a grim smile.


  “Nothing coming back to you?” Michael asked.


  “Uh…no, nothing,” John said, and pointed over Jason’s shoulder. “There’s a farm over there by the looks of it, reckon we should get out of this weather for a while? Looks like it’ll be getting dark soon.”


  Michael twisted his neck. The farm looked old: solid stone walls, very small windows. Not quite a fortress but as close as they were likely to get. He nodded, and waved to catch Rachel’s attention. She followed the direction of his gesture, and gave him a thumbs-up.


  The four of them left the road, making for the farm warily.


  Michael kept a watchful gaze on John, his eyes narrow with suspicion.


  Ahead of them, the road left the thickest of the forest behind, giving way to rolling fields and wide open spaces. The farm stood in isolation, battered by the elements, darkened and still, like a watchful sentry.


  


  


  Chapter 5


  


  The south-western tip of Wales had a higher than usual number of artists per capita: painters, writers and photographers were drawn to the area by the stillness, the silence, the isolation. St. Davids and the surrounding area had long been a muse to many, inspiring poetry with its harsh, empty landscape; all rocky cliffs and forbidding forests and swaying grassland. The epic scale of nature was writ large in the area, drawing in soulful spirits.


  Lloyd Thomas had been one such artist; a landscape photographer, who specialised in the sea and the sky, his visions illustrating the enormity of nature that crowded around the insignificant dwellings of humans. His work had been gathering momentum: there had even been a little interest in showcasing his photography in a small gallery in London. Even better, he had met and fallen in love with a wonderful woman, Lucy, who supported him completely and provided him with a second muse, lending his work a touch of optimism and romance that it had always lacked, but all of that changed the day he ate her.


  He didn’t know it of course: he left the Lloyd that had existed before behind the moment the blood in his veins began to boil and the synapses that his brain had spent a lifetime building were suddenly snapped and violently remade. His eyes, on which he had relied for so long, the eyes that were unique and saw the world at unusual angles, became two poisonous infections, sending daggers of pain into his new mind, until he ripped them out.


  Lloyd never got to see Lucy’s eyes widening in fright and confusion as he dragged her to the floor and sank his teeth into the soft flesh of her long, elegant neck, finding her jugular vein and tearing it from her.


  He felt it though: felt the warmth of her blood as it flowed freely over his mouth and torso, felt her trembling body go limp. By then she was just one more of them, one of the alien presences that provoked deep, consuming rage inside him. The sudden absence of her, as her life pooled on the patio, made him feel like howling in triumph. Suddenly the world felt alive, and he was aware of it in every glorious nuance: the wind washing over his bare forearms, the scents clamouring for attention in his nostrils…and the noise. Suddenly the thing that Lloyd Thomas became didn’t just hear sound; he saw it; felt it.


  The world was vivid, overpowering, making his body jangle like the infusion of a powerful drug.


  He stumbled from the garden, never to return, and made his way into the open, delighting in the feel of the kindred spirits being born all around him and snarling at the presence of the others. He didn’t understand that he could have given Lucy this wondrous gift had he inflicted a less serious injury upon her; but it mattered little. Lucy would never again cross his mind.


  His progress was slow at first, faltering, but he grew in confidence, each experience new and wonderful and fresh. He had, after all, only just been born.


  There was no conscious thought behind the killing: it was a biological imperative. As he walked through the suddenly unfamiliar streets, he found the alien presences darting away from him, their shrieks smashing into his delicate ear drums, making his head hurt. The only way to stop the pain was to change them, to transform them with his teeth, and to make them his own, and if that failed, to remove them altogether. It wasn’t something he knew, or something he thought. It was something he was.


  He came across one of them, pinned to the floor by one of his new siblings, struggling, hurting his brother. As he approached, the resistance of the creature broke, and she was reborn, delivered by teeth and blood. Lloyd Thomas stood for a moment, swaying in the breeze, bearing silent witness to the miracle, and was surprised to hear his new sibling humming at him, a low, rumbling sound.


  Was surprised to find that he understood it.


  He hummed clumsily in acknowledgement, and the creature’s head shot up sharply. For a moment it squatted, a ragged strip of flesh dangling like spaghetti from a slack jaw. It cocked its head; hummed again.


  Lloyd Thomas hummed in response and the creature leapt to its feet, victim forgotten.


  When Lloyd turned away, striding toward the prey he felt in the distance, he felt the footsteps of his brother and the new-born keeping pace behind him.


  As they walked, they hummed, and their numbers swelled, and the humming grew louder.


  


  *


  


  Alex felt a hand clench his wrist and begin to pull, and he squeezed his eyes shut, and found himself, not for the first time that day, wishing that they had locked up the right man, and that he had been safely absent.


  “Move!”


  Deborah’s voice; rising above the insistent roar of the river.


  She snapped the branch away, and suddenly he was moving again, her hand guiding him to the shore. He gripped the branches, and pulled himself out of the freezing water, just as one of the creatures was swept past, its grasping hand clasping only the air he had been breathing moments earlier.


  Alex pulled himself upright, gasping, choking on the solid lumps of oxygen that tried to force themselves painfully into his lungs.


  Deborah was still pulling at his hand, pleading with him to run, but he shook his head.


  “Look,” he panted, gesturing toward the river.


  The water heaved with the eyeless bodies, some rendered still; fleshy driftwood. Others, still frantically thrashing, helpless against the current, drifted past, roaring in impotent fury at the figures watching from the riverbank.


  Deborah stared for a moment, her mouth dropping open.


  “It’s like they’ve never been in water before.”


  Alex nodded.


  “Mind you, that is what I thought when I saw you swimming in there.”


  She grinned.


  Alex held up a sheepish you got me gesture, and scanned the surroundings. The land had flattened out: they were almost all the way back to Rothbury. A hundred yards or so behind them, back up the river, stood the ruins of an ancient-looking watermill, which had once stubbornly grasped for the last of the river’s energy, before the levelling of the ground tamed the water a few hundred yards downstream. The area looked still; no movement beyond the creatures harmlessly drifting past them.


  He pointed to the mill.


  “We should get inside; get out of sight until we figure this out.”


  Deborah nodded.


  It was as Alex turned toward the mill that distant warning alarms began to sound in his mind. Some part of his brain had information that he needed to heed. Something he’d seen without recognising.


  He turned back, frowning at the figures in the river, and he noticed it immediately. The odd movement in the distance. As he watched, one of them seemed to split off from the pack, and Alex realised suddenly what had made the movement catch his eye. Intent.


  He squinted, trying to bring the shape into focus. The figure was moving against the current, moving toward the bank of the river. Suddenly there was another figure behind the first, slightly further downstream, clawing itself through the water toward the ground. Swimming.


  Alex sucked in a sharp breath.


  They learn. 


  And then the creature reached the bank and pulled itself clear of the river, and shot toward them, and Alex turned and let the rush of fear pump his weary legs.


  


  *


  


  They approached the farmhouse like abused pets: cautious, silent, watching warily for any sign of movement, and it was immediately obvious that the farm had succumbed to the virus: the body near the entrance said as much. Throat torn out, cooled in the night air, making the world its morgue.


  The rain was still hammering down from storm clouds that seemed to be gathering rather than dissipating. Lightning forked across the bleak sky, momentarily illuminating the farm buildings that stood close together, as though huddling for protection against the winds that drove across the open fields.


  The body belonged to a young-ish man. A farm-hand, Michael guessed, rather than the owner of the land. Rachel led the way, followed by Jason and Michael, with John bringing up the rear. As she entered the courtyard between the farmhouse and the several outbuildings clustered around it, Rachel slowed their pace to a crawl, peering left and right with each step, until she was satisfied that they were alone.


  The farmhouse itself was a small, squat affair, and as they reached the front porch Michael could see that his initial assessment of the place as being fortress-like was not that far wide of the mark. There were a number of buildings in the area dating back as far as the sixteenth century, a time during which walls were built of stone up to eighteen inches thick. The farmhouse was one such dwelling.


  The front door was solid-looking wood, and if they barricaded that entrance, anything trying to get into the building would have a hard job succeeding: the windows were little more than narrow slits that even a child would struggle to fit through.


  Rachel pressed her face to one of the small windows, shining her torch into the gloom beyond. Inside she saw the kind of authentic farmhouse kitchen that owners of apartments in London spent a fortune to recreate: solid oak cupboards and a counter huddling for warmth around a large Aga stove that was the centrepiece of the room.


  It was dark, and still.


  “It looks empty.”


  Rachel tried the door, and it swung open easily.


  Virtually all houses across the country must be the same, she thought. The speed of the infection, the way it rode on confusion and panic; most people would not have thought to lock their doors. Fewer still would have been given the chance to do so in time.


  She remembered watching from a rooftop in St. Davids as the Infected, sensing the presence of their next meal in the buildings around them, had forced entry: smashing through doors or leaping through windows, oblivious to the glass that blocked their passage, and she shuddered.


  John saw the shudder, and thought it all the more interesting that Rachel simply shook it off and was the first to enter the house, when the easier option would have been to send in her giant brother first. She’s protecting him, he thought in amazement.


  He watched Rachel disappear inside, saw the light of her torch bouncing around in the darkness beyond, and then Jason, still carrying Michael, eased himself through the gap. He only just fit: houses hadn’t been built for men of his size hundreds of years ago. John took a final glance around the farm, satisfying himself that the virus wasn’t creeping toward them silently in the night, and stepped inside, closing the heavy door quietly behind him.


  The smell hit him like a middleweight, snapping his neck back, making him gag. Choking, he clamped his hand over his mouth and nose in a futile attempt to keep the stench out. In front of him, all three of his companions had already tried the same manoeuvre with clearly similar degrees of success; Rachel had already given up, apparently accepting that the sickening rot that weighed down the air in the farmhouse was unavoidable.


  She put a finger to her lips, staring each of the men in the eye in turn, and nodded at the door that led from the kitchen to the rest of the house.


  “Wait with Michael. Watch the door,” she whispered to Jason, and then she motioned at John to follow her.


  Creeping silently toward it, Rachel slipped the baseball bat from its makeshift sheath and used it to push the door open gently.


  A stinking wave washed over them, even more sickening in its potency. John’s breakfast – a handful of chocolate biscuits – began to treat the walls of his stomach like a cell that demanded escape. He swallowed hard, focusing all his energy on quelling the waves of nausea.


  Beyond the door was a narrow hallway, further doors leading off to either side, culminating in a narrow right-angled staircase leading to the floor above. The walls of the corridor were laden with family photographs, most depicting a young happy couple maintaining the farm. Only one picture deviated: the same man who had appeared in the other photos, but now his wife was missing, replaced by a sullen-looking young boy. None of the photos looked recent.


  Rachel brushed away her curiosity at the pictures. The smell came from the first floor, the air thickening with every step she took toward the staircase. She advanced toward it, hearing John gently pushing open the side doors behind her, confirming that the ground floor was empty.


  The silence in the place was heavy and oppressive, closing around the soft noise of their passage like invisible fingers. Rachel’s heart began to hammer: she had done this once before, at her parents’ house in St. Davids. She had been oblivious then, untouched by the horror of the virus. The discovery of her father’s corpse, being eaten by the family dog had struck her like a locomotive. She steeled herself for the horrors her instincts told her lay above, and began to ascend.


  The upper level of the farmhouse was comprised of three rooms: a small bathroom near the top of the stairs, the door standing open, revealing nothing untoward. The stench in the upstairs corridor was like a living presence, some foul spirit that clung to the walls and the carpet.


  To Rachel’s right, a bedroom door, again standing open. She peered inside. A teenage boy’s room, judging by the mess and the faded posters of rock bands lining the wall opposite her. Again, the room was empty. Just one door left.


  Rachel turned to face it, the door that stood at the end of the short corridor, the door that was cracked open an inch or two, revealing nothing of the room beyond. She lifted the bat a little higher, fixed John with a meaningful stare, and took a step forward.


  And then she heard it.


  Soft, scuffling, scraping sounds. A noise that seemed like it did not want to be heard.


  Rachel’s pulse increased, thundering through her veins.


  They weren’t alone.


  


  *


  


  The watermill dated back to the middle ages. It was hewn out of rock standing alongside the river, and had fallen into partial ruin before being restored by the National Trust after a lengthy petition from local residents. The structure itself was sturdy and whole, but lacking in doors and windows.


  To Alex, the mill looked skeletal. The restoration of the place had only served to recreate the building’s death.


  It might have made a good place to hide temporarily, if Alex and Deborah had reached it before the things began to give chase. As it was, all it offered was a means to slow their pursuers down.


  Alex glanced back as he ran. Only two of the Infected had been able to reach solid ground before the embankment had steepened to meet a bridge leading into Rothbury. It was, he thought, something to be grateful for. The notion struck him as funny under the circumstances and he became aware of hysteria rising in him. Felt the shifting somewhere deep in his mind, down in the foundations, like continental drift.


  He was already long overdue some pills. The schedule was tightly packed: at virtually any given time during the day he was meant to be taking one of a range of capsules that invariably came in bright primary colours. Cheerful. Like toys someone might give a baby during the initial phases of development. Most of the pills vanished into his stomach and appeared to have no effect whatsoever, though he knew that was the intention. Sometimes he suffered painful contortions in his stomach; headaches, but miraculously little else, given that his body – his entire being – moved like a hovercraft over a cushion of Clozapine and Zotepine and countless other less pronounceable chemicals.


  That cushion was deflating steadily. The absence of medication, coupled with the stress and omnipresent terror, left Alex feeling like something inside him was loosening.


  Suddenly he felt as though there was another presence chasing him, something far more insidious; something terrible and familiar and impossible to outrun. His nerves danced painfully.


  Deborah was pulling ahead again, her superior fitness telling once more. He burst into the remains of the mill a few seconds behind her, and almost crashed into her back.


  “Why have you stopped?” he shrieked, and the fright apparent in his voice made him shrivel inside.


  Deborah turned, and he saw his own terror echoed in the frantic twitching of her eyes. Saw too why she had stopped: they hadn’t entered the mill itself. Just an out-building. A storage area.


  Just one entrance. A death trap.


  Snap.


  He couldn’t hear it of course, the fracturing in his mind, but he felt it, like an underground earthquake.


  There were lengths of pipe leaning against the wall: ancient parts of tools now made almost exclusively of rust, hanging there to tell a tale of a world that had long since been tamed, a world in which getting anything done had meant cutting or lifting or smashing.


  Deborah was screaming, the sound like an undercurrent to him; something heard through the walls of a dream. He lifted the nearest of the stretches of pipe. Dull, but surprisingly heavy. Swung with enough force, just maybe…


  There was no time to think about it: he turned just as the first of their pursuers bolted through the doorway, and he swung like a baseball player, catching the thing across the jaw, feeling the bone shatter on impact. It went down hard and then he was swinging again, a guardian against their entry, smashing it back every time it leapt to its feet, slowly crushing its skull away to nothing until finally its mind accepted death, and relishing the cracks and the sudden softness of the impact as bone gave way to brain. The first of them finally died as the pipe shattered, leaving him holding a wicked shard of rusted metal.


  It was easier that way, with the now-sharp weapon, and he thrust the decayed point into the neck of the second creature and continued to stab long after it stilled in a spreading pool at his feet, feeling the familiar thrill of death course through him.


  It’s just like riding a bike.


  The floor was slick with blood, the air heavy with the metallic stench of it. And something else. A whimpering voice, full of fear and trepidation.


  “Alex?”


  He froze, eyes narrowing to dangerous slits.


  “Alex was in no condition to handle this. What was he going to do, complain his way out of trouble? ‘It’s so unfair, boo-fucking-hoo’.”


  Deborah felt something inside her begin to subside, some rickety layer of stability dropping away. In the madness of Rothbury, she’d actually forgotten. About him. Her hands began to clench and unclench slowly, operating independently; imploring her mind to catch up.


  “Jake?”


  Jake turned and grinned, and the sight of Alex’s handsome face; the same and so different, twisted into something that emitted menace, travelled through Deborah Jackson like radiation, reorganising things at a fundamental level.


  “Hello, Dr Jackson.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 6


  


  The peanuts were delicious. Claire had only managed to scavenge some rock-hard bread in the days she had spent alone on the streets of Aberystwyth. Most of her time had been spent hiding in a closet at the back of a clothing store with smashed front windows, her only companion the stink of the bleach that tried and failed to hide behind a ‘lemon fresh’ label.


  There hadn’t been any space in the closet, just mops and buckets and boxes. Barely enough room for even her small frame, and she had gradually begun to discover that even remaining still can induce dizzying pain.


  She had made her way out of the closet after three days, starving and grateful to leave behind the bucket that she had used as a toilet, and the smell that even the bleach couldn’t quite mask.


  The streets had been pretty quiet then; dark and empty. She had crept around them until she saw the bakery. The shelves were almost cleared of food, and she wondered how many other people there were out there, scurrying like frightened mice around the streets that they had owned just days earlier.


  That’s where she got the bread, and the opportunity to spend more time in another storage closet, with a broom propped against the door, half-expecting that at any moment some hideous abomination would burst into the tiny space and begin eating her.


  The pub had peanuts. It had snacks of varying quality, all sharing one thing – a high salt content designed to get the punters thirsty for another drink.


  Claire didn’t care, and threw back enormous handfuls of the salted nuts, feeling her pained stomach growling in appreciation at having something to do once more. Compared to closets, the pub was paradise.


  Bill had propped a stool up against the inside of the main doors to the pub on the day he had fled to the basement, and he was pleased to see it was still there. He added to it now, slipping a pool stick through the door handles like a deadbolt. He gently tried the doors. They moved an inch or so. Wouldn’t hold up against something that was determined to get in, but it would keep out anything that blindly blundered toward the building.


  He nodded, satisfied.


  Yet the girl troubled him. The truth of it was that she was a spanner thrown into what had seemed like a well-oiled machine. He was dying anyway, a slow disintegration of his body; cells engaged in a brutal civil war that the doctors had informed him would have only one conclusion. There would be no truce.


  He had taken the news well, the doctors had told him. They seemed impressed by his positivity, and they all chuckled when he told them he planned to take up smoking. Of course there had been no need to tell them that actually, on the rare occasions he’d wasted time thinking about death, he had hoped he might go peacefully in his bed one night, and the news that he would instead suffer the prolonged agony of his body tearing itself apart was a source of bottomless despair. One last cruel surprise sprung on him by life.


  After a lifetime of struggle, the end would be ignominious; a creeping shadow. A long descent punctuated by chemotherapy and sessions with well-meaning therapists and nurses, and all the while, life had been sadistic enough to give him an expiry date, and to let him know about it. Time to think, and to turn over his life in his mind and find only regrets. That had been the cruellest part of all.


  Bill had heard the expression bucket list. But what good was that to a man in his seventies, a man that struggled every morning to persuade his stubborn joints to move? He wouldn’t be doing any bungee jumping. Wouldn’t be travelling to far-flung corners of the world to see as much as possible before his eyes closed forever.


  Worst of all, the news had forced upon him a fresh wave of longing for Donna, who had lost her own cellular war all those years before. In the intervening period, Bill had found a way to anaesthetise himself against that loss; not to get over it but to submerge it beneath a layer of new memories. To forget.


  When the doctors told him the news, and he knew that his time was to be measured in months rather than years, he had wished more than anything that Donna could have been there to hold him, and to walk the dark path alongside him, and the grief returned all at once; two decades’ worth of it, and the pain of that was worse than anything cancer could ever throw at him.


  Drinking his way to oblivion had seemed the only logical choice, and for three months he had done just that, slowly clearing out every last penny from his meagre savings and dropping the lot behind the bar at the Mouse and Hound. He wouldn’t walk alone in the dark. Jack Daniels and Jim Beam would be his travelling companions.


  And then the world erupted in bloody chaos, and Bill watched from the windows of the pub as faces he recognised twisted into fearful masks of murderous rage, and the people of Aberystwyth turned on each other with shocking violence, and he retreated to the cellar and the stockroom to accelerate his plan.


  Claire represented a hitch, because even as Bill tried to persuade himself that she was not his problem, he knew that the argument was as futile as prayers to stop the mutation rampaging through his body in its tracks. She was alone, exposed to a world of horrors no child should ever have to witness, and he knew well enough that fear and solitude were a lethal combination.


  The girl needed help.


  Bill was going to have to sober up.


  


  *


  


  The noise, soft and stealthy, came from behind the door, mingling with the stench of death and decay, making Rachel’s nerves howl with tension. 


  Hands trembling wildly, she placed the tip of the baseball bat against the door and pushed gently.


  It was like the curtains coming up on a special effects extravaganza: the bedroom was awash with blood, painted like a Pollock from hell, stringy spatters of gore decorating the walls; even hanging from the low ceiling.


  She heard John’s intake of breath close behind her, shallow and tremulous; heard the dumbstruck fear and wonder echoed in her own ragged breathing. This wasn’t just the standard level of insanity that she had already come to expect from the Infected: this went way beyond. The atmosphere of the room was charged with the fury of the killing that had occurred inside, like the violence wrought between the ancient walls had left a permanent imprint.


  What was left of the farmer’s body was strewn across the bed. The man’s head was almost completely removed and, even from the doorway, Rachel could see the teeth marks on the ruins of his neck.


  Someone tried to chew his head off.


  The thought settled in her mind like oil on water, blocking out the light, leaving her feeling greasy; tainted. The world was moving beyond her comprehension, moving at a pace she was not sure she could match.


  Hold it together, Rach. 


  Her eyes found no respite further down the bed: most of the flesh had been ripped away from the man’s arms, and his torso had an obscene new orifice torn into it; a grisly gash from which the smell of the man’s last meal oozed, lending the stink of his death a terrible familiarity. He reeked of rot and bacon.


  Rachel turned away, trying and failing to meet John’s eyes, searching for a point of focus, anything that might suppress the urge to vomit. She clutched her stomach.


  And then it occurred to her: aside from the remains on the bed, the room was empty. Where had the noise come from?


  The answer to the question forming in Rachel’s mind nearly sent her over the edge: the corpse on the bed suddenly twitched.


  It’s moving, oh dear God, it’s moving…


  All their talk of zombies and the undead suddenly did not seem so far-fetched to Rachel, and her mind was filled with the images from the movies: hands clawing their way out of graves; shambling corpses, stiff with rigor mortis; the dead ravenously seeking out the brains of the living.


  And then the torso on the bed erupted.


  “Rats!” John yelled, and then his hand was on her shoulder, twisting her, propelling her back into the hallway, just as a half-dozen of the creatures spilled from the distended belly of the corpse and charged straight at them.


  Rachel saw their eyes as she stumbled backward, and again the image of her beloved family dog surfaced in her mind, and something clicked into place. It’s not just humans. She had known it, of course, had seen it with her own eyes, but the horror of the event had dulled her senses, and she hadn’t considered its significance.


  John leapt backwards, slamming the door shut, crying out as the expected thud turned out to be a crunch. One of the rats, caught between door and frame, as though it had sacrificed itself so that its brethren could attack them.


  Terror took Rachel then, and she scrambled backwards without looking, swinging the baseball bat crazily, catching one of the murderous vermin mid-air, catapulting it into the wall with a wet thump.


  From the corner of her eye she saw one of the things clamp its tiny jaw onto John’s t-shirt, heard him yelling in disgust as he tore it away, throwing it back down the corridor, and then her attention was snatched away: one of them was coming right for her, something like determination on its face, leaving her rooted to the spot.


  She didn’t move as the thing leapt away from the floor, cursing her paralysis, expecting that at any moment her life was going to be ended – after all this – by a fucking rat.


  The rat sank tiny teeth into flesh, gnawing and tearing, but the flesh did not belong to Rachel. Her eyes widened in horror as she recognised the solid, muscular limb held protectively in front of her.


  Jason.


  Even as tears of understanding welled in her eyes, Jason, crushing one of the remaining rats under his boot, plucking the other from his arm and squeezing the life out of it, whispered to her softly.


  “Better go, Rach.”


  He dropped his eyes to the wound on his arm, little more than a scratch, insignificant and all-consuming.


  Rachel didn’t have time to think as John wrapped an arm around her waist and lifted her from the floor, sprinting down the stairs to the kitchen, slamming the door behind him and dragging one of the kitchen cupboards across it.


  She screamed Jason’s name the whole way down.


  


  *


  


  Alex – Jake – regarded Deborah with a sly grin.


  “What a shame, doctor, for us to finally meet under these circumstances. I confess: I had hoped that we would get a chance to…chat somewhere a little more private. Without so much…competition for your corpse.


  “World’s gone to shit, huh Doc?”


  He spread his arms wide and smiled.


  Deborah stammered.


  “On the plus side, the idiot at the wheel didn’t get me killed before I could sample it. Small mercies. And I suppose I have to thank him. For leaving me a present.”


  The smile faded, and the stare intensified, and Deborah suddenly needed very much to urinate. How could she have forgotten just who she was running with?


  Jake McIntosh had been incarcerated three years earlier, finally caught after escaping police custody once to kick-start an eight-month manhunt during which he managed to kill three people. His final tally, including his last kill, one of the police who had finally tracked him down, stood at seventeen. For a small country, unused to the creative atrocities people are capable of unleashing on each other, the McIntosh case was like being shaken awake in a strange place.


  McIntosh’s crimes had oscillated between sickeningly violent and outright insane. The courts, persuaded by the chilling testimony of the only person he had let live – a woman he had forced to eat several of her own fingers and her entire left foot – decided on the latter. He would spend the rest of his life locked in Moorcroft, in a drug-induced stupor.


  As Deborah had attempted to understand and treat his psychosis, she had thought about that one the most, the survivor. Wondered about what kind of fear a person must be able to instil to get a human being to devour themselves. All of McIntosh’s crimes, in all their varying executions – bore a consistent trademark: sadism.


  The country’s most popular tabloid had dubbed him the ‘Painkiller’. A pun. He regretted that the world falling to the apocalypse had robbed him of the opportunity to find that particular editor and eviscerate them.


  Deborah thought about that name now, about the way it seemed to fit: a monster like him deserved a scary name. She had only one chance.


  “Alex, you know how often we’ve talked about this. I want you to focus on your breathing, go through the steps, okay?”


  Her voice shook like a barn door in a hurricane.


  Jake snorted a laugh tinged with genuine mirth.


  “You’ve been labouring under a misapprehension all this time, Doc. Alex tried to tell you, but would you listen?”


  Deborah shook her head in confusion, felt the tears spill onto her cheek.


  “I am not a product of Alex’s imagination, doctor. He is a product of mine.”


  “Why keep me alive, then? Why not just kill me right now?” Her terror, left with nowhere to go, transmuted, becoming a bleak, impotent rage.


  “Maybe some part of me yearns for redemption,” he said sombrely, and then burst into a fit of giggles.


  “You’re a distraction, Jackson. Bait. When I need something to draw them away from me, I’ll be using you. Tough deal.” He gave a sympathetic shake of his head.


  Deborah choked out a sob. Jake sighed.


  “No, you’re right. When you’re right, you’re right.”


  He lifted the jagged shard of pipe and impaled Deborah’s throat in a smooth, arcing motion. She felt the blood gushing down over her chest, felt the weight of it, the terrible impact. It doesn’t hurt a bit, she thought, and the notion made something in her soul shriek.


  “That’s for the fucking drugs,” Jake said, leaning in close, dipping the last syllable in poison.


  Deborah gurgled, and the light faded away.


  


  *


  


  Jason stood in the narrow corridor, staring dumbly at the tiny scratch on his forearm that was going to end his life.


  After a few long seconds he felt it, deep inside: a sort of shifting, accompanied by an avalanche of pain that seemed to consume everything, blocking out the light momentarily. It felt like every cell in his body had caught fire, and he shuddered and writhed, willing his hand to grasp the handle of the knife he carried and plunge it into his neck to end the torment, but he found himself paralysed.


  And then, as suddenly as it had begun, the pain simply faded away, and Jason collapsed to the floor.


  I’m still me.


  The thought was incomprehensible. And untrue, he realised abruptly. Something had changed.


  He saw his ruined mother standing at the end of the corridor, glaring at him, but it was different now, like he could feel her, like her presence was an itch at the border of his consciousness.


  She looked furious, her ghastly face twisted into a mask of rage, and Jason shrank from her, pressing himself into the wall, his mind reeling.


  


  *


  


  It was a straight right, not too quick, not too powerful, and maybe at any other time John would have seen it and avoided it with ease. As it was, when Rachel drove her fist into his jaw, he did not see it coming, and it caught him flush. Hurt, too.


  “Bastard,” she spat, winding up a left hook, “Who the fuck do you think you are? That’s my brother up there!”


  John caught the second blow mid-flight, letting it defuse harmlessly against his palm.


  “I’m sorry, I’m sorry!” he said, holding up his hands in a gesture of surrender. “But you saw him, he wanted you out of there, he wanted to protect you.”


  “What is it?” Michael said, “What happened to Jason?”


  Rachel’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “I don’t need your protection, John. And even if I did, you’re a little late.”


  She spat the words bitterly, and Michael saw for the first time a crack in the wall she had built around herself after being left alone with Victor in the bunker. He realised then just how hard she was working to hold herself together, and marvelled at the way she had managed it. With his broken body and Jason’s broken mind, it was easy to forget that anything had befallen Rachel. That was her doing, he realised.


  “Okay Rachel, fine, you got it. But I’ll protect myself any fucking way I see fit. And that includes getting as far away as possible when your wardrobe-sized brother turns into a fucking killing machine. Next time, I won’t bring you along. That’s no problem for me.”


  “They got Jason?” Michael looked confused. “Then why isn’t he in here now? You think that door would stop him?”


  Rachel stared at him for a moment, eyes lost in a cloud of fury, and then the storm of rage enveloping her seemed to pass.


  “You’re right,” she said, voice trembling.


  Michael nodded.


  “Listen,” he said.


  The three of them held their breath for a moment, ears straining against the silence. The sound they expected to hear - Jason crashing around upstairs in a murderous rage - was not forthcoming.


  “He’s okay,” Rachel said, and she placed both hands on the cupboard John had thrown in front of the door and heaved.


  “Hey, wait a minute.”


  “She’s right, John,” Michael said. “When they turn, it’s pretty much instantaneous. If Jason had become one of them, he’d have been chasing you down those stairs. He’d be hammering at that door right now.”


  Rachel let out a cry of triumph as she shoved the cupboard away from the door with a squeal of wood on tile. Michael and John winced at the noise, but Rachel was already gone, sprinting up the stairs. Michael shot a glance out of one of the narrow windows. The storm was still raging outside. It might cover the noise they were making. He hefted the rifle across his lap anyway, and kept his eyes on the door.


  “Better go after her, mate.”


  John gave a frustrated nod, and hurried toward the stairs.


  Jason sat against the corridor wall, his expression foggy as he stared down at the small tear in his forearm. Around him, the bodies of the rats, squashed like bugs, littered the floor.


  “I don’t understand,” he mumbled. “Why am I still here?”


  He looked at Rachel, and she saw a heart breaking echo of her little brother in his eyes, the boy who had found school so overwhelming, who had been frightened of everything. The one she had so fiercely protected. Tears welled in her eyes.


  “Come downstairs, Jase, we’ll figure it out.”


  She slipped a hand under his massive arm, pulling gently. After a moment of resistance he stood and followed her toward the stairs.


  As they descended John crouched and examined the rats. They had been infected, he was certain, their eyes looked ready to burst, and he was sure if they could they would have chewed them out of their own skulls. So why hadn’t they passed the infection on?


  He stared a moment longer, and a thought dawned, something that seemed important, though he could not put his finger on why.


  The rats hadn’t attacked each other.


  Lost in thought, he followed Jason and Rachel back downstairs.


  


  *


  


  “Do you think it’s like this everywhere?”


  Claire had finished the entire pack of peanuts, and with the distraction of hunger pushed aside for the moment, her attention turned back to their predicament. As she waited for Bill’s response, she ran a hand along the bar at which she sat. She liked the way it felt: rough, grainy; old. A lot of people must have sat exactly where she now sat.


  Bill was standing a few feet away at one of the pub’s large windows. Thick glass, opaque. They afforded some protection, but they also meant he could not see what was happening on the street. He felt far more exposed here than in the cellar. If one of the crazed lunatics out there put their mind to getting through it, the glass would present no obstacle.


  He frowned.


  “I think it might be, Claire. If it weren’t, I suspect the place would be crawling with police right now, or army.”


  “I saw the police try to stop them in the market. They didn’t last long.”


  Bill nodded absently.


  “But we’re safe here, aren’t we?”


  Bill turned from the window and stroked his rough chin.


  “Ish. We were safer in the cellar.”


  Claire wrinkled her small nose, the memory of the smell down there still fresh.


  Bill grinned.


  “I think we should be moving on, though. Aberystwyth isn’t safe. Maybe nowhere is, but I’d sure feel a lot better if I could get you somewhere with less people.”


  Claire brightened.


  “Like where?”


  “My brother has a place. Up on the north coast. Right on the cliffs, and not a soul for miles. I can’t think there would be many safer places than that right now.”


  “How will we get there?”


  Bill smiled at her, eyes twinkling.


  “Same way you get anywhere young lady. One step at a time. And the first step is getting out of this pub. Come with me.”


  He started for the door that led out of the bar area. Claire shuffled off the bar stool that she’d been dangling her short legs from and hurried after him.


  “Where are we going?”


  “Upstairs. First thing we need to do is get a look at what’s out there.”


  Through the bar exit and into a murky corridor beyond: Claire saw several doors bearing universally-recognised stick figures representing man and woman. A wider door depicted a stick figure sitting on a wheelchair, and to the right of that, another door marked Staff Only. Bill pushed it open with a wrinkled hand.


  Bill climbed the stairs in silence, which made the wheezing of the air travelling around his lungs all the more noticeable to Claire. She ascended behind him, slowing her steps to avoid crashing into the back of the old man.


  Away from the open-plan bar area, the first floor of the pub looked much like any other house to Claire’s eyes; not too different to the flat that had been home to herself and her mother until only days earlier. Seeing the cheerful domesticity of the place, the snug-looking couch and the TV placed directly in front of it, the small kitchen area that still bore the signs of cooking – dirty dishes, a stained coffee mug, sent a powerful shudder of emotion through her, bringing tears to her eyes.


  She hadn’t thought much about her mother, hadn’t really had a chance. Staring into the kitchen, memories threatened to overwhelm her. And then her leaking eyes alighted on an opened box of Crunchy nut flakes and she could choke back the sobs no longer. They escaped, huge and painful, making her slim shoulders heave, and then the old man’s arms were around her, warm and snug, the smell of stale liquor somehow comforting, and she buried her face in his stained sweater and let the emotion pour out.


  


  *


  


  Michael arched an eyebrow as Rachel led Jason and John back into the kitchen. He had half-expected the big man to be dead. How could he be bitten and not turned? He set the rifle down on the sturdy kitchen table, felt the tension in his shoulders that had built up as he had sat there alone with his thoughts and the weapon dissipate a little.


  “What happened?”


  Jason shrugged, held out his bleeding forearm.


  “Got bit.”


  Michael nodded, and found himself wishing that he had gotten a little more experience with the police in Cardiff. He could feel the group fracturing; the addition of John maybe, adding an extra level of stress to an already delicate and complicated relationship the three of them had been trying to forge in the fire of madness. Or maybe it was Jason himself: brooding, exuding menace. Slipping away into some dark place, towing Rachel along behind him.


  Michael’s experience of questioning people – suspects – in Cardiff was limited, despite his one-time status as the station’s up-and-coming golden boy, and his lack of knowledge on how to get straight answers out of people was becoming problematic. He had been involved in two interrogations, but he hadn’t been asking the questions in either. He glanced down at the gun. The last time he had been questioned, he’d been tied to a tree with the business end of a firearm levelled at his face.


  For the briefest of moments he found himself thinking about the shotgun, and how quickly it had compelled him to tell the truth.


  I do have a gun. 


  Firearms were worse than useless against the Infected. But against humans, they would still hold their power to persuade. The rifle, he thought, conferred a certain level of authority. More than his uniform ever had. He cast the thought aside, but felt some part of it clinging to him like the smell of stale tobacco.


  He had once been part of a team. A duo, at least. Two people pulling in the same direction until one day they stopped talking and all sense of direction was lost. He felt that same sense of helplessness now, of things slipping beyond his control. He knew instinctively that this ragtag group had to be pulled together, and fast.


  “We’re as blind as those bastards out there,” he said finally. “No clue what we are dealing with. It’s going to cost us.”


  Rachel blinked.


  “The only way we get through this is by trusting each other,” Michael continued. “The only way. Anything anybody is holding back is going to get us killed. If John had this,” he lifted the rifle, “up there, then Jason would probably be dead now, and all because we’re operating in the dark. Any information any of us has got, we all need it. Anybody disagree?”


  He looked round each of them slowly.


  “Then I’ll start. I watched my partner get bitten, and a few moments later he was one of them. He was trying to kill me in about thirty seconds. Then I met Victor, and he told me, or at least hinted, that this…whatever this is, it’s man-made, and he had a part in creating it. He said something about his blood type being immune. It’s not much help, I don’t know what blood type he was, I don’t even know what blood type I am, but there it is. Rachel?”


  Rachel looked at him for a moment, puzzled, and then spoke.


  “Victor tortured and raped me for nearly a week.”


  She kept her jaw up, mouth set firmly, delivering the words like a letter bomb, and stared Michael straight in the eye, waiting for a reaction that didn’t come.


  “He didn’t tell me anything about this. Mostly he talked about his fucking bunker. But he did talk about how things were going to be…afterward. How his time was going to come. Nothing of much use unless you’re trying to determine whether Victor was a psychopath. He was.”


  Her eyes dropped.


  “But I do think I might know why the rats haven’t infected Jason. My mother’s dog had it, he was infected. He…killed my father. But my father died human. He didn’t turn. He dragged himself into the basement, but the dog just attacked and kept attacking, until I turned up, and then it tried to kill me. Kept coming even when it had a pitchfork in its back.”


  She shuddered a little at the memory.


  “So maybe my father was immune. Maybe Jason is too. Say they both had the right blood type, maybe. I don’t know. You’d get your blood type from a parent, right?”


  She shrugged an apology.


  “I’ve got next to no medical knowledge, nothing beyond bandaging a cut and taking antibiotics.”


  Michael nodded. The desperate truth of her statement hung in the air for a few moments. None of them had any medical knowledge. Maybe there were few people left anywhere who did, scattered to the wind; their effectiveness blunted. And not just doctors, but people with all sorts of skills, talents that civilization had been built on. If the plague was as extensive as it appeared, humanity might have been set back decades. Centuries.


  They were all thinking it. Michael could see it in their eyes. Don’t let them dwell on that, he thought, but found his own advice difficult to take. He swallowed.


  “Okay, so we have to watch out for wildlife as well. It’s not exactly great news, but it might just save us. Anything else?”


  “They’re not mindless. Not totally.” Jason’s voice, for once lifted above a mumble, made them jump. “My mother turned. And she came for me. For us.” He looked at Rachel, who nodded, her face ashen. “It was different, the way she acted, there was a huge pack of them in St. Davids and she peeled away and came straight for us. Broke into the house we were hiding in. It was like she could smell us, sense us, I don’t know. But she wasn’t just attacking whatever was in front of her. She was hunting us.”


  The foundation of steel in Jason’s voice reminded Michael of his words in Victor’s bunker. Let’s go find your daughter. When he managed to lift himself out of the fog in his mind, Jason sounded less unstable. More dangerous.


  Jason’s revelation sent sparks of recognition firing in Michael’s thoughts, like old sparkplugs trying to breathe life into an engine. He remembered the way one of the Infected had smashed through a car window to get to him. Remembered the way it had sniffed the air, tracking him like a bloodhound. Jason was right. These things weren’t just insane monsters. They moved with a purpose.


  “I’ve seen them sniffing like that, hunting. I don’t think their sense of smell is anything supernatural. But their hearing is. It’s like they can detect noise and zero in on it from a distance. Almost like they use their hearing to see.”


  “Like bats,” Rachel said.


  Michael sighed. It was like an impromptu therapy session, everybody getting it all off their chest. But all it seemed to be doing was making the enemy feel that much more dangerous, and diminishing their hopes of survival. If it weren’t for Claire, Michael would have suggested they fortify the farm as best they could and just wait, living like silent monks in the hope that the world might change around them, reverting to something like normality. Even that, Michael thought, was a sort of suicide; the slow, hopeless kind.


  The conversation had been useful though, and Michael had gotten exactly what he wanted from it, the information he truly needed slipping into the corner of his eyes, entering his mind through a side door. Underlining itself every time the name Victor was mentioned.


  He turned a little, as much as his locked torso would allow.


  “Your turn, John. Why don’t you tell us what you know about Victor?”


  John’s eyes narrowed.


  


  


  Chapter 7


  


  So they know.


  John had to give the policeman credit. He’d played the helpless cripple card to perfection, and even John had bought it. He gave himself a mental kick, even as he acknowledged the skilled way Michael had done it. It was as soft as being questioned at gunpoint could possibly get. John had barely felt the inquisition until the spotlight fell on him.


  The memories had been returning ever since the name Victor had surfaced in conversation the first time. That was the loose thread, and as they had walked in the rain John had kept pulling at it, working it around like a tongue prying at decaying tooth, trying to root out the poison underneath.


  It had come back to him when they entered the farm and the smell of death hit him; memories returning all at once, a download of information that almost made him stagger to his knees: the bunker, the bloodbath in the woods, the doomed helicopter ride. Project Wildfire. Sullivan.


  Just thinking the old man’s name made an unnerving, cold rage wash through him. The old fucker had known, had been one of the guiding hands behind the insanity. And right now he was sitting safely underground in an expensive suit, sipping overpriced coffee and watching the world crumble. There’s profit in chaos. 


  John had kept quiet when his thoughts had returned to him. Because he knew what the world was now, and these three people were already as good as dead. They’d either drag him down with them or the big one would kill John himself.


  One of his buddies in Afghanistan had survived once by playing dead. It got him home to his wife and kids. It stuck in John’s memory like barbed wire. Sometimes playing possum was the best way out.


  The game was up now, though. He’d been so preoccupied he hadn’t even noticed the cop watching him intently. Hadn’t even thought about why the rifle Michael held so casually always seemed to be pointed vaguely in John’s direction. Hell, he’d even undertaken a bit of good old male bonding with him. Clever guy; maybe he’d even have a shot at survival.


  If he had legs.


  John had always known that lies and corruption provided the grease that kept the cogs of society turning. Maybe now, at least, Project Wildfire had had one positive effect: lying would get you killed.


  Get me killed, he thought grimly, eyeing Jason’s massive form. The man was currently dormant; in standby mode. John didn’t know what would get the big man moving, nor did he much want to find out. Jason was untrained, clumsy. John might be able to take him if things went bad. Might.


  Never a successful gambler, John decided not to roll that particular dice. The truth was almost certainly his best way out of the current hole in which he found himself. He let the act drop, registering the surprise on Rachel’s face as the confused, jittery body language was suddenly replaced by something with a little more zip. He felt sorry for Rachel, felt bad for misleading her. Girl had spark.


  “I don’t know too much more than any of you. Hell, some of what you’ve just said is news to me.”


  Michael nodded in satisfaction even as Rachel’s mouth dropped open in astonishment.


  “You’re a part of this?”


  “Easy, Tyson,” John said evenly, rubbing his sore jaw. “I’m no more a part of this than I was a part of the decision to spend a decade fucking up the Middle East. Yeah,” he said, looking at Michael. “Military. You got that right. Or at least I was.


  “A few months back I landed a job driving for an expensive suit by the name of Fred Sullivan. He might be a part of this, I don’t know. I do know that he knew it was coming. Bought his way to safety, I imagine. That’s usually the way.”


  “What safety?” Michael asked abruptly. “Is this happening locally? What about the rest of the country?”


  “These people don’t think small, Michael, and neither should you. The real question is: what about the rest of the world?”


  “You’re saying this is worldwide?” Rachel’s initial look of surprise had given way to outright hostility.


  John grimaced, and his shoulders slumped.


  “I honestly don’t know, Rachel. But I do know it’s countrywide, and I don’t see how an attack like this, by these types of people, would limit itself to the UK. If this were just happening here, the place would already be swarming with Navy Seals. The United Nations would be here offering us blankets. I was given no indication that would happen.


  “And I don’t see any Navy Seals around here.”


  “Will Smith isn’t coming to save us,” Michael said softly.


  John snorted a laugh despite himself. “What? Will Smith the movie star?”


  “Just something Victor said when he had me tied to a tree with a shotgun pointed at my face.”


  “Hmph.”


  “And what about Victor?” Rachel said suddenly. “For some lunatic rapist living in a hole in the middle of nowhere his name seems to crop up a lot.”


  John nodded.


  “And not just here,” he agreed. “Victor was a part of what they called Project Wildfire, but he got out years back. Ran, I think, and they just let him go. They knew where he was, roughly, thought he wasn’t worth bothering with I think, like he was a nobody, you know?”


  John shrugged.


  “And then, when all the backslapping was going on, all the bastards that did this sucking each other’s cocks, all of a sudden getting hold of Victor becomes the most important thing in the world.”


  He raised his hands in a defensive gesture to ward off the questions scrambling to spill from Rachel’s mouth.


  “I don’t know why. I wasn’t told. But I gathered enough to understand that Victor did something, messed with their little project somehow. He was a computer guy I think. Whatever he did, whatever he changed, they weren’t aware of it and they have no idea how to fix it. The people who did this aren’t in control anymore.”


  “They opened Pandora’s Box,” Michael said quietly.


  “Right. So the backslapping stops and they send out a team to retrieve Victor, I suppose they thought they could get him to reverse whatever he did, I don’t know. When we got there, Victor was already dead – I’m guessing that’s thanks to the big guy - and any useful intel in his bunker now belongs to the Infected.”


  “So where’s the rest of your team?”


  John fixed Michael with a stare, and Michael felt his cheeks redden.


  “So in summary,” Rachel said bitterly, “some rich bastards decided they needed to get richer, so they fucked the world up, and hid out somewhere, waiting for it all to blow over…but they lost their grip, and now they’re as far up shit creek as the rest of us?”


  “Pretty much.”


  Rachel barked a laugh, harsh and bitter.


  “Men,” she said despondently, with a shake of her tousled brown hair.


  John thought for a moment about arguing the point, and letting her know that there seemed to be an equal number of women involved in the catastrophe, but he didn’t get the chance.


  Outside the farmhouse, the rumbling of the thunder had faded away, only to be replaced with another sound, something that made the skin on John’s arms crawl: hundreds of voices, humming as one. Getting closer.


  Michael hefted the rifle again, a cold sweat breaking out on his forehead.


  It was Rachel who approached the narrow window, curiosity overwhelming the fear she felt tightening every muscle in her body.


  Peeking out, the blood drained from her face.


  Outside, she saw a solitary figure, a member of the Infected, striding past the farmhouse. And then another. Another. And then there were hundreds of them, a river of sightless horrors washing past their door, marching in one direction like an army, heading north. A low, rumbling hum emitted from the group; a deep frequency that she could only just hear, and which made her teeth hurt.


  The fragments of their conversation began to make some sense in her mind then, coming together slowly, all accelerated by a new piece of information that drenched her thoughts in cold terror:


  They’re communicating.


  They communicate.


  Whatever the idiots in charge of the mess had intended no longer mattered. The result was stark, staring her in the face, hundreds of empty, seeping eye sockets gazing straight through her as they passed.


  Maybe Project Wildfire was meant to reduce humanity to its knees so that a select few could profit. Maybe these things were meant to kill indiscriminately and turn on themselves, like a cleansing fire that would burn out when there was no fuel left.


  That hadn’t happened.


  What was marching past the window was a new species. Someone had got the math wrong, some bit of bad code on some obsolete screen somewhere. The creatures were evolving. Whatever their minds had become, they were now racing to catch the maturity of their cells. Outraged toddlers dropped into adult bodies.


  All Project Wildfire had accomplished was to move humanity one step down the food chain. To provide an apex predator that existed solely to wipe humans from the face of the earth.


  Maybe, she thought as she watched the creatures moving past, this is exactly what we deserve. 


  "Maybe our evolution always came with an expiry date," she muttered to herself.


  John joined her at the narrow window, and all thoughts of getting back to the base, of taking his revenge on Sullivan, simply melted away. He hadn’t learned much about the project, but he knew what was supposed to be waiting for him when the chopper landed at St. Davids. Mindless animals at best. Yet the things outside were clearly organised.


  He’d survived only a matter of hours in Wales, and only through blind luck. If anything, the Infected were just becoming more dangerous. John realised abruptly that he had no choice but to stick by the people he was with. They might be the last people he ever saw.


  The herd - John could think of no other name for it - passed, the hum eventually fading away to nothing as the figures disappeared into the gloom.


  In the farmhouse, no one spoke for a very long time.


  


  *


  


  The Mouse and Hound sat not quite on the main shopping street that ran through Aberystwyth, instead lurking at its shoulder like a nosy neighbour.


  From the window in the room that had served as the landlord’s bedroom, Bill could see a sizeable portion of the High Street, and a good deal of a couple of the tributaries that flowed into it.


  The last time he had checked outside – several days ago, now – the streets had been pretty much emptied, enough that he had begun to wonder if maybe he was the only human being left in the town. Claire’s headlong dash to the cellar that had become home for him had changed all of that dramatically. Now he could see a mass of bodies filling the streets outside, and more seemed to be coming every minute. They looked to Bill like swarming insects, like a colony of ants descending on some spilled sugar.


  How much the creatures knew or thought Bill had no idea, but staring down into the street, it was impossible to conclude anything other than that they were aware of the presence of humans nearby. For the moment they appeared dormant; waiting. Once they received some stimulus, some indication of the means by which they might get their hands on the prey they knew was close, Bill was certain they would be moving as one, tearing the pub to pieces.


  Even the cellar would not be safe. He had to get her out.


  His first thought had been to try and barricade the pub somehow, find some way to board up all the windows on the ground floor, maybe nail the front door shut, but the creatures outside were too close and he swiftly dismissed the notion. The noise would bring them upon the place in seconds.


  There were cars on the street outside, some of them abandoned at incongruously jaunty angles; maybe they even still had keys in the ignition, but getting to them looked almost impossible. Actually starting the engines in the middle of all those crazy people would be no different to walking up to the first of the creatures he could find and sticking a finger in its mouth.


  He sighed.


  There was one other way out. The one that had dawned on him immediately because he had spent several days looking at it. The one he resolutely did not want to pursue.


  In the cellar, a large grate on the floor took care of all the spillage that went along with moving large quantities of liquid on a daily basis. If it could be pried loose, it was more than big enough for Bill to get his body through. It would present no problem at all for Claire. Presumably it led into the sewer system that ran beneath Aberystwyth. Whether it actually offered a way out of the town – or even out of the pub, Bill had no idea, but as he looked at the gathering crowd of murderers in the streets outside, it felt increasingly like the only option available to them.


  He knelt down, putting reassuring hands on Claire’s narrow shoulders, and looked her in the eye.


  “You’re not afraid of the dark are you Claire?” He asked softly.


  She shook her head, eyes widening in confusion.


  “How about small spaces?”


  Claire thought about the closets she’d spent the best part of the past week hiding inside, and shook her head again.


  “That’s good. I think there is a way we can get away from this pub.” His face split in a sardonic smile. “Never thought I’d consider that a good thing. Crazy days.”


  He laughed softly to himself.


  “We’ll have to go under the ground. Into the sewers below the basement. It’ll be dark, and it’ll smell pretty bad, but I doubt there’s much down there that’s going to try to eat us. What do you say?”


  Claire nodded without hesitation, and he ruffled her hair affectionately.


  His hands were still on her hair, and an ephemeral trust was just burgeoning in the air around them when Bill heard it, and his fingers locked in place.


  The clatter, downstairs, wood crashing to the floor.


  The barstool.


  


  


  


  Chapter 8


  


  Dawn broke like a promise over the farmhouse, the cold light of the sun illuminating a world suddenly rendered alien, leaving a deep ache of despair in the gut of those who saw familiar light breaking over the unfamiliar horizon.


  They’d had little in the way of sleep: the cold tiled floor would have made for an uncomfortable bed even if their thoughts hadn’t been occupied by their witnessing the end of the world as they knew it only hours before.


  Michael woke first, laid prone on his ruined back, staring at a fixed point on the unfamiliar ceiling above him, trying to forget that everything beyond that point was now abnormal. It didn’t work.


  Claire dominated his thoughts, as she had for two years and more. It didn’t matter what else was happening in the world, didn’t matter that civilization was apparently wheezing its last rattling breaths. The hole in Michael’s life remained the same size it had been since Elise had walked out and taken their daughter with her.


  She’s probably dead already.


  It was most likely what his three travelling companions thought, though they kept the curtains shut tightly around the notion; didn’t let him peek through the gap. It had occurred to Michael a thousand times of course, it was written there on the back of his eyes, floating like a watermark on everything he saw and everything he thought. But his gut told him she was still out there. She was a smart girl, Claire, smart enough that he used to tease Elise about their postman being a genius. Back when teasing Elise meant getting a laugh. Before the laugh twisted into the blank expression-vacuum that had made his heart ache.


  He turned over the message from the Aberystwyth police in his head for the thousandth time.


  Missing. Not dead. Not infected.


  Michael repeated the phrase silently over and over, until it became a prayer.


  Claire had gotten away somehow. Maybe at the very moment that Michael had been trying to outrun the slavering monster that his partner Carl had become, Claire had been trying to outrun her infected mother. The thought made his eyes sting, and under the cool surface of his features, the face he kept straight for the people around him now, frustration at his broken body bubbled and spat like boiling oil.


  The others were still asleep, and so Michael let the rage consume him, let it seep through the cracks in his face, distorting his features.


  He was still stuck, still fixed on that point, and so he didn’t see it when it happened. Wouldn’t have seen it anyway under the boot he was wearing.


  His little toe, twitching ever so slightly.


  


  *


  


  The stove was a wood burner; Rachel volunteered to fetch wood once they were all awake, and John joined her, leaving Jason and Michael in a kitchen full of the uneasy silence that followed Jason around like a shadow.


  The morning was crisp, peaceful even. Hard to imagine that somewhere out there in all that stillness and silence there were probably people hiding out just like them; and others less fortunate being ripped to pieces, or remade into abominations.


  They moved warily, but they both felt it, the absence of the danger that had come to be a fundamental part of their lives.


  They’ve all moved away, Rachel thought, and the notion seemed almost more unsettling to her than the mindless carnage she had thought would become an ever-present part of reality. Thinking of them as anything other than mindless monsters was terrifying. Thinking of them as an organised…herd was far, far worse.


  “Where do you think they went?”


  Rachel jumped a little, startled. They’d been as silent as possible until John broke the morning air. He could obviously feel it too, the absence of them. Or maybe he could read her mind.


  She shrugged, stepping past a cheerful red tractor and finding a bin full of firewood.


  “Does it matter?”


  “It might. Maybe more than anything.”


  She nodded.


  “No clue. Maybe that’s just what they do now, moving around like that in…herds.”


  John looked dubious.


  “Looked like an army marching to war.”


  “You’d know.”


  Rachel aimed for light-hearted; missed.


  John smiled grimly.


  “I guess I deserve that. But my aching jaw says maybe I’ve paid for my crimes.”


  He rubbed the bruised jaw with a wry smile, and was grateful to see Rachel return it.


  “Remember that if you think about re-offending.”


  John chuckled, and Rachel fixed her eyes on his.


  “That’s only half a joke, John. I know I can trust Jason. I think I can trust Michael. So far, you’re not doing too well on that score.”


  John’s eyes dropped to the ground, and he nodded.


  “So…Aberystwyth…”


  “Michael’s daughter is there.”


  “And you two are…”


  Rachel shook her head hurriedly. A little too hurriedly. She flushed.


  “It’s not like that.”


  She piled up an armful of thin pieces of wood, and for a moment John saw her eyes depart, saw her seeing some other place and time.


  “We were thrown together in St. Davids, the three of us. And, I don’t know, it sort of feels like we’re in this together now. If that little girl is alive, we have to find her. Have to. If we don’t, we might as well offer ourselves up to the next set of teeth we see, because we’ll be no better than they are.”


  John nodded, his expression thoughtful.


  “In my experience, people undertaking a mission based on some hope of redemption or some sort of symbolic victory…well, they usually end up dead.”


  Rachel grimaced.


  “This wood is wet. Breakfast is going to take a while.”


  John looked at the empty skies. Skies that humans had looked on for millennia. Skies that had been conquered only a century earlier. Lost to them now.


  It might be the last cooked breakfast he got to eat for a while. Ever, maybe.


  “It’ll be worth the wait.”


  


  *


  


  Bill sobered up. Fast.


  He felt Claire’s neck stiffen under his hand, and felt the tremble in his fingers. A little more than usual. More than just letting his blood/alcohol level drop to numbers that doctors wouldn’t baulk at. More than the accumulated motion of spending seven decades on earth.


  The air seemed to freeze around him.


  A shuffling, a bump.


  Inside.


  Bill’s mind went blank, the room around him fading away into a memory: charging through air thick with brick dust, coating his small lungs until they ached, the roaring of the explosion all around him. And then emerging to find himself face to face with a man who seemed somehow merged with debris, and he just stood, stunned, until a second explosion tore the man away from Bill’s sight.


  The sound of a bottle smashing on the floor downstairs snapped him out of it.


  He grabbed Claire’s hand and caught her eyes, putting a finger to his lips. The blood drained from Claire’s face.


  They crept forward, and when they reached the door that led from the bedroom, Bill eased his head out. It was empty, and full of grim potential.


  Bill saw the hatch leading to the loft and pointed at it, raising his eyebrows.


  Claire gave a barely discernible nod.


  He eased forward, wincing at the slight creak from the old floor. Downstairs, he heard the door leading to the bar area opening, and a cold sweat began to run along the deep lines of his brow. The thing was right below them, but sharing the same space. No doors between it and them.


  Bill shuffled along quicker now, and reached up, releasing the catch. The hatch swung open, and a sliver of panic lodged itself in Bill’s mind: the ladder leading up to the loft was far more elaborate than he had been expecting, and it slid downwards on a hydraulic mechanism.


  No stopping it now, he thought, moments before it hit the floor with a soft thump. “Up now, girl,” Bill said sternly, and the thing downstairs shrieked.


  Claire was halfway up the ladder before the vibration of it meeting the floor had even run its course, scrambling on all fours up the steep incline like a cat.


  Bill started after her, and he had every intention of making it up that ladder before the thing got up to the first floor. He grunted, heaving himself up with his arms, the unfamiliar exertion shaking into life muscles that had long since retired. He made it to the fourth step before he felt the teeth sinking into his Achilles and white-hot pain exploded in his brain.


  He let himself fall away from the ladder, and shoved it upwards, letting the hydraulic system pull it up, sliding across and blocking his view of the poor kid’s petrified face.


  He tried to think of Donna in those last moments, willed his mind to snap him away from the horror of reality, but the last thing in Bill’s mind when it began to boil was the searing image of human teeth scraping at the bone of his ankle and the poor girl he’d left alone, and then all thoughts ceased.


  Claire bit back the scream as the hatch sealed her in the loft, cutting off the sight of the old man submerged in a mass of bodies, clutching at him, pulling him to pieces.


  The loft was not entirely dark: a skylight allowed the first slivers of dawn’s light in, dimly blurring the edges of the storage boxes and old furniture that populated the loft.


  The snarling downstairs grew in volume. More of them filling the corridor below, flooding onto the first floor. Terrified, she stared at the hatch, thinking about how easy it had been for Bill to open, just clutch the handle and pull, and the hydraulics did the rest. It was a matter of time before something pulled on that handle.


  She had to get out.


  


  *


  


  Jaaaassssssoonnnnn…


  The taunting, goading tone of her voice brought back memories of the schoolyard, of day after day spent on a knife-edge, wondering where the next humiliation would come from. It reminded him of the name they had used for him, the name he thought he had left behind years before.


  Paula Roberts was squatting on the counter in the little kitchen, pointing the obscene holes in her face straight at Jason.


  He trembled.


  The others were carrying on as if nothing untoward was happening, silently chewing through toast and bacon heated slowly over the modest flames of the large wood stove.


  Michael had wanted to get going, naturally enough, but both Rachel and John had insisted on eating. John told them that you never turned down the chance to get decent food inside you, no matter what the circumstances. No use to anyone with an empty tank, he said, and his eyes were lost for a moment, wreathed in remembered sandstorms.


  Jaaaaaassssssssssssooooooonnnnnnnnn…


  Jason was trying not to look directly at his mother, keeping his gaze focused on the floor. In response, she plucked at a ragged strip of flesh under her left breast, peeling it away to reveal the glistening gore beneath. She dropped the meat to the floor with a wet splat, making him jump.


  “You okay, Jase?”


  Rachel looked concerned. It was how she always looked at him now, with worry written clearly on her face.


  He nodded, picked up some toast, and began to chew. It tasted like ash. Made him feel queasy.


  They’re going to kill you, Jassssson. The liar and the cripple. And she won’t stop them. They’ll take turns with her while your corpse is still warm. And you’ll let it happen, just like you did with Victorrrrrrr. Just like you always let them do whatever they wanted, while you cried and hid behind my skirt. Jasssssssonnnnnn…


  Jason squeezed his eyes tightly shut, trying to force back the dark weight growing in his mind, expanding into every corner of his thoughts, but found that all his strength was worthless there, and the darkness grew; bleak and consuming, like cold fire.


  


  


  Chapter 9


  


  Jake had used a wide variety of methods to kill, and found that each had their merits, though firearms proved to be a profound disappointment. Drowning was some fun, feeling the thrashing panic of the victim as they realised that no, he wasn’t going to let them back up for air, but ultimately the water separated him from their pain, and he didn’t choose drowning often.


  Fire was better, because you could really hear the screams, and if the fire was set right, licking around the feet before rising up to more necessary areas, then it could take many long minutes for them to finally die, and that time was golden; filled with pain and misery and pleading. Fire had been so much fun the first time that he had repeated the trick three times, getting more proficient on each occasion.


  The final death by fire had been momentous, because that time he had thought ahead and procured an extinguisher. The only thing better than setting someone alight was putting them out and letting them witness their melted flesh before setting them alight all over again.


  Nothing, though, compared to the giddy high of stabbing. Nothing was quite so personal, so intimate, as driving a blade deep into the guts of another human being and feeling their life throbbing away, pulsing over his fingers, gradually decreasing in power. Killing by stabbing was like a slow, controlled orgasm. Eventually, when he had refined his art, all his victims got stabbed, whether or not that was how he eventually ended them.


  It had been three long years since Jake had killed, and the feeling of the hateful bitch’s life spilling across the shard of rusted pipe very nearly led to him soiling his trousers. He felt the small dark room spinning around him, and the delirium was almost like a sickness that he needed to cure, like he had taken some extraordinary stimulant and had to take the edge off. Trembling in his excitement, he peeled away the hospital issue trousers, removed the length of pipe from her neck, and did what needed to be done.


  When he was finished, the haze of excitement that had lent the world a soft focus fell away and he turned his thoughts to his predicament.


  The world – if the rest of it was anything like Rothbury and the surrounding areas – had been turned into a marvellous playground, the primitive constraints of society removed. It felt like a gift that had been wrapped all for him, but it would all be for nought if he carried on running blindly from packs of mindless savages. Sooner or later – sooner probably – he would wind up dead. It would be a terrible waste of potential.


  He stepped cautiously over the bodies in the doorway, peering with interest at the eyeless faces, and out into a cool breeze that delivered the faint smell of Rothbury’s cremation.


  The creatures that had been swept downriver would be returning shortly, he was certain. This presented a problem: Northumberland was huge, and Rothbury stood miles away from the nearest population centre. He could simply set off in any given direction, but that would be as likely to get him killed as walking straight into the town centre. He needed a vehicle, he would need food. And knives, of course. There was nothing for it. He had to go to town.


  Shopping always made him think about his parents. Not remember, since he had no memory of them. They had given up on him when he was barely five years old, apparently deciding that the best course of action for dealing with a difficult child was to take it to the centre of London, enjoying the anonymity of the crowd, and simply leave it there.


  He remembered none if it; all he had of his parents was second-hand information. Nothing, unfortunately, that might lead him back to them, which ranked as perhaps his biggest regret. The things he would have liked to force them to do to each other before he finally ended them…


  The story went that he had been discovered, wailing, by a policeman somewhere near Oxford Street, and thus began a long journey through the care system: a variety of homes and centres, all white plastic and disinfectant; and foster families, most of whom developed Teflon skins, sliding away from him at the first sign that his ‘complex needs’ went way beyond anything they were equipped to deal with.


  Finally there was one, who through sheer stubborn determination not to have Jake become her first failure, clung to him like a magnet, doing her utmost to ‘cure’ him with platitudes and hugs and home cooking. Technically, she hadn’t been his first kill, but in his mind, she counted. Hung herself from a banister after he had wormed his way under her skin and into her psyche, and begun to work on her.


  He had been sixteen. Old enough, he decided, as he watched her sad, bloated ankles swinging gently back and forth in the hallway, to go out into the world and make his own way. And he tried. Sort of. He didn’t kill anyone for another six years, and then only when the thrill of rape and humiliation had worn thin.


  He supposed the start of it all, that abandonment in the country’s busiest shopping street, was the reason that crowds and town centres made him feel murderous, but deep down he knew that there had been a reason for his parents to dump him. He hadn’t been turned into the thing he became because of that rejection; they had left him there precisely because they knew exactly what he was. Knew it better than any of the trained professionals that came after. He had to give them credit for that, but it wouldn’t have saved them.


  He breathed deeply, trying to catch the scent of blood on the breeze. And then, as he filled his lungs and the world seemed to pause for a second, he heard it.


  A helicopter, flying low.


  He craned his neck until he saw it, heading west, heading out into the National Park. When it was barely more than a speck against the clouds, he saw it begin to descend.


  Weapons can wait, he thought. That is far more interesting.


  Checking to make sure nothing was ready to leap out at him as he left the relative safety of the mill, Jake headed west.


  


  *


  


  “Swords,” John said hesitantly, expecting a snort of derision in response. There was none. Maybe for the group that now travelled north toward Aberystwyth, the outlandish had become the norm, and nothing could surprise them any longer. He wondered briefly if there would have been a different response if he had suggested that their best choice of weapon against the Infected might be heavy sarcasm.


  Finally, Michael grunted his agreement.


  They had been walking for a few hours now, creeping silently along the tarmac, straining their eyes for signs of movement and finding nothing. Michael sat on a small trailer they had found at the farm, which doubled as both a makeshift wheelchair and storage for their food and supplies. Jason towed the thing behind him without complaint, his eyes fixed on the tarmac; not seeing it.


  After a while, they felt safe enough to murmur low fragments of conversation, and John was glad of it. Spending time in his own head only led to thoughts of Sullivan, and how unlikely it was that he would ever get his hands on the smug old bastard.


  Sullivan had been there when the suits at the base finally decided that their only option was to venture out into the world to try to close the chasms opening in their beloved project. It had been the old man who volunteered John for the task, no doubt. There were a few hundred men and women at the base with military training, all serving as glorified bodyguards for the flabby, wrinkled idiots who’d caused the catastrophe. A small army, drafted unwittingly, and given no choice but to serve once the world went to shit. Any one of them could have taken John’s place on the doomed mission to St. Davids, and yet here he was.


  Sullivan’s doing. The fucker had appeased his daughter by bringing John into the fold, but he obviously understood that she held a candle for the man who’d saved her life on the streets of London, and his response had been to get John as far away from her – and as close to harm – as possible. Sullivan was manipulative enough that John even briefly wondered if he had somehow fabricated the problems Project Wildfire had run into just to get rid of him.


  He grimaced, trying to force the memory of the old man to one side.


  Swords, knives – anything that required getting up close and personal – would be of little use to Michael, John realised. At the moment, the man’s best weapon – better even than the rifle he cradled like a new born – was the three people accompanying him.


  “When we touched down, we had the lot; enough weapons to make Al-Qaeda think twice. Assault rifles, explosives, grenades, flashbangs. All that shit did was put a big neon sign over our heads. Swords were what did the job. They’re quiet, they have reach, and they require almost no training. Maybe a crossbow or a flamethrower would be better; I don’t know. But I do know we are far more likely to find some long fucking knives than one of those.”


  John looked at each of them in turn.


  “Any of you know Aberystwyth? Any places to get hunting supplies?”


  Michael smiled grimly at John’s question. “I don’t think we’ll be finding any swords there. I’ve been there a few times, and hunting isn’t exactly high on the agenda. It’s a university town. Cheap vodka: yes; swords: no.”


  His eyebrows arched as a thought occurred.


  “But there is a hardware supplies place near there, I remember that.”


  John looked dubious.


  “Kitchen stuff, tools, gardening. That kind of place. Chef’s knives,” Michael said by way of explanation. “Nothing three feet long I suppose, but we’ll be able to get cleavers, maybe skewers, machetes. Lots of things there that are designed for cutting.”


  John nodded. It would have to suffice.


  “And it’s a few miles outside of town, a retail park,” Michael continued. “A few minutes’ drive away from most the population. This all started pretty early in the morning, before that place would have even opened. If we’re lucky, it won’t be overrun.”


  “Perfect,” Rachel interrupted, keen to limit the conversation she feared carried further than they realised in the still air.


  “Decision made.”


  She rested the baseball bat on her shoulder, and thought about the designer coat she’d worn on her arrival at St. Davids, an item of rare value that she’d treasured. She had hoped it would be the first such item she could afford. It had turned out to be the last.


  In a previous life, she’d loved nothing more than heading to malls and killing time dreaming about being able to buy the goods that teased her from strategically-positioned windows.


  Windows now smashed.


  “Let’s go shopping,” she said with a grin.


  


  *


  


  Claire was good at puzzles, had loved them ever since she could remember, but the infatuation really took hold when her mother bought a tablet computer, which Claire had swiftly acquisitioned. At first her mother had always asked for the device to be returned when Claire was finished with it; eventually she had simply given up when she realised that Claire had played a canny hand, and Elise had been reduced to asking whether she could borrow her own computer.


  Claire spent long hours spent playing all the various free games she could get her hands on: she tried arcade games, driving games, even shooters. Nothing held her interest like the puzzle games that she was soon sinking her evenings into. Mostly variations on the classic Match 3 theme.


  The games required a quick mind. She studied the objects in the dimly-lit loft, and concluded that this situation required her mind to move like lightning. The skylight that illuminated her challenge was maybe ten feet above her head. She had no idea if it might open, or if she’d have to smash it somehow, but that was the last level of the game; first there was groundwork to put in.


  Moving as quietly as she could, gritting her teeth at every scrape and creak her progress made, Claire began to stack the boxes in the loft, quickly determining which ones were beyond her ability to lift. She was lucky: one of the larger boxes, one she couldn’t even have moved never mind lifted, was placed directly below the skylight. That would be her base. Onto it she hefted two plastic storage crates. They were sturdy; they would take her weight.


  Nodding to herself, she scurried to a dark corner, almost screaming as she ran into a large spider web, feeling it drape across her bare arms and face like a veil. She hated spiders, and the thought that one might have been sitting on the web, and was even now scurrying about her person somewhere, running up her back – in my hair! – made her blood run cold, and she froze in place, brushing away the web as best she could.


  The hatch leading up to the loft thumped as something below bumped into it, and all of a sudden spiders did not seem so terrifying after all.


  She had just cardboard boxes to work with now, some of them damp and rotting, drastically reducing her options. Having her makeshift ladder fall apart underneath her would mean certain death. She swallowed painfully, trying not to let the images of her meeting the same fate as Bill dominate her thoughts.


  She glanced back at the structure she was building.


  Just a few feet higher.


  All she needed was something the right shape, something light. Something that fit perfectly. Just like Tetris.


  Claire stared around the loft.


  There was nothing. Just flimsy cardboard that would never support her weight and heavy wooden crates that she had no way to move. Frustration built up inside her, and she felt the overwhelming urge to scream and cry.


  Yet there were no adults here; no parents. Her crying would not yield a hug, and her screaming had long since stopped being effective as a means of getting what she wanted.


  Don’t be a baby, Claire. Her mother’s words, always delivered with a gentle smile, came back to her, and she sniffed softly, informing her nose that it was to stop running immediately.


  And then she saw it, propped up against the far wall, covered in dust and webs: an old ironing board.


  It would be unstable; there was a good chance it would topple off the storage boxes.


  It was her only option.


  Creeping over to the dusty board, wincing at every creak, almost jumping clear out of her pyjamas when the hatch wobbled under the weight of another thud, she brushed aside the webs and lifted it. Rusty. Stiff. Just opening out the ironing board would make a noise. Claire’s stomach rolled like thunder, long and slow and troubling. She was only going to get one chance, she had to get it right the first time.


  Thankfully the ironing board was light but it was also unwieldy, and she moved as slow as decay, inching across the floor, checking each end of the board to ensure it wasn’t about to knock something over with a clatter that would cost her life. Once she stood at the base of her makeshift pyramid, she leaned the ironing board against the storage crates and swept her gaze around the loft, looking for something to smash the window. She hoped it would have a catch that she could open silently, but if not, she didn’t want to risk having to clamber back down.


  The image of her being stuck up there under the locked skylight as the creatures below flowed up into the loft and surrounded her made Claire shudder, and suddenly she wanted nothing more than to find a bathroom.


  Finally she saw it: a lonely old screwdriver, waiting patiently in the dark, as though whoever had placed it there understood that one day it would be important. A rusted Excalibur, every bit as important to her as the one from the old stories she loved.


  She snatched up the tool, gave it a quick test. The blade of the screwdriver wobbled in the handle, but it would definitely do the job if needed. She slipped it into the pocket of her filthy Pyjama bottoms.


  Gingerly lifting the ironing board onto the first of her makeshift pyramid’s ‘steps’, Claire began to climb, slowly, taking great care with every movement, limiting every creak and bump as much as possible.


  She was just about to lift the board up onto the second level, the one at which she could open it up and hop on top, when the hatch leading up to the loft thumped again, and then: another noise; one that made her blood freeze in her veins.


  Swoosh.


  The hydraulic system, delivering the ladder to the floor below.


  Her heart lurched.


  Light flooded the loft as the hatch opened smoothly, and the stench of them reached her nostrils, the rotting stink of meat gone bad, and her efforts to stifle the terrified whimper clamouring behind her lips proved futile.


  The soft noise sounded impossibly loud.


  The creatures moved like freshly-squeezed acne, spurting up and into the loft, only their inability to move in an orderly fashion slowing them down; they tumbled and collided with each other, blocking the small entrance, wrestling to be the first to get to her.


  Claire was screaming, hauling the ironing board up and flipping the release mechanism to stand it upright. There was no time to test whether the flimsy structure would hold her weight; she leapt up onto the wobbling contraption, and grasped the handle of the screwdriver, slamming the business end into the pane of glass above her. The shattering noise, deafeningly loud in the confined space, seemed to send a fresh wave of fury through the creatures, and she felt one of them grab the base of the ironing board and tear it away even as she jumped up, trying to avoid the worst shards of glass, and hauled herself out onto the roof. The cold air stung like a slap.


  She glanced back down into the loft. The creatures piling into the cramped space had knocked over the ramshackle structure she had built to reach the skylight. It would slow them down, but they’d be on her quickly: sheer weight of numbers meant they were rising up toward the opening in the roof like high tide.


  The roof was treacherous: steeply sloped, paved with tiles that felt like they might give way at any moment. Claire scurried along as quickly as her terror would allow. The pub stood at the end of a terraced street, which was a blessing in that she didn’t have to make her way directly to ground level, but the height of the buildings adjacent was uneven: there was a drop of about ten feet or so down to the next roof, which offered less of a gradient than the roof of the pub, but still sloped down toward the road.


  Claire knew there was no time to worry about the possibility of falling. It would be a better death than the one that now pursued her, a death of snapping jaws and tearing hands. She jumped.


  The impact knocked the breath from her lungs, and fire exploded in her knees. Enjoy your knees, girl.


  In her mind, she had been certain that landing on the roof and then continuing forward would be a relatively easy task. In practice, gravity had a say in matters. Claire’s feet slipped from underneath her immediately, even her modest weight loosening the roof tiles, and then suddenly the world was spinning, like someone had dropped her into a tumble dryer, and then she was falling.


  She didn’t feel the impact; the world went dark before she even hit the ground.


  


  


  


  Chapter 10


  


  Patrol.


  Eric Grant had barely been at the base five minutes when the duty he got assigned to turned out to be fucking patrol. It had always been like that. Eric always got the shit detail first. Couldn’t ever figure out why. He was either the best or the worst person to deal with the shitty problems, he didn’t know which. Each possibility led to conclusions he didn’t much like.


  ‘Patrol’ to Eric in this situation meant only one thing: early warning system. A ring of men spread out around the base, each patrolling a quadrant of tricky terrain, all rocks and streams and trees, approachable from almost any direction. He was under no illusions: patrol duty meant being the alarm bell that rang in the night. If patrol ever nudged the needle above boring, it was because you were dying.


  His quadrant was, typically enough, about as bad as it could get: hilly, dense patches of trees either side of – God help him – the only road that led to the base. If he was their alarm clock, he was the old analogue kind, the type that you had to smack to silence. Bad times.


  Right after he’d been a target in the desert, and right before he ended up being a target in the woods at night, Eric had been part of the security team working for an utterly nondescript businesswoman, the last person he would have imagined might require such protection. At the time, he had believed the job was too good to be true. He hefted the assault rifle, adjusting its weight, and did a jittery 360 degree scan with the night vision. So it proved.


  There was no movement out there. Anything that was among the trees watching him was lurking, which under the circumstances Eric decided must be considered a good thing. They didn’t lurk.


  Eric blew softly on his hands, trying to spread the warmth of his torso a little.


  This duty was, in one way, unlike any of the other shit details he had undertaken previously though, and that was a thought that occurred to Eric a couple of hours into his fourth six-hour shift, and once it took root, it began to grow insistently, spreading like a weed.


  Before the world had gone to shit he had been working for his country, and following that he worked private sector because he needed money. Both were perfectly fine reasons to take up arms. This was a different situation entirely.


  What am I working for now?


  If the crazy fuckers had actually done the things they claimed, when they briefed Eric on why he had been bundled into a chopper in the middle of the night, then plenty of people were going to start to realise that the pieces of paper and nebulous promises that constituted their payment for services rendered had no actual value. The world was gone.


  Now Eric was providing protection, and putting himself in harm’s way night after night simply because they told him to.


  Not for the first time, he let the thought roll around in his mind, like slowly swilling a fine wine.


  The snapping of the twig nearby snapped him back to reality with a start.


  He span swiftly in the direction of the noise, lifting the rifle, flipping on the night vision all in one smooth movement. Had the guy sighted in seconds.


  Eric’s brow furrowed. The figure was thirty feet or so away, a young-ish guy, straggly blonde hair and stubble, handsome. An oddly familiar face. He was approaching slowly, arms raised in surrender, head down.


  Sweat broke out on Eric’s brow. Silence was a weapon now; noise meant consequences. He felt his trigger finger slowly trying to squeeze a little harder on the trigger, lobbying his mind; calling for action.


  The guy was familiar, maybe someone famous. Which could only mean he came from the base. He was dressed like a doctor.


  Indecision raged in Eric’s mind.


  Calling out ‘halt’ was as good as pulling the trigger and broadcasting his position. There was no knowing what would hear him. And killing some rich bastard that had somehow been stranded outside the base would have unfortunate consequences for Eric.


  Shit.


  “Just want to talk, that’s all,” the blonde man whispered when he got a few feet away. “Keep that pointed at me if you like, but I’m not here to harm anybody. I saw your helicopter.”


  Eric grimaced. The helicopter. If he was their alarm clock, that was their fucking timer. Only a matter of time before someone, or something, followed it back to its source. A goddamned joke, it was. Anyone late to this party should have been told their name was no longer on the damn list. Every time the chopper lifted off, and they promised it would be the last, he’d wished that he had the sort of imposing physical presence his fellow patrolmen had.


  Not for the first time, Eric wished he could have just grabbed one of the people steering this doomed venture by the throat and forced them to understand. Arrogance got you nowhere in war. They didn’t seem to see it; this wasn’t a war to them. More like a round of redundancies. Every time they allowed the choppers to leave, they were underestimating the world they had created.


  The guy looked as harmless as he claimed, drooping shoulders, head bowed. After speaking, he shuffled nervously, rubbing his hands together.


  Eric sighed mentally, and lowered the rifle.


  “Uh, what happened, mate?” the blonde man asked. “I mean, everywhere is…you know, right?”


  Eric nodded and grimaced.


  “My wife,” the man said. “She…uh…she tried to fucking eat me, man! What the fuck’s going on?”


  So he wasn’t from the base. Alarm bells chimed in Eric’s mind.


  “You’re a doctor?” Eric said, nodding at the man’s ill-fitting, bloodied lab coat.


  Jake’s eyes narrowed imperceptibly. Clever boy.


  “Vet,” he said, but the question had caught him off guard momentarily, and that had been enough to shatter the illusion in the soldier’s eyes, Jake could smell it on him, the suspicion.


  “But I do feel that it’s time to consider my career path.”


  He struck like a snake, palm flat, driving the points of his fingers into the soldier’s throat, and then smashing his palm upwards into the nose. He’d have a moment, a brief second in which the soldier’s vision would blur with tears, just enough vulnerability. He snatched the rifle away from the man’s fingers and drove the butt into his jaw. The conversation was over.


  He began to strip the soldier of what amounted to his ‘uniform’, all in a fetching shade of black, and featuring just enough straps and pockets to look authentically military. He smiled when he saw that among the other things attached to the man’s pack, wrapped in a sheath like a gift just for him, was a combat knife.


  


  *


  


  Jason tried to focus on the deep ache in his arms. Towing the trailer mile after mile was taking its toll even on his muscle-packed limbs. The pain, he hoped, would anchor him in the present, but still, whenever he let his attention drift, waves of memory lapped at him, pulling him into their insistent current.


  The conversation around him: talk of weapons and potential places to take refuge once – if – they found Michael’s daughter, failed to hold his attention. It was the words of his mother that dominated his mind. The soft, coaxing words she had reserved for him when he was a boy, and when she seemed to be the only one that understood that Jason was fragile despite his size. And the poisonous words that leaked into his consciousness now, as her presence walked with him.


  Gritting his teeth, he squeezed his eyelids almost shut, trying to banish the sight of her, but still the strange feeling remained, the odd rushing sensation in his blood. It made no sense, but it felt to his broken mind like he could actually feel the presence of his dead mother, like a vague itch.


  Rachel walked ahead of him, a few yards distant. She had fallen quickly into a tendency to rotate positions with John, without them ever discussing it. Like nimble jets escorting a heavy bomber. John had done that; hadn’t ever brought it up, but had nudged things in that direction. Sitting in the cart, Michael noticed the subtle way John had altered the formation of their strides. Understood the value of it, but didn’t like it nonetheless. Couldn’t quite pin down why.


  He focused on John, walking a few yards behind.


  “Why do you think they did this?”


  John sighed. “I told you, Michael, I don’t know any-“


  “I’m not asking what you know John,” Michael interrupted. “I don’t expect you to know anything about this. I’m asking what you think.”


  John blinked, as though an opinion wasn’t something he was used to giving.


  “Profit,” he said with a sneer.


  “Money? You think this is all about money?” Michael couldn’t keep the astonishment from his tone.


  “Not just money, no. Though financial wealth will be part of it. Profit. Wars happen because one side sees advantage in them. Money, power, resources, geography. Whatever. And this is a war, whether you accept it or not.”


  He shrugged.


  “The people that did this expect to come out on the other side ahead. You know what power is Michael, what it really is?”


  Michael stared at him.


  “Knowledge. If it’s a cliché, it’s probably because it’s true. Knowing about something – especially something like this – when everybody else remains ignorant: that’s power. The element of surprise.”


  He squinted into the darkness.


  “Those people who had the time to prepare for it – and you’d better believe, something like this, they’ve been preparing for years at least – none of them are getting attacked by crazy rats. None of them are getting towed along in some cart holding a rifle that might as well be a peashooter if there ever comes a time it actually needs to be used. They did this because they could, and because they knew that whoever could ride it out would be in charge when the dust settled.”


  He shook his head with a grimace.


  “Hundreds of years of civilization, progress, whatever you want to call it. The status quo wasn’t enough. So they gave it a shake, and now they’ll start again.”


  Michael snorted.


  “You sound like some lunatic conspiracy theorist. One of the foil hat brigad-“


  “Take a fucking look around you, Michael. Any of this look like a fucking theory to you?”


  Michael fell silent, his brow furrowed.


  “There’s only one thing to do now,” John said, “and it’s the same fucking thing I’ve had to do my whole life.”


  Michael stared at him quizzically.


  “Survive.”


  “And what about the people with you? How do they figure into that?”


  John grimaced, and quickened his pace, leaving Michael behind with his thoughts.


  


  *


  


  There was more than one guard on patrol. Jake had ascertained that on the way in. He had watched for a good while, always maintaining a safe distance, gradually getting closer each time one of the choppers passed overhead. A mile perimeter, he had guessed. People tended to like those sort of milestone figures. One mile. A nice, round number. It sounded further than it actually was.


  When he was roughly a mile away from the area he saw the choppers descending to, he climbed a tree and settled in to watch. It took a few hours, and he watched carefully, like a bird of prey. Eventually he saw the figure with the gun moving from left to right, carefully picking his way through the trees. The man looked like he had a large area to cover; there would be other men.


  The man whose knife he now carried had been the second he encountered. Far smaller than the first sentry he’d seen, who Jake had let pass without incident. No point making things unnecessarily difficult at that stage, after all.


  Now, having broken the flimsy line of their perimeter, Jake could see the base, or at least the portion of it that stood above ground: a long and nondescript flat slab of concrete masquerading as a building, sitting in the centre of a large strip of concrete that held a number of idle helicopters.


  Two guards stood at the door. Killing them would accomplish nothing. Jake knew instinctively that the only thing in the building was another door, one leading down. Most likely the men on guard had no way in themselves without being let in. All killing them would do is ensure the doors remained shut. The situation required patience.


  It was another two hours before Jake saw the first of the other men patrolling the perimeter return to the base. Within five minutes, two more had appeared. The shift was up.


  Jake stood, and strolled casually from the trees and straight past the blank faces of the two doormen, and the doors of the base opened to him like a plant seeking light.


  


  


  Chapter 11


  


  Out-of-town retail parks had spread like fungus across the UK for around twenty years, slowly feeding on a swelling need to shop; thriving. The retail park just south of Aberystwyth was small by common standards: parking spaces numbering maybe one hundred. Local customers knew the Allthorp Retail Park simply as the horseshoe. A videogame store, hardware, pets, several clothing outlets, a small supermarket. A pharmacy. Electrical goods.


  Opposite the shopping area, on the other side of the winding road that led ultimately to Aberystwyth, stood a large petrol station, the last place for heavy goods vehicles to fill up before they made their way some sixty miles down the coast towards the ferry port at Fishguard. A handful of lorries and trucks rested in the parking area next to the pumps, darkened and still.


  “What do you think?” John asked, moving to stand next to Rachel.


  They had walked all day. Mile after blister-inducing mile in a constant state of high alert, keeping conversation to a bare minimum. For the past couple of hours, Michael had maintained that they were close to their destination. A blanket of night had fallen by the time they reached it.


  The park stood about a half-mile away. The shops themselves were dark, but the four enormous floodlights that stood like sentries in the car park lit the area well enough. It cast shadows up and onto the buildings. The U-shape for which the place was named looked like three sinister figures huddling around the warmth of a fire, trying to keep the night at bay.


  “I think I spent several years wishing I could have this type of place to myself.”


  John blinked, and Rachel grinned broadly.


  “I think it’s perfect,” she said. “Lots of flat, empty land around it. We could see the things coming a mile off. Not too big, but big enough to retreat if we have to. Big enough for there to be other ways out. And a fence.”


  John nodded. She was right. The place could be defended, and by a relatively low number of people if need be. It offered supplies. The petrol station would provide a virtually endless supply of fuel if there were just the four of them hiding out there, the trucks: a last-resort means of escape. Already he began to see that a tripwire could be threaded around virtually the entire complex. Removing the potential for surprise was a good start if you were looking for a place to hunker down and stay safe.


  He was glad Rachel had spotted the importance of the fence. It looked sturdy; not enough to keep out any sort of sustained pressure, but if they could find some way to barricade the gaps that allowed the main road through the two halves of the retail park, they might be able to deter anything that hadn’t set its mind specifically on getting in.


  Jason approached them, parking the cart carrying Michael next to Rachel.


  “That’s the place,” he said, pointing at the hardware store. “Kitchen supplies. At the very least they’ll stock some pretty deadly carving knives.”


  “And if that fails, they’re bound to have some heavy-duty frying pans,” Rachel said with a smile.


  Michael and John both felt smiles creep across their lips.


  “We should approach from there,” John said, pointing to the right of the complex. “That side of the place must be where they house the air conditioning. No windows.”


  “Doesn’t look like there is anybody in the place, though,” Rachel said dubiously.


  “Which is exactly how it’s going to look when we’re inside,” John said.


  “Point taken.”


  John took the lead, creeping around the retail park in a wide arc until he reached the spot he had pointed out to them. Rachel followed, and Jason came last, in his now-familiar role as Michael’s transportation. Taking the cart would be slow and cumbersome, John had argued, and no one had disagreed. Better to have to return to get the supplies they had brought with them, than to clumsily give away their approach.


  When they were ready, facing as few of the complex’s windows as possible, John began to stalk forward, and the others followed. The fence would be an easy climb for all but Jason, carrying Michael on his back, but Rachel knew her brother would make it. With every step she expected some activity, some burst of the Infected, or maybe the crack of a sniper sitting in one of the stores, watching their every move, but none came. The retail park felt eerie, like the last place on earth.


  John traversed the fence with the agility of a primate, up and over in one smooth, near-silent motion, dropping to the concrete on the other side in a low crouch, and scanning left and right for movement. Jason went next, clambering over with considerably less grace and more noise, accepting John’s hand for balance as he lowered himself on the other side. Rachel saw her brother’s face flushing, and realised the weight of Michael, hanging from his neck, was slowly strangling him. When finally he touched the floor on the other side of the fence, he choked down some air.


  Rachel climbed up and over the fence, and for a brief moment her mind filled with those memories of childhood that she tried to forget, of her best friend falling from the wall in her parents’ back garden, smashing into the greenhouse, nearly severing her leg. Setting her mouth in a firm line and banishing the remembered smell of blood, she flung her legs over, dropping to the floor alongside her brother.


  The four of them waited for several long seconds, scanning the buildings nervously for any sign of movement; seeing none. They moved forward slowly, and Rachel marvelled at how quickly she had adjusted to the pressing need for silence. How they all had: even Jason, tortured by whatever was going on in his head, moved with a caution and stealth that belied both his size and the fact that he was carrying a fully grown man on his back. Michael clung to Jason’s neck with his left arm, sweeping the rifle back and forth with his right.


  Amazing, she thought, how quickly we adapt when we need to.


  They were next to a large pet store, and Rachel couldn’t help but wonder how many variations of her mother’s dog there were out there: domesticated furry members of the family suddenly altered, wild and dangerous. The supermarket next door to the pet store was smaller, one of those ‘quick-stop’ places rather than an out-and-out superstore. Plenty of food for the four of us, though, she thought.


  John pointed at the side door as they approached and shook his head firmly.


  Rachel stared at the door. Metal; heavy duty. It would be locked, and very difficult to open without creating far too much noise. John led them away from it, toward the rear of the shops, past dumpsters and loading areas, searching for an opportunity to avoid having to break into the place or enter at the front, where floor-to-ceiling glass would leave them wide open to anyone watching from inside. Finally he found what he was looking for: a half-open shutter, almost concealed by a delivery truck that looked to have been halfway through unloading when the shit hit the fan.


  Crouching, they moved underneath and into the building, and immediately saw the light spilling from the cracks of a door that led from the loading dock and into the store beyond. John made for it, ears straining painfully to catch a hint of movement ahead or behind. Everything was still.


  He eased the door open and peered inside: offices, lots of glass, all floodlit by fluorescent strip lights. He saw dormant computers, stacks of paperwork, stained mugs and sad plants. Nothing was waiting for them. He poured himself through the doorway, making no sound. One by one they filed into the corridor, eyes scanning every corner as they moved.


  Lagging behind, contorting awkwardly to duck under the shutter, Jason and Michael brought up the rear, and when they joined the others in the corridor, Michael clutched Jason’s neck tightly as a thought occurred to him, far too late.


  This is all too easy.


  The lights went out.


  


  *


  


  Claire woke up, and for just a second forgot what waking up actually meant.


  I’m still alive.


  She was in a cramped, dark space. Twisting her neck uncomfortably, her eyes widened in surprise.


  The boy sitting next to her in the dark space clamped his hand over her opening mouth, and shook his head firmly. Releasing her, he touched his forefinger to his lips, and jerked his head up. Claire lifted her eyes, and saw the sliver of light above her, a perfect rectangle of it. They were in a bin.


  Her eyes widened, and she nodded her understanding.


  She was still on the street. The boy had seen her, and his attempt at a rescue had ended here, at an island in a deadly sea. She mouthed him thank you.


  He nodded, and seemed to relax a little.


  It was hard to tell in the darkness, and through the layer of filth that covered his skin, but he looked a couple of years older than her. Ten or eleven. It dawned on Claire that she was probably filthy too; she hadn’t seen her reflection in a week.


  They sat there, statuesque in the filth, for what felt to Claire like an eternity, trembling every time something shuffled into the dumpster with a thud, expecting at any moment to feel the lid being ripped open and the monsters coming in.


  Finally, when the sliver of light around the lid of the bin had all but gone, and dusk had fallen, it was the boy that moved, rising up slowly to peer through the gap like a periscope.


  He sat back down carefully.


  “I think they’ve gone,” he breathed. “They move like that now, in flocks, like birds. Back and forth. Until they hear someone. Have to be really quiet. They don’t seem to know otherwise, they…can’t see.”


  Claire nodded.


  “Thank you so much, I don’t remember –“


  “You fell,” he whispered. “From the roof. I think you were freerunning.”


  He grinned, and Claire felt her own mouth split in a smile.


  “They were all still going into the pub, I dragged you in here.” He puffed out his chest a little and smiled broadly.


  “But where have you been hiding? Shouldn’t we try to get there?”


  He looked a little crestfallen.


  “Uh…”


  “Oh!” said Claire, and he lifted his palms, wincing, bringing her volume back down.


  “You’ve been hiding here?”


  He nodded glumly.


  “For how long?”


  “Since it started.” His eyes hit the floor.


  Claire caught the next question in her throat. Hunger was at the forefront of her thoughts, but staring around the dumpster, she realised asking what he’d been eating the past week probably wasn’t wise.


  “I’m Pete,” he said, extending his digits for an oddly formal handshake.


  “Claire,” she said, and he grinned, before his eyes filled with concern.


  “You fell pretty hard. Are you hurt?”


  The truth was that Claire’s hip hurt like nothing she had ever felt in her eight-and-a-bit years, and her head was doing its best to catch up.


  She shook her head firmly, eyes flickering only a little at the pain of the motion.


  “You think we should find somewhere else?”


  Claire nodded.


  “I do, too.”


  The lid of the dumpster was heavy plastic, and it took all Pete’s strength to lift it, and to balance it as he gingerly propped it against the wall.


  They peered over the side. The roads looked to have cleared, the creatures apparently concluding that their prey had escaped. They clambered out.


  It was a simple twist of fate: Claire had no way of knowing that the bottle had snagged on the hem of her pyjamas, no idea until her leg was already over the side of the dumpster and she noticed the unfamiliar weight, and by then gravity took the bottle away from her and, with a smash, the week of careful dumpster-living Pete had endured was undone.


  Claire was out of the dumpster even as the blood was draining from her face, and for a brief second her gaze caught Pete’s and she saw her terror reflected in his eyes. And then they were running.


  Pete’s legs burned from several days of immobility, but he pumped them like well-oiled pistons when he saw the first of the Infected loping around the corner of the pub. He didn’t need to look to see if Claire was following: he could feel her presence beside him, heard her panting for breath alternating with his own as they ran.


  The open street would kill them; they both knew it, and so they bolted as one for the archway that led to the small underground car park that served the high street shoppers and filled every Saturday afternoon with cars and muttered curses.


  Inside there was a lift, but Claire dragged Pete away from it, her eyes wide with remembered fright, and they burst through flimsy swinging doors into the stairwell, throwing themselves down the steps as fast as their balance would allow.


  They descended two flights, to the basement level. Only a few cars were parked there, the harsh lighting casting long shadows from them, turning the floor into a chessboard of light and dark patches. In several of the lighted areas, Claire could see blood; in one, a severed leg, just sitting there, as though its owner had only put it down for a moment.


  There was no way out. Just the angled stair they had come down. Snarling erupted through the doors two floors above them, and Claire knew what the sound meant: they were trapped.


  Pete pointed frantically: a small hatchback stood in the centre of the car park, the driver side door wide open. Pete sprinted over and leapt inside, and Claire landed on top of him. She pulled the door shut as quietly as possible and they both held their breath, watching in horror as creatures began to emerge through the doors, fanning out, flickering in and out of sight as they moved under the lights and into the shadows.


  You will not scream, Claire thought, and then the lights went out, plunging the car into impenetrable darkness.


  


  *


  


  The electrical grid serving the UK, the lifeline that was warmth and light, the blood that pumped through the veins of every man, woman and child in the country, finally coughed out its last breath a week after the small army of people required to keep it running abruptly had their shift ended. In major cities the severing of power proved catastrophic and subtle, like a belly wound. The loss of power was fatal, but the death of the country was to be slow, an inevitable decay that would be punctuated by explosions, like boils bursting on rotting skin.


  Darkness fell.


  


  


  


  Chapter 12


  


  The base located at the heart of the Northumberland National Park was a splinter in the skin of the world; a jutting intrusion driving down twenty-seven levels into the earth like an inverted skyscraper.


  Construction had begun in 1971: an endless stream of mighty trucks arriving to pour millions of tonnes of concrete down into the bowels of the country, leaving and returning incessantly like bees visiting their hive over a period of many months.


  To the vast majority of the nearly four thousand people that now inhabited the base, it comprised of just twenty two levels: even within the most secret of cabals, there were some who knew more than others. The existence of the lowest five levels was known only to a select few.


  Some even knew the locations of the twenty other such bases that blemished the earth, and had a rough idea just how many people would be left when the project was completed, but all were drawing up their plans, carving up their particular slice of the planet that would be born when the fire burned out: Wildfire, boiled down to its essence, was a coup. Humanity had been doing it since the notion of hierarchy first dawned on the species. This was simply a new weapon, a genetic dirty bomb detonated everywhere simultaneously. Small, invisible Armageddon.


  It was meant to have a lifespan. Wildfire was supposed to have officially ceased operation entirely some forty-eight hours earlier. But in the hive of activity that was one of the base’s five secret research floors, the minds that had worked for years to perfect the ultimate cleansing of the planet had known that the train had come off the rails a long time before that. Each passing hour merely underlined the scale of the failure: the infection was supposed to spread and then cannibalise itself. The Infected were meant to kill each other. They didn’t.


  Victor fucking Chamberlain.


  Fred Sullivan had been part of the human race for seventy-three years and counting, and in that time he’d seen plenty go wrong. Nothing though, in quite the all-the-dominoes-in-a-line fashion that Project Wildfire had. Even with the benefit of hindsight, it would have been difficult to pinpoint the event that set the ball rolling on the chain reaction of bad decisions and worse luck that had led to the clusterfuck, but Victor Chamberlain was at the centre of it all.


  The man had been a nobody; just a programmer with an inflated sense of importance. All but invisible eight years earlier, when he had actually stood among them, but now Sullivan knew every contour on the man’s face. Everything stemmed from a problem in the guidance system of the canisters that didn’t even seem to affect anything. The guidance systems performed flawlessly because Victor’s addition to the code was a trickster: lurking in Guidance, focused on Biology.


  Letting the manipulation go undiscovered had been a grievous error. Letting Victor slip away when his work was done was a catastrophe. He just hadn’t been important. Then.


  The loss of contact with the team Sullivan had sent out to retrieve Victor meant death. Victor’s, most certainly; maybe everyone else’s too. Without knowing what Victor had altered, there was no way to fix what had been done. The architects of Project Wildfire hadn’t thinned the herd: they had altered it. Made it deadly and given it a singular hatred for humanity. Sullivan had resigned himself to this eventuality when the team had not returned. They were as capable as any of the few hundred men serving as military at the base.


  The only thing that would prevent the temporary safe-house the base represented becoming a prison was adaptation. In some ways, it occurred to Fred, nothing had really changed. Wildfire had given them a world ready for the taking, and those in the bases were better off than the poor bastards out there in the crumbling world; better positioned for the clean-up operation.


  What the people at the base needed was knowledge. They had some, but they needed more.


  Fred drew himself up to his full height. Age had shortened none of his bones, and he towered over several of the men that stood alongside him. In an impeccable silver suit, his appearance among them was startling, and he looked the more threatening despite the fact that they carried guns.


  Fred needed their guns because more knowledge was on its way down to him, taking the elevator down to the main subterranean entrance of the base. Sullivan and his men formed a semicircle, training their weapons on the doors as they slid aside with a metallic rumble.


  Fred grinned broadly.


  “Mr McIntosh,” he said warmly. “Do come in.”


  


  *


  


  Jake had a gun of course, but his wasn’t raised, and all eight of theirs were. He hadn’t really believed that he would just be able to slip into the base without being noticed. Hoped it might have taken a little longer, though.


  The elevator doors had opened onto a large foyer. Sparsely decorated, all sleek metal and polished glass. Given the option to build a hideaway while the world collapsed, the people in the base had chosen to make their home look like an office building with a prestigious address. Disappointing.


  About the only thing livening up the décor were the eight men pointing guns at him, and the tall old man whose suit looked like it had grown out of the silver floor of the place.


  “You know my name?”


  “Please drop that gun, Jake. It is Jake, isn’t it?”


  Jake let the rifle fall from his grasp with a clatter. His eyes never left the old man in the ridiculous suit’s face. He would answer.


  “You have an eminently recognisable face, Jake. We have software for that.”


  Of course.


  “Mine is somewhat recognisable. More so than most here, that’s for sure. My name is Fred Sullivan. Yours is Jake McIntosh. Or Alex McIntosh. I suppose that depends.”


  Jake’s eyes narrowed dangerously as the old man’s mouth gave a hint of a smirk.


  “You’re a murderer, misters McIntosh.”


  Fred tutted, and shook his head disapprovingly.


  “It takes one to know one,” Jake said, and the oddly childish retort made Fred blink in surprise. He roared a laugh.


  “Quite so my boy! But I’m so much more efficient. Take him.”


  He turned, striding away from Jake, grinning as he felt the heat of the man’s psychotic gaze burning into his back.


  The armed men advanced on Jake, and he saw something he’d only just gotten used to not thinking about: plastic handcuffs. With an affable smile, he strolled forward, and held out his wrists. Meek surrender had worked for him once, three years earlier, when a fresh-faced uniformed police officer had stumbled upon him.


  They expect a fight, and a struggle to cuff a man’s arms behind his back, you provide a mental cue to keep the hands in front. It had worked that time, and then he had no knife up his sleeve.


  His fingers curled inward, the base of his thumb grazing the cool steel.


  “Take the knife too,” Fred barely raised the tumbling gravel of his voice as he reached elevator doors twenty feet away; didn’t need to. It carried.


  “We’re not amateurs here, Mr McIntosh. And you represent something of rare value to us. Your stay can be cordial, or it can be something more…fun. But your love of knives and killing will get you nowhere down here.”


  Fred took his hand from the elevators doors, letting them smoothly erase him.


  Jake had the barrel of an assault rifle pressed up under his jaw, felt strong hands clamping onto his arms. Two heavy boots crushed his toes, rooting him to the spot. He felt the knife being plucked from the makeshift sheath he had attached to his forearm.


  Finally, the gun released its grip on his throat, and Jake was allowed to lower his chin, and his eyes came to rest on the man directly in front of him. Late forties, bulky, sharp eyes nestling in the shadows cast by craggy lines cut deep onto a worn-leather skin.


  “Ripley, head of security.” The shadows on the man’s face grew deeper as he grinned. “And personally? I think your stay will be fun.”


  The butt of the rifle arrived without warning, jabbed sharply from his blind spot, smashing into Jake’s left temple and the room blinked out of existence.


  


  *


  


  The basement level of the car park stood in absolute darkness.


  The car shuddered a little every time one of the Infected stumbled into it, as though recoiling at their touch. With each vibration Claire felt her heart trying to evacuate her body via her throat, and was sure that it was just a matter of time before the thumping beat in her chest gave her away.


  She held her breath, releasing it in tiny instalments, praying that the air escaping from her lungs was not as loud as it sounded to her ears. In the impenetrable gloom, she could not hear Pete breathing, couldn’t see him either. The darkness and silence was otherworldly; she began to feel as though she were trapped in a coffin.


  Once, in a different lifetime, her mother had visited a spa and tried out an isolation tank: when she told Claire about it, she’d said the experience had been relaxing. Claire thought it sounded anything but.


  She wasn’t scared of the dark; not exactly – she was confident she’d outgrown that half her life ago – but she had a fertile imagination, and darkness acted like an accelerant, and the notions that grew in her mind did so at an alarming pace.


  She imagined that the creatures outside were slowly lining up around the car, facing them, patiently waiting for the moment that they dared to make a sound before finally swarming over the car. Cold sweat dotted her brow, and she felt droplets running down her back. Her young mind frantically attempted to come up with some prior experience to help her deal with the situation; came up empty.


  Just as she was certain her terror was going to induce a heart attack, Pete found what he had been searching for in the dark: the controls for the headlights. In his father’s car the switch was to the right of the steering wheel. He found the lever on which the switch sat and twisted, and the headlights flooded the area in a bleak, brilliant light.


  They were all around the car, a wall of flesh closing in; chaotically moving in and around each other like bubbles in a glass of cola, as if some music that Claire and he could not hear was playing, propelling the things on in a grisly, dripping ballet.


  The sight was horrific, but in some ways being able to see them eased Claire’s howling nerves a little. Pete had found a solution to the dark while she was still paralysed by fright – or maybe his terror was simply even starker than her own. The light did nothing to disturb the infected men and women swirling about in the car park: they saw nothing.


  Claire and Pete watched the grisly dance in silence, both wondering if they might ever again leave the car, when suddenly the inaudible music stopped. Every shuffling step halted, every mutilated face picked out by the glare of the headlights rose to the ceiling in unison, as though they had simultaneously caught the hint of a sound.


  And then they did something new. Something Claire hadn’t seen before.


  


  *


  


  Michael felt Jason’s bulky body stiffen underneath him as the place fell into impenetrable darkness. A trap. He could almost feel the clenching of Jason’s jaw.


  John dropped instantly into a defensive crouch, blade raised in front of him. With his left hand he reached out and found Rachel’s arm, and pulled her down into a crouch next to him. He left his hand on her forearm, straining to hear anything, ready to squeeze a warning.


  Nothing.


  “It’s not just the lights,” Michael hissed, “Everything in the offices is dark. It’s a power cut.”


  John allowed himself to relax a little, rising up on his haunches. Michael was right, even the blinking lights representing answerphone messages had winked out of existence.


  “It’s okay,” he whispered, guiding Rachel back up.


  “Or maybe power failure is closer to the truth,” Michael said, and their hearts sank. Rachel had been right about the future that lay in store for the country, the steady unravelling of the world the people had taken for granted. But it had happened so fast. 


  We were always so close to this, Michael thought, only ever a few days away from things ending. The thought terrified and saddened him. Civilization was just a flimsy floor that could have been whipped out from underneath them at any point.


  Gradually their eyes adjusted to the heavy darkness, and they were able to pick out the shapes of the glass walls and doors, but little else. Progress through the offices, if it were to remain silent, would be painfully slow.


  John reached into a pocket and pulled out a small flashlight he had retrieved from the wreckage of the car the day before, flicking it on.


  Almost immediately he felt Rachel’s hand shoot out, covering the light.


  “No light,” she hissed. “It’s not just the Infected we need to worry about.”


  John stared at her in surprise, just able to pick out the expression in the soft glow seeping out from beneath the hand that blocked the light. She looked deadly serious, and for a moment John could see the pain written on her features, the toxic memory of five days spent alone with Victor Chamberlain. He flicked the light off, trying to quickly construct a mental map of the path ahead. At the end of the glass corridor created by offices to either side, he knew there was a left turn, leading to a closed door underneath an exit sign. If they were lucky, that would lead them out into the store itself, and moonlight streaming through the windows might give them a chance to see their surroundings.


  It felt like moving through soup, like a thickness hung in the air itself.


  When they reached the door and John opened it, inch by dreadful inch, they saw it immediately: flashlights winking into life in the building opposite them.


  Seeing the lights sent a quiver through Michael. It meant the chance of Infected nearby had to be small; to them the presence of humans seemed to act like a black hole, slowly sucking them toward it. It also meant there were humans who had survived through the week. Just as they had.


  When Michael thought about the toll the previous week days had taken on the four of them, he couldn’t help but wonder if other people were really something he wanted to run into either.


  As the four of them approached the windows in the dark, staring across at the cones of light, and realising that the movement of them seemed odd, John didn’t see philosophy: he saw a combat tactic.


  He twisted even as the first of them charged through the doors separating them from the main mall area to the right.


  Two men and a woman. Armed exactly as John had envisioned himself being; laden with knives. Bloodied. Not friendly.


  He reached into the sheath at his side without missing a beat, bringing his arm up smoothly and releasing the smaller of his knives, sending it on a brief journey into the shoulder of the first of them, spinning him around. The section of John’s mind still capable of analytical thought registered disappointment: missed the throat, and then all thoughts were gone, and he was charging forward.


  


  *


  


  As one, the Infected surrounding the car hummed, as if in acknowledgment of something, and Claire felt the significance of the change in their behaviour despite her lack of understanding.


  The creatures snapped into motion like one coiled entity, all sprinting back toward the doorway, crashing into the walls, draining clumsily out of the room through the narrow exit like congealed fat.


  Claire and Pete sat, stunned, mouths dropped open, until the last of the Infected exited the basement level. They heard the noise of the creatures’ passage receding, finally disappearing back through the door two storeys up.


  In the light cast by the headlights, Pete turned and saw Claire’s face, pale and white, hovering in the gloom; disembodied. He hoped she could see no more of him, and he felt his cheeks burn a little as he clenched his thighs uncomfortably on the wet warmth at his groin.


  After an age he whispered: “Holy shit” and Claire frowned a little at the word.


  “It was like they all heard something.”


  Claire nodded, lips trembling wildly.


  “Did you hear anything?”


  She shook her head.


  “I didn’t either,” he said, sounding perplexed. “They were…humming. I’ve never seen them do that. Like they were talking to each other.” His brow knitted.


  “Thank you, for turning on the lights,” Claire said, by way of her feeling that she should say something. “How did you know where the switch was?” Her eyes were wide, as it suddenly dawned on her that in the dark, Pete could easily have sounded the horn instead of finding the lights.


  His pale face dropped, eyes squeezing shut.


  “This is my Dad’s car,” he said. “This is where we were, when...you know.”


  Of course she knew she shouldn’t have asked; it’s just that Claire didn’t quite know it in time, but the words were faltering even as they spilled out of her mouth, and she saw the blood on the driver side window. Inside.


  “Where’s your Dad?”


  She bit her lip as his eyes filled with pain.


  “What do you think we should do?” she said before he could respond.


  In the ghostly light, she saw his narrow shoulders shrug.


  “I think we should see if we can go somewhere else. If they come back, I don’t want to be stuck here.”


  Claire saw his eyes fall to the blood spattered on the door next to him, and understood. She nodded. Headlights ran car batteries down in any case, her mother had told her so once in laughing frustration, and she did not want to be there when the car park went dark again.


  Careful not to make a sound, they crept out of the car and over to the stairwell, and cocked their ears. A deep rumbling above them. Outside. Humming. Eyes wide, straining in the gloom to catch any sign of movement, Claire and Pete began to climb.


  


  *


  


  It was Cardiff that made Michael do it. The darkness that had fallen over him in Cardiff, the same darkness that had ringed his consciousness ever since, laying siege to his senses. The choice he’d made in Cardiff, taking the road that led to blood, the one he had prayed nightly he would never have to make again. He had tried to keep the images of the door; of the corridor and the screaming baby, locked away from his consciousness, tried burying them in the noise of everyday life.


  Now, his mind leapt through the memories, processing them even as he saw John shifting his weight downwards, arming the strike he was preparing to deliver to the second man’s knee; computing outcomes as he felt Jason shrugging out from beneath him, snapping into action like an automated sentry.


  There would be noise. But John and Jason would kill the strangers, and Michael saw from their faces that they were only attacking through fear. If they started killing the survivors they met, there would be no turning back. He had to stop it. Michael raised the rifle, pointing the barrel at the ceiling, forefinger cradling the trigger.


  


  *


  


  Claire tilted her head by fractions, until the street came into view. There were hundreds of them standing there, humming, all of them seeming to crowd around one that stood above the rest, humming at them, conducting them like an evangelist.


  


  *


  


  And fired.


  


  *


  


  The humming stopped, cut short by something Claire couldn’t hear. The creature she thought of as the conductor roared and leapt to the ground and then the whole mass of them charged south as one, hundreds of them filling the winding streets; a seething river of flesh and teeth.


  


  


  Chapter 13


  


  The roar of the rifle made them freeze.


  Michael was on the floor, where Jason had dropped him as he stumbled blindly toward murder. Jason had already killed for him once, and the repercussions had damaged the poor bastard’s mind, perhaps irrevocably. Michael wouldn’t allow it to happen again.


  The people that had burst through the doors screaming wildly in terror they hoped they’d disguised as threat all stared at the gun in horror.


  “You’ve killed us all,” the one with the knife embedded in his shoulder grunted through gritted teeth. “Every one of them for miles heard that.”


  “And you heard that,” Michael snapped. “We die killing them. Not killing each other. Is that hard to understand? In case you hadn’t noticed, we’re an endangered species. Maybe fighting each other isn’t the wisest course of action. Does everybody get that?”


  He wondered then if he would have to raise the rifle again, half expected that his words would need the reinforcement of weaponry. Felt a little like weeping when he sensed the tension among them begin to dissipate.


  The faces of the strangers were fixed on him. He felt Rachel’s gaze on him too. Even John turned to stare at him, and Michael realised suddenly that the man’s military background didn’t automatically confer leadership skills. Only Jason didn’t meet Michael’s gaze. His eyes remained rooted on the distance, staring at something only he saw.


  They crave someone to tell them what to do, Michael thought, surprised. They hadn’t just lost their homes; their loved ones. They had lost authority, and for many people, that would be a loss almost as grievous.


  “One of the shops in this place must have a basement, somewhere we can lock down. We need to find it fast.”


  “They all do,” one of the strangers said, a paunchy man in office wear. “Stockrooms, maintenance areas.”


  Michael felt like punching the air.


  “Then the hardware store it is,” he said grimly.


  


  *


  


  Alex McIntosh awoke to a slow, insistent pain that sat in a sort of stasis; muted. Like a throbbing drum heard through the walls of a neighbouring building. He knew instinctively that when he moved, the beat would move uptempo. He opened an eye cautiously and let the surgical white of his cell flood in, and the pain lurking in his head kicked down the walls and played the chorus.


  He groaned, lifting a hand to block out the light until his eyes adjusted, and the sight of the unfamiliar clothes, and the blood on his hands and unfamiliar needle marks on his arm told him that all was most definitely not well.


  Fucking coward.


  It had always been the same, waking from the strange stupor of being placed on autopilot by Jake for any period of time. Waking almost always meant finding himself waist deep in trouble. Or blood.


  Alex’s earliest memory of awakening from one of the strange semi-comas induced by Jake’s presence was a blurry smear of an image, located somewhere in the days surrounding his sixth birthday. Alex had returned to the world in the garden of his first foster family, and had discovered that he was humming the tune of Happy Birthday, and his hands were buried wrist-deep in the still-warm corpse of the neighbours’ cat.


  It was just the start of a series of terrifying awakenings.


  Jake, as Alex had learned painfully over the years, truly wanted to interact with the stranger renting space in his mind. Alex often wondered if the reason Jake was such an unrelenting monster was down to him, and that burning desire for communication. Maybe Jake had decided that was the only way to convey his impotent fury at the intrusion: to ensure that wherever Alex awoke, he was likely to find himself mired in horror. There was no mistaking the intent of Jake’s messages.


  Sometimes it had been awaking in horrors like the cat, but those situations soon ceased. Jake, Alex guessed, had simply decided that those experiences were too much fun to share. Instead, Alex found himself sprung from his internal prison whenever there was trouble. If a situation couldn’t be resolved by violence, Jake simply removed himself from it.


  The pain in Alex’s head snapped him back to the present. His head always ached when he was handed the reins, as though the flipping of the internal switch made some fundamental changes to his brain chemistry, like long-learned neural pathways were breaking and remaking themselves over and over. This pain was different though, and the waves of nausea he felt as he sat up told their own version of events. He had been knocked unconscious, and now he was sitting in a padded room, all brilliant white light bouncing off the surface of a pure white cell.


  The situation was depressingly familiar, and yet the cell looked nothing like the converted-mansion affairs at Moorcroft. This cell was small and perfectly formed, shimmering with newness. The door was barely there, built almost invisibly into the wall. The entire ceiling was a square LED light, save for a small black rectangle in one corner, behind which, Alex assumed, there lurked a surveillance camera. The bed and toilet – the only furnishings – grew almost organically out of the floor, giving the impression that the room had been carved from a single block of plastic.


  Alex pulled his feet up onto the bed and hugged his knees, looking up sharply as the door yawned noiselessly and three men entered, looming over him, making the cell feel suddenly claustrophobic.


  He blinked in surprise. Two of the men were dressed a little like SWAT officers, though their uniform bore no insignia. The third man, flanked by the others, was dressed in a lab coat. Alex focused on the two officers; on the assault rifles they kept only a twitch away from activity.


  “Jake,” the man in the lab coat began, as though winding up to deliver a rehearsed speech.


  “No. Alex.”


  The man in the lab coat – short, a little tubby, balding, snapped his mouth shut and stared, apparently disappointed.


  “Alex,” the man repeated, and the word came out as a sigh.


  “Where am I?”


  The balding man tutted. “Not as important a question as who you are, I’m afraid. We don’t want you. We want him.”


  Alex felt his stomach drop as the words wormed into his mind. He could see no potential way for them to get at Jake that didn’t involve matters turning very bad.


  “We’re trying to recreate something, you see. Something that someone wanted very much to happen. But they are not around, and you are. But we need the real you.”


  Alex felt hot anger burning on his skin.


  “I am the real me,” he snarled.


  “I suppose that’s a matter for philosophical debate. But I’m afraid we disagree, and we’ve got guns.”


  The man turned on his heel and strode to the door, which slid open for him. The two armed men followed, and as the door closed, Alex heard him utter two words that made his nerves sing even though he had no idea what they meant.


  “Get Ripley.”


  Left alone with his fractured thoughts, Alex searched his memory, and as was usual whenever he tried to see what Jake had seen, came up with unfocused images, snapshots taken by a shaking camera: Dr Jackson. A helicopter. Blood.


  Nothing that provided any useful insight, beyond reaffirming that Jake was utterly insane. He remembered the terror of being chased by the horrors that had attacked Moorcroft and Rothbury, remembered the clammy, shuddering certainty that he had been about to die, the overwhelming sense of panic. And then darkness as Jake took over.


  With no idea how much time had passed, Alex began to wonder about the world as he had left it. How widespread was the plague that had afflicted his corner of Northumberland? The north? The country? The world?


  The cell was, apparently, soundproof: he got no warning that the door was about to slide open, and a burly man strode in, waving a dismissive hand behind him, as though he was telling someone outside to stay put. He moved into the room with an almost tangible confidence that made Alex shrink.


  The man grinned widely.


  “Told you it would be fun,” he said, and clouted Alex across the ear. The gesture was oddly paternal, making the pain it delivered seem surprising.


  Wincing, Alex turned his head back to face the man, and got clouted again.


  The grin widened.


  Alex opened his mouth to speak, and again the man’s palm smashed into his ear. He stared at the man for several long seconds, and opened his mouth again; got clouted. When he again met the man’s gaze, he kept his mouth firmly shut.


  “Good,” Ripley said. “Four slaps. You believe I once had a guy who lasted sixteen?” He shook his head with a sad smile. “Never could figure out if he was defiant or stupid. But you’re smart. Only four slaps.”


  He clouted Alex again, grinning.


  “Make it five. So, I speak, you listen. We have your file. We have some doctors,” - the word emerged laced with contempt - “here that believe they can talk you into doing what we need. And I’ve been told that there are subtle things we can do with the lights and with your…facilities here.”


  He looked around the cell derisively.


  “Things that might induce your other self to appear, given time. Such methods do work, I’ve seen it, and they are broadly considered humane, comparatively.”


  He sniffed, and his face wrinkled in distaste.


  “But I am impatient. And something of a traditionalist.”


  He brightened.


  “And torture just works.”


  He grabbed the collar of Alex’s sweater and dragged him to the floor, marching toward the door, hauling Alex behind him like a sack of meat. When Alex began to struggle, he found the man’s fingers locked in place like rusted deadbolts; immovable, and then he was out of the cell and in the corridor, and the two armed men reappeared, and Alex felt his legs being lifted from the floor, and he screamed helplessly.


  


  *


  


  As they ran to the hardware store, past darkened storefronts and an empty doughnut cart that made her stomach growl, Rachel caught the look that John shot at her, the subtle nod of the head in Michael’s direction, and she understood.


  Michael was the reason they were heading toward Aberystwyth, and extreme danger. It was a thought that had occurred to her more than once, and on each occasion she had dismissed it. Michael was, literally, dead weight, and leading them on what was in all likelihood a fool’s errand.


  She shook her head, and glared at John as he ran beside her.


  Claire Evans might well be dead, and Michael might well be an anvil around their necks. It didn’t matter. To her their direction of travel was the only option; all other roads led to monstrous destinations.


  It hadn’t even occurred to Rachel to question why John was still with them when he was clearly capable of looking after himself. Even if she had pondered it, the surprising answer may not have presented itself.


  She was breathless by the time they reached the hardware store, and saw the flashlights suspended on string tied to shelves laden with paints and brushes. They had just entered the store that they’d been staring into minutes earlier, she realised. The dangling lights were the distraction that had given the three strangers that now ran with them the chance to sneak toward them unnoticed.


  Once they were inside, John found the mechanism that released a metal shutter to divide the store from the mall’s common area, and it squealed to the floor. Rachel eyed the flimsy metal dubiously: it was just a wire cage. Wouldn’t hold for long.


  John saw her doubt and shrugged.


  “Might buy us a little time.”


  The words only reinforced the growing, gnawing doubt in Rachel’s mind: that she might never again see the outside of the store. As the three newcomers piled forward into the aisles that they had made their temporary home, searching out anything that might serve as a better weapon than the knives, it began to feel a little like a last stand. Frustration surged through her.


  Jason set Michael down on the counter, next to the tills, facing the door. Rachel watched as the crippled policeman lifted the rifle in his good arm and aimed it through one of the gaps in the shutter, and felt sympathy shove the anger aside. Michael had barely mentioned his daughter, had seemed to focus only on getting them from one situation to the next, but as Rachel stared at the firm set of the man’s jaw, she thought she understood that every action he took was calculated to bring him closer to his little girl.


  Inviting John into the group, stopping the inevitable murder of the three strangers now taking up arms alongside them, even subtly taking charge of the rifle. It all had a purpose. Without Michael’s intervention, Rachel envisioned a meeting of Jason and John going very differently, and almost certainly ending in violence. The existence of Claire Evans, and Michael’s determination to reach her, might just have saved all of their lives.


  She cast her frustration and despair aside and ran to the Do-It-Yourself section, snatching up a nail gun before moving on to kitchenware, and the knives.


  


  *


  


  Alex had always supposed that torture was meant to be accompanied by questions. Ripley had none, just a relentless barrage of pain that slipped in stealthily, leaving no marks beyond the reddening of the ear that suffered repeated blows. The rest was invisible. The slapping graduated to pinching and twisting and pressure, all accompanied by that savage grin, and then finally, when Ripley seemed to bore a little of inflicting torment on him personally, he gestured for one of his colleagues to bring over the wet towel and the jug of water.


  Alex had heard about waterboarding. In truth, he hadn’t thought it sounded that bad, like it probably ranked fairly low on the league table of potential ways one human being could inflict torment on another.


  The first jug cured him of that misapprehension. The trickling cascade of water appeared gentle, but underneath the soaked towel the effect was all-consuming, the theft of breath from his lungs swamping his entire being in abstract terror. It was the torture of death without release.


  When the eternity of torment that was the first jug finally ended, Alex coughed and sobbed and begged to talk; would have said anything. He received a familiar clout on the ear and then the crawling deconstruction was on him again, fracturing his mind in a long, slow torrent of agony.


  By the end of the second jug, Alex prayed that he might die, but as soon as he felt like he might actually find oblivion, the trickling stopped, and the world rushed back in on a lung-searing cough that seemed to wrench every muscle in his body.


  After the fourth jug, he was allowed a brief respite, and he filled the break in the torture with hysterical sobs.


  Ripley sighed impatiently and whipped away the sodden towel.


  Alex was pinned down by strong hands on a table in the centre of an otherwise empty room. A dim glow rose from floor lights, not quite reaching the ceiling. As his vision swam, he was almost able to imagine that there was no roof, and that the darkness above him was expansive sky. Only the sour stink of Ripley’s sweat and his own urine broke the illusion.


  Shame burned inside him, and something else; a cold fury was gathering familiar momentum. For a fleeting moment he felt the change taking place in his head, was able to discern a sense of titanic outrage slowly filling him, rising up inexorably like sun-blasted mercury. He struggled to keep his hand on the wheel, but he had gone many hours without meds by now, and he approached like a driverless train.


  Snap.


  Jake bucked his back as he awoke, let the muscles in his shoulders and chest spasm wildly, and felt the grip on his left wrist slacken a degree. The wrist was soaked; slippery. In an instant he tore it free and drove the point of his forefinger up into the eye of the man that had been holding him, feeling the wet pop as he drove his digit through the man’s eyeball. The room filled with a high-pitched scream of horror as Jake curled his fingers around the bundle of nerves that had linked eye to brain and squeezed.


  Ripley clapped his hands in delight.


  “There he is!”


  Snarling in blind rage, Jake felt himself being hoisted off the table by several strong arms, and carried over to a door that suddenly gaped open and swallowed him whole, before shutting behind him with a bang.


  He hit the floor with a thump even as he realised that he was not alone in the room, and that whatever was in there was not human. He rolled; heard the movement as something crashed through the space he had vacated, and then he was up, and he saw.


  He was in a small room, maybe twelve by twelve. The room held only one thing: a middle-aged man drenched in blood; gaping sockets where his eyes had been, leaping toward him, teeth bared.


  Jake had always found it difficult to resist acting on impulse. Sometimes his mind just went on its merry way and took him along for the ride.


  The thing drove its snapping jaws toward the soft flesh of Jake’s underarm, narrowly missing as he twisted. Rage consumed him, and he smoothly brought his arm up over the creature’s head and smashed it down, knocking it off balance, and then Jake followed the only course of action his mind offered up, the distinctive and familiar tug of insanity, and clamped his own jaws shut on the thing’s neck, tearing away a chunk of foul tasting flesh, spitting it aside with a cackle, and driving his teeth down again.


  Alien molecules danced in his bloodstream, bonding and altering, mutating at a chromosomal level, genes recoding. Neurons fired and receptors flared; fireworks erupting in his mind, backlighting the world and casting long shadows.


  His pupils widened, and he let the bleeding creature drop from nerveless fingers, oblivious to the thump as the thing landed twitching on the floor, grasping feebly at his ankles, its life being pumped out like floodwater from the ruined jugular vein.


  An immense pain wracked his body, a pain he had never before felt, like every cell was screaming in unison. The pain became his entire world for a few decades-long moments. Buried deep inside him somewhere, Alex screamed along with those cells, writhing in agony, and Jake McIntosh cackled manically for the entire duration, a high-pitched, shrieking laugh that intensified as his brain was shuffled like a pack of cards.


  When the pain faded, and the cackling ebbed away into silence, Jake realised with a wicked grin that he had become something else.


  Something better.


  


  *


  


  “You need to see this.”


  John waved Rachel over to him as soon as he saw her enter the kitchenware aisle. She jogged to his side.


  He tossed her a walkie talkie when she was a few feet away. She caught it with a puzzled look.


  “Not that,” he said, nodding at the radio. “But that works. Keep it on you. You need to see this.”


  When Rachel reached him, and saw the wall he was pointing at, it took her a moment to work it out. The only thing she could see was a staff door: presumably the one that led down to the basement.


  And then she saw.


  They both stood in front of the swinging door that led to the stairway protruding from the hardware store like a limb.


  Swinging. There was no possibility of locking the flimsy plastic door. Rachel felt her stomach heave. She pushed it open. Stairs leading up, stairs leading down. Into the basement. Twice recently she had descended into the earth. Both occasions had left terrible scars that she wouldn’t acknowledge, not even to herself.


  Retreating down those steps meant death. She was as certain of that as she had been of anything in her whole life. The hardware store was a death trap. They had to get out. If they tried to make a stand here, in the middle of all the aisles, all the blind corners, they wouldn’t last two minutes. The basement might have another door they could lock; it might not. Either way, trapped in the basement or butchered in the store, the place meant death.


  “Come on, we have to go,” she gasped, and sprinted back toward the front of the store, where Michael and Jason were watching keenly through the gaps in the shutter.


  “We need a new plan,” she started to say breathlessly as she approached Michael, but the explosion of noise in the mall beyond the metal stopped her dead. Shattering glass, snarling aggression, thunderous movement.


  “They’re here,” Jason said, and the desolate emptiness of his tone, the utter lack of emotion, made Rachel feel like weeping. She turned to John, and saw nothing but an empty aisle behind her.


  John was gone.


  And then, before she even had time to curse the man for a coward, Michael started shooting.


  


  *


  


  “What is he?”


  Fred sent a poison-tipped stare at his heads of security and research, and the vacant eyes that greeted him only served to deepen his irritation.


  “I…uh…”


  Fred glared at Phil Sanderson’s infuriating comb-over, a handful of stubborn hairs grasping across an expanse of over-educated skin, clinging to the shiny pate like an apology. The head of research was extraordinary at his work, but his whiny, nasal voice and absent social skills made him a poor choice of company for being stuck underground.


  “You have no idea,” Fred said matter-of-factly.


  Sanderson dropped his gaze, and the endless forehead seemed to expand.


  They were standing in the room adjacent to the one in which McIntosh now stood, and had watched through the large one-way window as the man’s body began to ripple, transformative waves sweeping through every muscle and sinew, a cellular tsunami that destroyed and remade everything in its path inch by devastating inch.


  McIntosh had grown. Or perhaps swelled was more accurate. Wider, taller: Fred estimated he now stood at something like seven feet tall. He still had his eyes, sunk deep into the misshapen wall of flesh that the man’s face had become. He hadn’t become one of them.


  Wildfire hadn’t ever been about creating such a creature. Whatever Victor Chamberlain had done to the program had ultimately introduced chaos into the mix, fouling up the recipe. All the expensively-educated scientists at the base had been able to discover was that it had something to do with blood type, and that it was most likely an attempt to make that type immune from the effects of the virus. It naturally followed that Victor’s own blood type would be pivotal: He shared his blood – AB negative – with only around two per cent of the population. One of whom they had just turned into some stretched facsimile of his former self in the neighbouring room.


  McIntosh’s arrival, the perfect guinea pig, with not only Chamberlain’s blood but also his particular mental idiosyncrasies had been like a gift from God. Victor Chamberlain’s particular brand of psychosis lent him a rare brain chemistry. Finding someone to replicate that while the world collapsed into violence would have been all but impossible.


  As Fred stared grimly at the pitiful, swaying creature in the next room, wondering idly what such a stretching must have done to the poor bastard’s brain, he realised that McIntosh meant nothing. There would be no winning back the planet with genetics. No quick-fix for the catastrophe. The scientists were operating in the dark, on problems that would have taxed them even before chaos played its part.


  They had set humanity back centuries, and then tagged along for the ride. There was no hope of fixing Project Wildfire. Clusterfuck was actually a savage understatement. It was almost funny.


  It was just as a wry grin broke across Fred’s wrinkled face that Jake McIntosh became interesting again.


  With an inhuman roar, what had been a lumbering replica of a human being became a frenzy of motion, almost moving too quickly for Fred’s eye to catch, bolting from the centre of the room, shoulder charging the wall opposite them with a solid crunch that made Fred wince, before returning to the centre of the room and charging again.


  Fred’s mouth dropped open in detached wonder. It was impossible for a human being to move so fast. The creature in the cell was no more than a blur, like a phantom image left on the vision after too long spent staring at a bright light.


  “He can’t actually…” Phil Sanderson started to say in a terrified whisper, and then, with a thunderous crash, McIntosh was gone, and a dark, crumbling chasm left in the wall was the only sign he’d ever been there.


  Ripley was screaming into his radio, important and ridiculous-sounding phrases, but his noise barely made a dent on Fred’s consciousness. He simply stood there, sucking in air through his open mouth and staring into the newly-formed abyss.


  


  


  Chapter 14


  


  “You lived here?”


  At first, their movements had been trembling and intermittent, like hunted vermin. Checking every corner for predators before moving on.


  Claire nodded.


  When they had exited the underground car park into the frosty night air and the abandoned street, she had been unable to think where else she and Pete should go. The street had been still and silent, and remained so until they felt alone enough to quicken their pace. When the sound of their footsteps brought nothing but silence they began to run until finally Pete stopped Claire, and asked her if either of them had any idea where they were running to. They didn’t.


  Going home had struck Claire as the only option.


  “With my mother,” she said. “At the top.”


  Pete looked up, squinting into the gloom. The lack of light made the dark tower difficult to pick out against the darkened skies; slippery somehow.


  He shrugged.


  “I guess we’ve got nowhere else to go.”


  The power seemed to have gone across the entire town: streetlights that had illuminated grisly spheres of the road’s surface were now dark. Everything was dark. More than anything, Claire simply wanted to be at home, in her bed, under the safety of the thick duvet, to feel that she was somewhere safe and to let the sobs building inside her loose.


  The apartment building she’d left several days earlier looked different without the central column of light that always illuminated the main stairwell. The building seemed to glower, the familiarity of the place stripped away, leaving something darkly intimidating.


  Memories lurked inside the walls. Unhealed wounds that she was afraid might never scab over. She tried not to think about the last time she had been there.


  When she led Pete inside, Claire found that the doors to the apartments on the ground floor stood wide open; dark passages leading into terrors that she tried desperately not to conjure up in her mind. She saw the dried spatter of blood around the door to the elevator, and her skin prickled.


  When Pete made for the door, she grabbed his arm and shook her head, eyes filling with tears, and led him to the stairs.


  Step by gruelling step they tiptoed up the winding staircase. On the third floor they were forced to navigate around the body of a neighbour that Claire did not recognise. Even in the heavy gloom she could make out the ripped-open stomach, and she squeezed her eyes down to slits, so that the stairwell became fuzzy, obscured by her eyelashes, a trick she had employed with limited success whenever something scary came on the television. Even so, enough of the visual information sneaked in.


  Finally they reached the top floor, and she saw the door to her mother’s apartment. Wide open, just as she had left it several days and countless terrors earlier.


  “That’s it,” she whispered, and she led Pete inside. The place smelled stale, but at least the lingering stench of blood and death that seemed to coat the buildings and roads of the town was absent.


  Her gaze came to rest on the breakfast counter, and the box of Crunchy Nut Flakes, and her eyes filled with tears even as her stomach growled. She picked up the box and gave it a shake. The milk in the fridge would be bad by now, but at least it was something. She opened the cupboard next to the sink, pulled out two bowls and poured generous mountains of the flakes into each. Pete’s eyes lit up as she passed him one.


  “Claire?”


  The whispering voice, disembodied; floating in the air behind her, froze her hand on the bowl.


  


  *


  


  


  Fred snapped back into action like a taut rubber band.


  “Get the elevators sealed off,” he snarled at Ripley. “If that thing gets into the upper levels we’re going to have a big problem.”


  Ripley glared at the old man. Just what the fuck did Sullivan think of him? He had been conveying precisely that order via the radio while the wrinkled bastard was still standing there open-mouthed like a cheap whore.


  Simon Ripley was forty-six, and had the best part of three decades’ experience of dealing with combat situations. This situation – more bizarre than any he’d faced previously, admittedly – was in some ways no different. There was still a self-important bastard in a suit somewhere struggling to get to grips with the notion that when the trouble started, their input was as useful as that of a bawling child.


  The thing that had smashed through the wall in the adjacent room electrified him. He’d taken the gig as head of security at Chrysalis Systems Ltd because he needed the money, and because it transpired that being charged with violent assault damaged career prospects fatally. Once he had been clued in on Sullivan’s plans – or at least the parts he was allowed to know – he was eager for the action to begin. Discovering that he was likely to be no more than a babysitter to the affluent while the action went down elsewhere had been bitterly disappointing.


  This was more like it.


  Ripley had been in charge of a manhunt before, and it had ended badly for the raghead bastard who had the information he needed. Ripley never got the information – he’d conducted the manhunt a touch too…enthusiastically for that – but he got the raghead.


  After that, the top brass had decided that catching people was probably not Ripley’s forte, and Special Ops had come calling soon enough. He thought about those days sometimes, and felt rare stabs of soft emotion. Those had been good times. He hadn’t lost a single target. Even the one that ended his career, the one that ended up dying in public and causing a ‘diplomatic incident’. No one got away from Ripley.


  His radio crackled.


  On the fifth of the levels that remained a secret from most inhabitants of the base, the single elevator that connected the lower levels to the base proper was already being secured by five men he’d hand-picked from the several hundred combat-trained souls protecting the base to be his personal team.


  McIntosh might have broken through one wall, but unless he was prepared to smash his way through miles of rocky earth, the only way out was up. The old man was shuffling away, the infuriatingly pudgy scientist trotting along behind like a puppy. They would be heading for Sullivan’s panic room. Ripley raced to the nearest elevator that would take him up to level five. When McIntosh went up, Ripley would be waiting.


  The elevator moved up swiftly and silently, reaching the fifth level in a matter of seconds, and Ripley sprinted out before the doors had fully opened.


  Each of the levels that comprised the base was enormous: any one level could comfortably accommodate anything up to thirty football pitches. Some, like the third level – a weapon and research testing area – were cavernous. Endless spaces that proved disorientating and uncomfortable even to Ripley. Being in a room so large that you could hardly make out the walls was unsettling. The fourth and fifth levels represented more domestic, familiar surroundings. Most of the scientists that had worked on various segments of Project Wildfire now lived on those levels, and most were not permitted to enter the levels above to avoid arousing suspicion. Levels six through twenty seven comprised what Ripley thought of as the hotel – all rooms bought and paid for by influence and power, or by years of combat training, and in some cases by plain old monetary wealth.


  Ripley could only imagine that the base had cost a lot to build.


  Personally, Ripley didn’t much care what happened to any of the engorged buffoons on any of the levels, but he did care about the hunt. Cared very much, and the choke point that the fifth level represented was his best shot at cornering McIntosh.


  He reached the elevator that was the only conduit leading up to find his five-strong team standing guard. All were heavily armed: M27s, frag grenades, C4, flashbangs. Ripley thought about the swords that the team they’d sent to South Wales had been given, weapons with a primary attribute of silence. They wouldn’t need them here. Ripley grinned as one of his team tossed him an assault rifle.


  He intended to make a lot of noise.


  


  *


  


  The rifle held five rounds.


  Michael hit the target with all five, but it would have been more difficult to miss: the target filled the whole mall, wall to smearing wall, and the sight of the Infected tumbling over each other in their desperation to get at their prey sent blinding floodlights on his mind, and his thoughts were reduced to one cowering shadow.


  My legs don’t work.


  If the things got through the gate, he would be dead in an instant. Or worse.


  Fuck the noise. They have to stay out.


  Hit five.


  Stopped maybe two.


  Fingers trembling, he began to reload as the first wave crashed against the security shutter and time seemed to sigh for an instant, as the metal bent inwards, inwards…and held.


  “Fuck it, then,” Rachel said.


  At his side, Michael heard a soft whump as she opened fire with the nail gun, firing in bursts, sending a river of iron into the advancing horde, aiming high, faces wherever possible. The things snarled and hurled themselves into the shutter, the ones at the front being slowly minced through it, clutching at them. The nails slowed them, but they weren’t stopping them, just adding a layer of numbing horror to their appearance.


  Michael snapped in the fifth bullet, and joined Rachel in spitting metal at the creatures. They were so close now that he was able to level the rifle at each forehead in turn, before blasting a hole between the grisly eye sockets. Each creature that fell away was swiftly replaced by another.


  He snatched a glance about him. He saw Jason at the opposite end of the shutter; saw the three strangers sprinting to their aid, brandishing knives and garden implements. Someone was missing.


  “Where the fuck is John?”


  Rachel cast another look about the store. John was gone. Hiding in the basement or hiding on the roof. She grimaced, and shook her head abruptly.


  To their left, Jason was stabbing the spaces in the shutter with a kitchen knife clutched in each massive paw. The sight of him, drenched in blood, eyes wide and unfocused as he stabbed and stabbed and stabbed, made Rachel’s blood run cold. She focused on the shutter, blocking out the horrific image of her brother.


  The shutter groaned, and above the snarling rage of the Infected, above the clicking of Michael reloading the rifle and the wet thumping impact of Jason’s knives Rachel heard something that shook her into action: a metallic snapping, something in the shutter mechanism starting to give up the fight for them.


  There were too many Infected. More were still coming, an endless supply of snapping jaws and sightless faces. They were going to get in, unless she could think of another way to stop them. Frantically, she pleaded with her mind to offer up something meaningful.


  Fire.


  Something Rachel’s subconscious had noted on the way into the store surfaced, and she ran to the shelves behind the till. Lighter fluid.


  She grabbed two of the cans and popped the lids, squirting the fuel onto the creatures pressed into the gate, emptying both cans, and pulling out the box of matches that still sat impatiently in her cigarette-less pocket. She struck them two at a time, tossing them through the shutter, and the hideous moaning of the burning creatures, and sickening stench of their flesh as it began to melt onto the steel made her gag.


  She grabbed more cans of the lighter fluid, passing two to Michael, and they both began to spray, spreading the fire as far as possible. After a moment, the three newcomers followed her lead, gathering up cans of the fuel and squirting it into the flames. The fire was spreading, but it was small yet. It wasn’t going to stop them.


  “It won’t hold,” Rachel said. “The gate’s coming down; we have to get to the basement.”


  Michael nodded.


  Rachel ran to Jason’s side and grabbed his massive arm, halting its movement as he began to drive the knife forward again relentlessly, like a machine.


  “We have to go, Jase,” she said, and he turned to her, his eyes blank. “I need you to carry Michael.”


  Jason stared through her, swaying, as though drunk.


  “Jason,” Rachel said sharply, and his eyes finally saw her. “Come on.”


  She dragged her brother over to Michael, and heard another snap of metal.


  “Come with us,” she yelled at the three strangers still plunging their weapons through the gaps in the shutter and spraying thin streams of fuel into the flames, but only one of them looked at her, eyes wide.


  They don’t trust us, she realised, and knew that distrust was going to get them killed. There was no time for persuasion, no space for saving anyone but the people she already knew.


  She turned to run as Jason lifted Michael, and then they were running to the back of the store, through the swinging doors and down, scrambling toward hopes of survival that lay in entombing themselves in another underground room.


  Rachel led the way, charging down the steps and into a single large storage room. No doors, nothing beyond the swinging door they had just entered through. Even if they were able to remain perfectly silent in the basement, it would only be a matter of time before the Infected stumbled across them.


  “Shit,” she breathed, “up!”


  And then, in the store above them, the shutter gave way with a deafening roar, and Rachel heard the screaming start.


  


  *


  


  “Mrs Blake?”


  Claire stared, stunned.


  The woman in the flat opposite her, peeking through a crack in the door, had to be dead. Claire wondered if she was dreaming.


  “Come in my dear, come in, you don’t need to worry, they’re all gone.”


  Claire nodded dumbly, and the mere fact that there was an adult to tell her what to do made her feel like sobbing in relief. She grabbed Pete’s hand and led him into the apartment opposite.


  Gwyneth Blake shut the door behind the two children, and slid the bolts home.


  “Where’s Mister Blake?” Claire asked, looking around the small apartment for the man’s wide grin, and bit her lip when she saw the old woman’s eyes fill with tears.


  Oh.


  Gwyneth brushed her eyes and gave a watery smile.


  “You must be hungry,” she said brightly, and Pete jumped.


  “You have to be quiet,” he whispered sternly.


  “Oh, not at all!” Gwyneth said with a smile. “Don’t worry dear, they’re all miles away. Can’t hear you here.”


  “How do you know?” Claire said.


  “Because of this,” Mrs Blake said, and rolled up her sleeve to reveal her wrinkled forearm, and the mouth-sized chunk taken out of it.


  “Because I can feel them.”


  


  *


  


  Jake could feel them.


  At first the rush of power had overwhelmed him, and the bewildering changes in his senses had been like a crushing weight, strangling the life from him. It took time to acclimatise.


  He had thundered through the wall and into the dark space beyond, astonished at the way he was able to move now. It was like the world was moving in slow motion, and even the slight breeze emanating from the air conditioning units seemed to him to move like syrup. When he was clear of the cell, and the figures he had felt watching him as his bones shattered and stretched and reset themselves, he slowed to a stagger, feeling his mind swimming at the sudden sensory overload.


  He was in a storage area. Crates and boxes were piled floor to ceiling. There was no light, but he found he could see perfectly well. Better than that in fact. It was as though his eyes were picking up a faint residue of light and amplifying it until the room was brought into sharp focus.


  But there was something else, something that it took him a moment to understand. He could feel them, thousands of them, people scurrying about in the spaces above him. He could even see some of the closer ones, and he realised it was his ears doing the seeing. Every sound, right down to the barely-there sigh of the muscles moving in their bodies, was reported to his brain, forming an image like an x-ray in his mind.


  He clapped his large, deformed hands over his ears, willing the noise to cease for just a moment to let him gather his thoughts, but in truth there was only one thought: a humming engine at the very core of his being: kill them all.


  There was a door at the far end of the storage room, and he shot toward it, not slowing his pace even a fraction as he approached, knowing in his gut that the door, sturdy metal or not – provided no obstacle. He crashed through it and into a corridor of white-hot noise. Several of the feeble creatures that he had once shared a species with were moving along the hallway, talking in low voices that erupted into screams when they saw the door smash off the wall opposite, and almost saw the furious blur that Jake had become.


  His hand was deep in the chest of the last of them, tearing out the beating heart, even before the decapitated head of the first had completed its journey from shoulders to floor. The power coursing through him was more potent than any of the drugs that had been forced upon him at Moorcroft, addictive and deliciously toxic.


  He held the warm heart in front of the pitiful creature’s face, growling in satisfaction as he saw the comprehension in the woman’s eyes for a fraction of a second before death took her.


  And in the glorious silence that fell on the corridor, Jake’s ears caught another sound, distant and muted. The sound of an elevator, whispering on a journey up and away from him.


  There were hundreds of the creatures close by, he could hear all of their hearts beating, could see the clicks of the bones in their aching feet as points of light, tiny starbursts on his vision, but none of them compelled him like the sigh of the ascending elevator, and the beating heart he knew instinctively that the moving metal box contained.


  Ripley.


  


  *


  


  Rachel put a finger to her lips and stared at Michael and Jason. She pointed up, and crept to the foot of the stairs, wincing at even the soft whisper of her pumps on the steps. She moved with as much speed as she dared allow, and reached the ground floor just in time to see the first shadows moving beyond the door, heading straight for it.


  Feeling her muscles ache in tension as she moved with everything clenched, she started up the stairs to the first floor, and reached the top just as something bumped into the swinging door below, and then she saw something that made her feel like weeping in relief: a door. 


  She darted through it, followed by her brother just as the doors below opened like an overflow pipe, and the creatures spilled into the stairwell even as Rachel softly shut the door, blocking them from her sight.


  Again she put her fingers to her lips, and noticed just how much her finger shook, dancing left and right. She held her breath.


  Michael found he couldn’t take his eyes from Rachel’s wide, terrified pupils, as though even that miniscule movement might somehow alert the predators below to their location.


  He saw her eyes widen further, and her mouth drop open as the walkie talkie at her waist suddenly blared static, shattering the carefully constructed silence.


  Below, the Infected roared.


  


  


  Chapter 15


  


  Sullivan would be watching. Ripley knew it like he knew up was up. The base had to hold the densest concentration of surveillance cameras anywhere on the planet. Even here, at the centre of the most secretive of societies, everyone was being watched. Right now the old man would be poring over monitors, clawing out his white hair at Ripley’s handling of the situation, roaring into the nearest microphone, but that would get him nowhere. Ripley had turned his radio off.


  There were at least three hundred men occupying the five concealed levels Ripley had decided to cordon off. Sullivan would want more men down there, would want every soldier available to be hunting the creature, minimising the loss of life.


  Ripley didn’t care about that. Hadn’t cared since the moment it had first become obvious to him that the eggheads steering the vehicle had no clue how to drive. Maybe even all the way back when Sullivan had outlined enough of the plan to Ripley that he understood what the project meant.


  When Wildfire went belly up, opportunity presented itself before him like a feast, laid at his lap. If the base was just a hole in the ground full of men, the ones with the guns held the power. And the people who would oppose him taking charge most strongly had now sealed themselves in the basement with a monster.


  Ripley had just five men because he had watched Sullivan carefully for four years as the crazy old bastard prepared to end the world. A small group of trustworthy, obedient men was exactly what he needed. A new government. It was exactly what Sullivan himself would have done. If the old man had been a fraction more suspicious and less arrogant, he might have seen Ripley’s intent early enough to stop him.


  Those in the levels above, when Ripley finally sealed off the base’s secret cellar, would do as they were told.


  McIntosh could have his fill of murder in the levels below. Gorge himself on it. Only then would Ripley stop him.


  Simon Ripley was just idly working through the question of how long it would take McIntosh to work his way up five floors when two things happened that snapped him back to an abruptly altered reality. Firstly the door to the elevator at the far end of the corridor – the one he himself had ridden up only moments earlier – burst from its hinges with a deafening crash.


  Secondly, an instant later, before he even had time to blink in response, the lights went out with a clatter of falling glass.


  Only the soft glow of the buttons on the main elevator Ripley had chosen as his strategic advantage provided illumination, barely enough for him to make out the shapes of the men next to him. And then he heard it, in the darkness to his left.


  Ragged panting, like an exhausted dog.


  He turned and opened fire, and then they were all shooting, the staccato flash of muzzle fire showing them the empty corridor in captured images, like a slideshow. In one of those flashes Ripley thought he saw something, some blurred hint of movement, and then the man immediately to his left simply disappeared. Ripley heard his scream of surprise start way down the right hand side of the corridor, and his blood ran cold. Was still running that way when the other soldiers were plucked away like stray hairs, and didn’t make a sound between them.


  His felt the gun being snatched away from him, but by the time he did, it was gone, and the ragged panting was on his face, and something that felt like a bear trap clamped onto his neck. For four long, deep breaths Ripley was permitted to do nothing but smell the blood and meat on McIntosh’s foul breath.


  “You were right, Mr Ripley,” Jake breathed in a voice like an idling truck, and the fact that the thing could talk, could remember, that it was still Jake McIntosh, wrapped itself like barbed wire around Ripley’s mind.


  “This has been fun.”


  And then Ripley wasn’t thinking anything other than pain as Jake McIntosh slowly and deliberately tore away each of his limbs in turn, the expression on his misshapen face one of vague interest, like he was a bored child plucking the wings from a fly.


  When Ripley was just a torso, his life gushing from his sundered body at an obscene pace, Jake found himself grateful that the man had been so tough. That toughness meant he still clung stubbornly to consciousness, and Jake got to look into Ripley’s eyes as he grasped his head.


  And began to pull.


  


  *


  


  John had been pinned down once before, immediately after the vehicle he’d been travelling behind on a dizzyingly bumpy road suddenly erupted into a cloud of metal and glass that partially obscured the blinding sun for a heartbeat or two.


  And then the shooting had started: the whine and oddly-anticlimactic patter of the bullets rattling on the side of the armoured truck like a light, insistent rain, against the distant soundscape of muzzles exploding.


  He’d run away on that occasion too, as soon as he had ascertained that they were being flanked on three sides, which left him one potential escape route, and as the smoke of the explosion in front of them still hung thickly in the air, he dived out of the truck and rocketed toward the cover of a bombed-out husk of a building.


  He watched carefully for a moment as the attackers closed in on the truck slowly, peppering it with bullets. They hadn’t seen him.


  Nine of them.


  John had an assault rifle, but was nowhere near the best shot in the convoy, let alone the army at large. He excelled at close quarters.


  He laid the assault rifle down gently against the crumbling wall that obscured him from their view, waited an eternity for the men that had set the trap to close on the two stranded vehicles, listening to the roar in his body as every nerve howled at him to flee, and took out his pistol.


  The men advanced in increments, pausing occasionally to shower the truck he’d leapt from in bullets; moving on again.


  When they were close enough that he could hear them chuckling, he sprinted around the corner, lifting the pistol, getting as close as possible in the small window of opportunity the surprise would give him.


  Headshots on three before they even knew a gun other than their own was firing. Three more took significant damage as they dived for cover, and suddenly it was them pinned down, in the open, and the four men he’d been riding with piled out of the armoured truck as one and killed them all. Privately, John’s actions that day earned him praise. Publicly, he was just a part of a convoy that lost five men, and might have lost five more but for the intervention of dumb luck. In John’s experience, that’s what surviving war was. Not heroism, but a fuck-load of preparation and chance.


  There were a lot more than nine enemies headed to the store though, and this time he had no gun.


  He’d wanted to tell Rachel his intention, but she was already running to the front of the store, and there just wasn’t time; no slender gap for conversation and debate.


  The hardware store was going to get them all killed. Maybe, if they’d had time to fortify somehow, they might have stood a chance.


  The strangers were right. Firing the gun had been reckless. John knew only too well the way the things hunted for sound. There would be no time to fortify anything. He realised his mistake then. The retail park would have been a good place to defend against human attack. The Infected did things altogether differently, indifferent to the loss of their own ‘lives’. They would pour at the shopping area relentlessly. There were too many ways in.


  For the retail park to be viable there would have to be total silence.


  Not gunshots. 


  Unprepared and under siege, the store was going to be the end, and John wasn’t ready for that.


  He sprinted up the stairs even as he heard the first crack of Michael’s rifle behind him. The first floor was an office area, staff room, small kitchen, bathrooms. And a door that led to the roof.


  He slipped through it and crept to the edge of the flat roof on his toes, and the sight that met him stopped him dead.


  Hundreds of the Infected, all pouring through shattered windows into the central mall area. He waited breathlessly until the mass of bodies had moved away from him, and then slid noiselessly down a drainpipe to the ground. With a quick glance around him to confirm that no teeth were aimed in his direction, John took off through the car park, running on his toes, trying to stay light, and headed across the road to the truck stop.


  He’d seen it on the way in, and his mind had only alerted him when all other options crumbled away: a petrol tanker, and a dead driver hanging from the cab. A driver meant keys.


  He reached the tanker in about twenty seconds and glanced around him again. Nothing was coming for him. Yet.


  John hauled the dead driver from the cab, and was thankful to see the keys in the ignition. He leapt back down to the ground, and opened the truck’s fuel cap, ripping off his jersey and stuffing it deep inside. He grabbed a heavy rock, removed his belt, and felt the bump of a lighter in his pocket.


  Memories of the pilot that had brought his team to South Wales simmered. For all his training and expertise, Ash’s usefulness had boiled down to him possessing the lighter. John slipped it out of his pocket. If there was no way to prepare, cause some chaos and pray for luck.


  He had all the ingredients he required to create some chaos.


  He tied the wheel to keep the truck straight, and twisted the ignition key. The roar of the engine would bring them, but he hoped it would be too late. Leaning out of the cab he set light to the jersey, wedged the rock against the accelerator and released the handbrake, and then he was running as the truck lurched into motion, trundling forward at first, picking up pace until it was rocketing straight toward the mall.


  John clicked the button on his walkie-talkie, praying that Rachel was listening.


  “If you’re in the basement, get out. Now.”


  


  *


  


  Straining every sinew, Rachel emerged onto the flat roof in time to see John backing away from the approaching truck, and she noticed the fire travelling through the night immediately. Squinting at the tanker, she realised that John had found some lighter fluid of his own.


  “Down!” she screamed, and grabbed hold of the drainpipe that dropped to the floor, her hands barely gripping it at all as she fell, and then she was sprinting, praying that her brother and Michael were right behind her, passing the advancing petrol tanker, heading toward the truck stop, and John.


  The crash as the tanker hit the front of the mall, shearing through the glass like paper, was loud, but it was no explosion. Faltering, her steps slowing a little, Rachel turned to see the truck embedded deep into the structure, and for a moment the world seemed to hold its breath, and then the ball of fiery light that swallowed most of the mall with a deafening roar smashed her to the floor before she could even gasp.


  As her vision swam, slow and unsteady, she saw her brother and Michael crash to the floor to her right, saw flaming smoke billow into the night sky above her, heard the shower of glass and debris crashing to the floor all around, and all her stunned muscles could do was leave her rooted to the ground; prone, waiting for the shard of glass she was sure would come to end her life.


  And then her field of vision lurched and she was being hauled to her feet, and John was there, shouting something she couldn’t hear. He was pointing.


  She nodded, and stumbled toward the spot he had indicated, and swung her head like a drunk, trying to focus on her brother. She saw Jason staggering to his feet and lifting Michael, and then she put her nose forward and ran.


  The spot John had pointed to contained a large lorry. Engine idling, headlights pouring into the gloom. Rachel reached it and heaved the passenger door open, turning to help her brother lift Michael into the cab with a grunt.


  John leapt into the cab and released the air brake with a hiss, and then the engine was roaring as he stamped on the accelerator.


  “The noise,” Michael said weakly. “They’ll hear the engine.”


  “We move fast, we meet them, we move slow, we meet them,” John growled. “So fuck moving slow. Let’s see them stop this.”


  With a roar, the heavy vehicle pulled itself forward, gathering momentum.


  As they headed to the road that severed the shopping area from the truck stop, Rachel saw the first few burning figures beginning to emerge from the smoking wreckage of the Allthorp Retail Park, followed by plenty that appeared unharmed, yet all of them clutched their hands to their ears, stumbling in agony.


  Noise, she thought, and blinked. They have supersensitive hearing.


  Noise can hurt them.


  And then the sight of the inferno was lost to her as John swung the lorry onto the dark road and sped toward Aberystwyth.


  She shot a look at John.


  “I thought you’d gone,” Rachel said, and her temper wouldn’t allow her to suppress the accusation in her tone. The look of stunned distaste she saw on John’s face surprised her.


  He glared at her.


  “I was coming back.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 16


  


  “You got bitten?”


  Claire’s eyes were wide with disbelief, and more than a little fear. She half expected Mrs Blake to suddenly tear out her eyes and attempt to eat her. Or Pete. Both, probably.


  Gwyneth nodded, a pained expression on her face.


  “When my Steve was bitten,” she said, and began to rummage in one of the kitchen cupboards. She pulled out a jar of peanut butter, and smiled at it sadly, her eyes somewhere else.


  She placed the jar on the counter.


  “Fifty years,” she said sadly. "I could have happily clipped him around the ear on most days.” She smiled fondly again. “Not with a brick, though.” Her smile fell away.


  She shook her head, as though clearing dust from her hair.


  “Wasn’t him,” she said, and Claire felt like Mrs Blake was no longer speaking to her.


  “Now then, only cold stuff of course, electricity’s out, but I’ve still got some bread here. Sandwiches?”


  Claire nodded dumbly, and was a little grateful to see Pete’s look of incomprehension mirror her own feelings.


  “Why aren’t you one of them?” Pete finally blurted. “When people get bitten they turn into them. I’ve seen it happen,” he said, and his voice faltered a little at the last.


  “I honestly don’t know, Sweetie,” Gwyneth said. “I should have changed. Steve did.” She rubbed the bandage on her forearm absent-mindedly. “I ran back up here, if you can believe that. Moved faster than I have in forty years, I should say. I felt sick, of course, oh, there was a terrible pain for a while, but it’s gone.” She shrugged. “Maybe I’m immune?”


  Claire frowned at the unfamiliar word.


  Gwyneth smiled kindly.


  “Some people can’t catch a disease like others,” she said. “Their bodies are ready for it, and they can fight it off.”


  Claire nodded, deep in thought about this new word.


  Gwyneth straightened.


  “I feel exactly like I did before. Better in fact. The only downside is I can feel all those horrible things out there, sort of like an itch inside my head. They are a long way off now.”


  She brightened.


  “Peanut butter?”


  


  *


  


  “Which elevator?”


  Jake was exhausted. His astonishing strength and speed came at a price, he had realised, sadly: fatigue. Already he felt a corrosive sapping of his energy weakening him. He had clawed and smashed his way up a handful of levels leaving a trail of spattered death in his wake, but the cost of his movement was proving alarmingly high, and a disturbing darkness began to grow in his mind.


  I’m going to pass out.


  The weakness felt debilitating and familiar. It felt like Alex.


  He had to get out of the infernal place; populated by scurrying ants just begging to be squashed, before he collapsed and left himself vulnerable to them, but the base seemed unending; a maze of identical rooms and corridors.


  He could feel more of them above him. Couldn’t in fact feel any space beyond them, as though the base was all that existed now. Just another weakening, he surmised. Even his preternatural hearing was declining as he pushed his muscles to limits beyond anything they’d experienced before. That initial glorious sonar image, crystal clear to him, was slowly sinking into meaningless static.


  Staying was not an option. There would be nowhere safe enough to hide. He had to get out.


  Judging from the terrified look on the face of the suited man whose neck Jake was now squeezing, and the identical expressions of his colleagues, there was consensus on that, at least.


  “Which elevator gets me to the surface?”


  The words felt strangely unfamiliar in Jake’s mouth, and came out slurred.


  The man gasped as he felt his spine cracking, like brutal chiropractor had set to work on it.


  “T-two floors up. Main elevator starts there. The big doors.”


  “You’ve been a big help,” Jake slurred, and tore the man’s neck away with a slick snapping noise. The man’s friends began to scream, and the piercing sound of it lodged small shards of pain in his head.


  He left them before the beheaded body had even settled on the floor, bounding up two flights of stairs and into a large central hub, the walls lined with numerous elevator doors. A public area, like a grimly functional park built entirely of concrete and glass.


  Jake saw the two armed men idly guarding the largest door immediately, but then there was the siren. A mournful, mind-rending boom that arrived without warning and passed through him like a toxic shudder, and he couldn’t even bring himself to kill them.


  Get out.


  He was halfway up the shaft leading to the surface before the men with guns had even realised that something had just smashed through the elevator they guarded, and then with a triumphant roar Jake was through the last obstacle and out on the grass and under the stars; pouring the last drops of his energy into getting away from the base, running at impossible speed until his tank ran dry and he slipped into unconsciousness, crashing to a halt in the undergrowth.


  


  *


  


  ABERYSTWYTH: 3 MILES


  


  “Where are they all?” Rachel asked in wonder, as the lorry powered past the road sign with a low growl of shifting gears. They had travelled a couple of miles from the retail park, making all the noise in the world, and hadn’t seen a single one of the Infected.


  “Behind us,” John said grimly.


  “All of them? Don’t you think that’s weird?”


  “I might need weird defined for me here.”


  Rachel fixed him with an exasperated look.


  “Weird for them.”


  “They’re evolving,” Michael said, and Rachel jumped a little. They were the first words he’d spoken since the retail park had disappeared from the rear view mirror.


  “What we saw, that first day, they were like…babies. Squealing new-borns. But they’re growing by the day. Changing. Evolving behaviours. Communicating. That, back there, was more like a coordinated attack.”


  Rachel nodded vigorously.


  “Exactly. That first day they were total chaos, smashing into things, attacking wildly. Now they move differently, they’re more purposeful. They work together.”


  John braked, slowing the lorry to take a bend that loomed suddenly on the dark road.


  “Which helps us how?” he growled, smoothly spinning the wheel.


  “I’m not sure it does,” Michael said. “But the one thing that’s not changing is their objective.”


  “Killing us,” Rachel said.


  “Exactly. In that respect they are still mindless animals. You saw them, Rachel, crushing each other into that shutter. They don’t care about their safety. They’ll run straight toward death.”


  Rachel thought about the way the things had lined up to die in order to tear down the barrier to their entrance to the hardware store. She nodded.


  John’s mind handed over control of the truck to his subconscious. Michael was right. The single-minded attacks of the infected could be a weakness, if exploited correctly. The things would go for bait. Vague plans began to form in his mind.


  As they talked, Michael focused on the countryside bisected by the snaking road: to the left, the sea. To the right, trees and farmland had given way to barren hills. He scanned for a familiar landmark as they closed in on Aberystwyth, and finally saw it: the ruins of Aberystwyth castle, destroyed hundreds of years earlier when civil war tore the country apart. They were close to their destination.


  Michael’s gut churned in apprehension.


  Staring as the ruins moved beyond his view, he found himself wondering just how far civilization had been set back by the actions of a tiny minority.


  And then the truck crested a final hill and the town hovered into view.


  Aberystwyth had been a town locked in silent battle with itself even before Project Wildfire had been unleashed upon it, and dramatically upped the stakes.


  Nestling against the Irish Sea, with empty rolling hills at its back, the town existed in immaculate isolation that pleased the locals and dismayed the students that made up almost half of the town’s population of twenty thousand. A town divided, simmering with stale resentment.


  Time itself battled in the town: modern buildings gathered around forbidding medieval architecture in the form of the University and the National Library of Wales. For the students that arrived each year from big cities to discover that their new home had a tiny shopping area, no cinemas and no real nightlife to speak of, the place was a culture shock. Finding out that the nearest place that did contain such essential amenities was at least sixty miles away simply gave that shock a more permanent edge. To them Aberystwyth existed alone at the edge of the world.


  The epicentre of the town was the small harbour lined with yachts around which pubs and restaurants and the town’s two small clubs clamoured to achieve ‘ocean view’ status.


  As John let the heavy vehicle roll down the hill and into the town, his foot lightly squeezing the brake to control the descent, Michael scrutinized the dark streets, hoping despite himself to see the place unharmed.


  It was immediately obvious that harm had been done to Aberystwyth. Near the centre of town a large fire looked to have all but burnt out, but had devastated a large part of the town’s small shopping district. He saw a couple of much smaller fires. Burning cars.


  There were cars everywhere, abandoned or crashed. An ambulance lay on its side as they neared the town’s borders, lights darkened, and the sight was somehow jarring, a stark reminder that the time of the ambulance was over. Probably for good.


  His wife’s flat wasn’t far from the burned area, close enough to the harbour that her presence on the fifth floor meant she could view a thin sliver of the sea from her living room window.


  “Left here,” Michael said, and John smoothly turned the big wheel.


  Getting closer was somehow like getting worse; like a sickness spreading through him. Looking at the dark, empty town, at the carnage on the streets, Michael knew that his little girl was gone. The notion sent tendrils of yawning black depression into every corner of his thoughts. He hadn’t considered about anything beyond getting to Claire, but Claire was dead. Had to be. Nausea swept through him.


  “Stop, stop here.” he said.


  John eased the lorry to a stop and winced a little as the air brakes blasted sharp noise into the night.


  “This is it?”


  “No,” Michael said. “I just…I can get a wheelchair from there.” He pointed to a small health centre.


  John’s brow furrowed.


  “Fine. I’ll get it,” he said after a moment’s pause, and popped his door open, slipping out of the cab without further debate.


  Michael watched him canter toward the doors, crouching low. He couldn’t tell John that he wasn’t sure he could go on and find what he knew was waiting for him in Aberystwyth. Wasn’t sure he could go on at all.


  Outside, he heard the muffled sound of glass breaking. In the gloom, Michael could just about make out John slipping into the building and out of sight, and was ashamed to find himself almost hoping for some catastrophe to intervene, anything that might delay him finding Claire dead, or worse. When John reappeared, carrying a foldaway wheelchair, Michael felt relieved and sick.


  “It’ll be okay. She’ll be alright.”


  Rachel squeezed his arm and smiled at him.


  Michael took a deep breath and nodded.


  


  *


  


  “That’s the place.”


  The small block of flats looked empty. Five floors. Nineteen residences. Elise Evans’ flat was located on the top floor.


  Externally at least, the building looked largely undamaged, though battle had certainly raged along the street outside. The remnants of a market lay scattered among the corpses that lined the road like gruesome street art.


  Staring up at the dark building as Jason hefted him out of the truck, and started to set him in his wheelchair, Michael felt nauseous. A deep, churning despair worked his nerves at the thought that he would never be able to make things right with his estranged wife. He’d always thought there would be time.


  “Wait,” Michael said, and flushed. “The elevator won’t work without electricity, we’ll have to take the stairs. Sorry.”


  “No problem, Mum,” Jason said thickly, and Michael blinked in confusion.


  Mum?


  Before he could frame a question, Michael was hoisted onto the big man’s back and Jason started toward the entrance, following behind John and Rachel.


  When they stepped into the building they saw the battle had indeed penetrated the walls: the doors to most flats stood open, some spattered with dark blood. There was a body on the third floor, awkwardly splayed across the stairs.


  With each step leading up, Michael felt the thin thread of optimism he’d clung to begin to fray.


  When they reached the top floor, Michael’s heart sank and bitter recrimination burned in his mind at the ridiculous hope he’d nurtured. The door to his ex-wife’s flat stood open, as had the others. There were signs of a struggle in the corridor. He knew the flat was empty before he was even able to see the stillness beyond the doorway.


  The feeling of desolation overwhelmed him, the hopeless despair pressing down on him; squeezing.


  And then the door behind him opened.


  


  


  


  Chapter 17


  


  It had been a full minute at least, and Michael still hadn’t been able to do anything other than smile mutely as tears made their way down his stunned face. Those sixty seconds had seen Claire burn through emotions like rocket fuel: crying, laughing, terrified, stunned; a torrent of feeling that flowed openly through her.


  She’s alive.


  Michael clutched his daughter to him in disbelief.


  Standing just behind her was a small boy, wide-eyed, looking like he might at any second burst if he didn’t blurt something out, and an elderly woman whose face was dimly familiar to Michael. It took him a moment to place her. Elise’s neighbour. She waved them into the flat, eyes widening as she saw the cuts and bruises, the weapons and the blood, and then closed the door firmly.


  Jason set Michael down on the couch and Claire maintained an iron hug on her father, like she expected him to slip from her grasp and somehow disappear.


  “Is your mother..?” Michael began softly, and saw the answer written in his daughter’s eyes.


  Claire buried her face in his chest, and sobbed, shaking her head. Michael felt her warm tears soaking through his sweater, and bottomless anger filled him as he imagined what she had been forced to witness.


  When the world had fallen apart, on that first day, Michael had chosen to try to do his duty as a police officer. He’d headed toward the chaos. It had been for nothing.


  I should have been here, he thought, and guilt flooded through him.


  Watching the man reunited with the daughter he had expected to find dead, John leaned toward Rachel.


  “They’ll be coming,” he said softly. “Staying still is not a good idea, not here. This place –“


  “Oh don’t worry Dear, they’re all gone,” Gwyneth interrupted with a smile.


  John stared at her.


  “Mrs Blake can feel them,” the young boy said quickly, and looked relieved to have finally spoken. “She was bitten, but she didn’t turn into one and now she can feel them!”


  John stared blankly at the boy, and then at Gwyneth.


  “It’s true,” she said with a soft shrug. “Not all the time. I can’t really control it, but after I was bitten I could sort of sense them out there, if I concentrate.”


  “What do they feel like?” Rachel asked, shooting a thoughtful glance at Jason.


  “Like an itch, physically. But it’s more like I can feel what they are feeling, and that sort of tells me how close they are. The stronger the feeling, the closer they are, I think.”


  “What are they feeling?”


  “Rage.”


  Gwyneth shuddered.


  “It’s not very pleasant. I try to suppress it whenever I can, but it’s difficult.”


  John shook his head a little in disbelief.


  “So they’re all gone. That makes sense. We saw as much coming here. But they’ll be coming back. That’s what they do. They’re drawn toward us no matter what. Can you feel that?”


  Gwyneth pursed her mouth.


  “No need for the tone, son,” she said, and squeezed her eyes shut, trying to focus.


  She shook her head.


  “I can’t feel them. They’re gone, miles away from here.”


  “For now,” John said, and turned to Rachel. “Come with me, I’ll need your help for this. And I don’t want you thinking I’ve run away again.”


  He grinned as Rachel scowled darkly.


  “Help with what?”


  


  *


  


  John’s plan was as simple as it was terrifying: enter every flat in the building, turn on the gas and wait upstairs with his lighter.


  “If they come and we’re still here, we blow the place. If we get moving first, this can be our distraction. Light a candle on the top floor and when the gas reaches it…”


  They had turned the entire building into a time bomb.


  “Now we just have to get out.”


  For a moment Michael stared at John, astonished. At the insanity of the plan; at the fact he and Rachel hadn’t even bothered to ask what anyone else thought before they implemented it.


  “We need to stop running,” he growled at them. “I’ve been running away in panic ever since this first started. All running is doing is putting us in harm’s way.”


  “No, you need to stop running, Michael,” John snapped. “Because your fucking legs don’t work and this reunion was always your goal. This is not my goal. I’ll stop running when I reach a place I think I can defend. This isn’t it.”


  Michael opened his mouth, and felt the angry reply catch in his throat. As he remembered the ruins of the castle he’d seen on the hill leading into Aberystwyth, an idea formed in his mind like smoke. Difficult to grasp, but he could see it, coalescing.


  “You’re right,” he said, and savoured John’s surprised expression. “But do you have any idea where such a place might be?”


  John glowered.


  “Well, you’re in luck. I do,” Michael said.


  He turned to Gwyneth.


  “What’s the quickest way to the harbour from here?”


  Gwyneth frowned.


  “First right, second left,” Pete chirped confidently, and beamed at Michael.


  “Light your candle, John,” Michael said. “And let’s get out of here.”


  


  *


  


  Gwyneth had protested at first. Had only given in eventually when she saw the tears filling Claire’s eyes at the prospect that the old woman would refuse to leave her home.


  When they emerged from the apartment block and into the night air, and she heard the distant sound of the Infected approaching and felt the familiar itch of their presence, she decided that running wasn’t such a bad option after all.


  The others were faster, and she puffed hard as her old legs struggled to keep up with them, gradually falling behind. She was surprised to find it was John, the one who acted like ex-military and reminded her of the way her husband had been all those decades earlier, who slowed to match her pace.


  “Better not suppress that itch in future. Sensing them is no good if you choose not to,” he panted with a reassuring grin, and Gwyneth snorted a laugh despite her aching lungs. The creatures would be closing on them, but they weren’t in sight yet. The group rounded the last bend on their short journey and the harbour loomed into view. There were around thirty small yachts and fishing boats gently nudging each other in the dark water. Very few looked big enough to accommodate them all.


  “That one,” Michael said, and pointed at the largest of them. It looked like a miniature replica of the sort of pleasure yachts that billionaires had flaunted in a previous world. It would have an engine in addition to the sails he saw curled up along the masts, and which he doubted any of them had any idea how to operate.


  The six of them rushed onto the boat, and John stooped to unwind the chain mooring it, while Rachel sprinted into the cabin.


  A few seconds later John heard the engine roar. And choke.


  And die.


  John paled, and shot a look up at the streets leading to the harbour. The noise of them was louder now, the humming; the thunder of their footsteps. They were close. Getting closer with every passing second.


  John rushed into the cabin and found Rachel staring at him in shock.


  “I think it’s got no fuel,” she said, her voice cracking.


  John glanced at the dials around the wheel; didn’t need to twist the ignition to know that she was right.


  Shit.


  He raced back out onto the deck, Rachel at his heels, just in time to see the first of the Infected entering the open harbour area, hurtling toward the water and the waiting boats. There was no time to run, nowhere for them to hide.


  “Push!” John screamed, and heaved against the dock. The boat lurched out a few inches. It wouldn’t be enough.


  The chaotic mass of death was a hundred yards away.


  Fifty.


  Rachel felt it happening before she saw it. Felt the movement as Jason leapt from the boat, and in an instant understood what he was doing.


  “Jason, no!” she half-screamed, half-sobbed.


  He turned to face the boat, and for just a fleeting moment, Rachel thought she saw her brother again, saw him struggling to find her through haunted eyes.


  “Sorry, Rach,” he said thickly, and placed his enormous hands on the side of the boat, pumping his powerful arms forward, casting the boat off into the harbour, the momentum he gave it moving the boat away from the wall foot by foot until a hint of current caught it and pulled it away.


  Rachel screamed wordlessly as she saw her baby brother turn to face the incoming horde, pulling out his trusted pipe-and-knife combination, and charging to meet them with a yell that sounded oddly like relief.


  For a second she saw his massive form swinging as the tide broke around him, and then the sight of him was lost, submerged in flesh, and Rachel screamed.


  When the things reached the harbour wall, they simply ploughed over the side and into the murky water, the waves caused by their impact pushing the boat away from the dock and out of reach.


  Only one made the leap across and caught the railing, pulling itself up onto the deck and charging Gwyneth to the floor with a crash before John tore it away from her and threw it into the sea, and then the time bomb they had left in the heart of Aberystwyth ticked down to zero and sent a pillar of fire into the night above the town with a roar like distant thunder.


  


  


  


  EPILOGUE


  


  Jake woke to the fresh scent of dawn approaching and the wet chill of the earth under his back. His misshapen muscles ached, as though he hadn’t used them in days. Feeling the creak of his bones as he flexed his arms, he guessed that might not be far from the truth.


  He remembered the running, and then nothing, like someone had simply whipped out his batteries and plunged him into darkness. He staggered to his feet, and gnawing pain in his stomach informed him that whatever he had become, he still had to eat. He wandered for a time then, stopping to drink deeply at a river, and finally spotting a deer that he was on before it could react, ripping chunks of the beast away and chewing thoughtfully, feeling his energy returning slowly with each bite, as if the meat were petrol being poured into an empty tank.


  Jake sat heavily on the grass and glanced around, trying in vain to pinpoint his location.


  Trees swaying softly in the breeze that carried the morning toward him. Hills in the distance.


  He hadn’t gone far, was most likely still in Northumberland, though he could not be sure. When he had eaten his fill, he tossed the carcass to one side and cocked his head, feeling the strange rush of power surge through his deformed body.


  He could feel them out there, shambling around; flawed prototypes to his finished article. Different to the way the humans felt somehow. The presence of the Infected in his mind was an outrage that he would not tolerate. All would die. Human and Infected alike. Eyes narrowing, he focused his thoughts on recognising the itch of their presence in his brain; concentrating.


  And then he felt something strange in the far-off distance, something that drew his attention like a magnet: a strange pulse of energy that made the new sense he didn’t quite understand ripple in recognition. It lasted for a moment, and then was gone, leaving an echo of a feeling reverberating in his head. Not the Infected. Not human, exactly, either.


  Whatever it was, it was aware of him, scanning him like an x-ray machine.


  His leapt to his feet, facing south, eyes narrowing.


  


  *


  


  It took a long time for the lapping waves to pull the boat out into the Irish Sea and away from Aberystwyth, longer still for the glow of the fire in the night sky to finally fade as sunlight crept over the horizon to the east.


  None of them talked for a long time. Rachel sobbed a while, and didn’t shrug off the comforting hug that Claire gave her, but her eyes remained fixed on the deck, and Michael thought he saw rage cloaked in her gaze. His heart ached for Rachel even as he made a mental note that he’d have to keep an eye on her.


  “Will she be okay?” John asked Michael, and nodded at Gwyneth, passed out on the deck where the infected creature had felled her.


  “I think she’s just unconscious. No bites, no other injuries I can see.”


  John nodded, and continued to struggle with the sails, as he had ever since they had cleared the harbour. He cursed as he pulled a rope and the small sail he’d almost sent up to catch the wind collapsed back down.


  “You want to share this plan of yours?”


  “You were right,” Michael said. “We can’t keep running, but we have to find somewhere safe. Our species is being slowly exterminated. We’ve been poisoned. We need to fight back.”


  “You have somewhere in mind.”


  Michael nodded and looked north.


  “Caernarfon. Stick to the coast, keep heading north and we’ll see it.”


  “What’s in Caernarfon?”


  “Caernarfon Castle.”


  John pondered this for a second and nodded grimly, and then finally the sail he’d been wrestling with shot up to catch the wind and the boat skimmed across the black water, heading north.


  


  *


  


  Time proved Michael right: they wouldn’t have missed the castle even under normal circumstances: it stood imperiously on a hill overlooking the ocean and the small town of Caernarfon, guarding the Menai Strait: a thin channel of water that separated mainland Wales from the island of Anglesey a half-mile or so off the coast.


  The castle was large and imposing, built at a time when the English King wanted a symbol to demonstrate his might to the barbarian Celts that battled him across Wales, and mostly it had survived the ravages of time, appearing almost as forbidding as it once must have been.


  The exhausted group on the boat wouldn’t have missed it, but the beam of light shooting up into the sky from the castle ensured they did not.


  “There are people there,” said John, and from his tone Michael could tell that the fact made him wary.


  “Good,” said Michael, staring at the signal that shot up into the dark sky. “We’ll need numbers if we want to survive.”


  “And if they’re hostile?”


  Michael grimaced and pointed at the beam of light.


  “It looks like they want company.”


  John nodded, but the doubt remained.


  A groan from Gwyneth startled them, and they stared as the old woman slowly eased her eyes open, wincing at the pain in her head.


  “I felt something,” she said, when she realised they were looking at her.


  Both men frowned in confusion.


  “Something out there, while I was asleep. Like them, but worse. Much, much worse.”


  “Close by?” John asked.


  “I don’t know, I don’t think so,” Gwyneth said uncertainly. “But I know it sensed me.”


  She stared at each of the men in turn.


  “And it’s coming.”


  


  *


  


  Deep in the earth, under the layers of blood and bone and terror that the monster had left behind, the panic room had become an office, of sorts. Nowhere else felt as safe. Blinking monitors and the soft emergency lighting filled the room with shifting shadows.


  “You can control it? You’re sure?”


  Phil Sanderson nodded hurriedly; sweat beading on his expansive brow.


  “I think so, given enough time. Recreating the changes induced by psychosis will be difficult, but not impossible. It’s a good job we took samples.”


  Fred Sullivan lifted up the small test tube and peered into it. The dim light of his office made the contents appear dark, removing all colour.


  Black gold, Sullivan thought, as he handed McIntosh’s blood back to the scientist.


  “Get it done.”
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